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      Special Agent Mitchell Parker had a clear plan – get the security tapes, get out of there, and get home in time for Inspector Morse on television at eight. Crouching on a hanging bridge spanning the middle floor of the university’s science block, Mitch silently cursed the architects who thought suspended walkways and wire railings would be ‘arty’ in the new science wing. It left nothing to hide behind and exposed him and his partner, Jack Jameson, to the lab entrances and thoroughfares.

      Mitch flattened himself against the railing in the shadows on the bridge. At six-foot-two, with dark hair and an athletic build, he was a man who didn’t spend much time in the shadows. His sharp blue eyes swept the area, landing on J.J.

      “J.J., nothing here. Try the next level up,” he whispered into his throat microphone.

      The stocky J.J., five-years older and a stone heavier, nodded and crawled out of sight.

      Mitch looked between the wire railings to the hallway entrance below. He saw one security guard at the front desk. His eyes traveled above the guard, finding the security camera that broadcast images to the desk monitor while recording them somewhere in the building.

      I want those recordings!

      Mitch glanced at his watch. It was nearing seven o’clock; the night-shift security officer was due.

      “Mitch?” J.J.’s voice broke his concentration.

      “Yeah?” Mitch whispered into the headset.

      “Are you sure this is going to work? There’ll be two guards to deal with during the changeover.”

      “I know,” he whispered back, “but they’ll be talking, not watching the monitor. It’s our best shot. Just find the room where the tapes are – I need them and we’re running out of time!”

      Mitch took in the area. The walkways reminded him of the modern shopping centers designed to make you walk one hundred and eighty degrees to get to each level.

      A pain in the ass, he thought. OK, walk around or straight up?

      Mitch jumped up, missed and tried again. Grabbing onto the overhead landing he heaved himself up, squatted, and did a quick reconnaissance. He saw lights on in one of the rooms.

      “J.J., the large room with the lights on, that’s got to be the main lab – and bet the small room next to it is our tape room,” he whispered into the mic.

      J.J. came into sight from the opposite direction. He glanced through the glass strip on the door of the small room.

      “Yeah, we’ve found it,” J.J. confirmed. “You’ll have to pass the main lab or drop back down below again and work in reverse.”

      “Too hard; main lab it is. Head count?” Mitch watched J.J. move closer to the main lab, glance in and move back.

      “Three. Two males at the back, one female near the door.”

      Mitch checked the coast was clear and increased his pace, sidling alongside the lab wall. He looked through the glass strip and saw a diminutive female with long dark hair working inside. No one else was in view. He ducked underneath the glass and moved to the taping room. With a silent prayer, he swiped a pre-programmed access card in the slot on the door. The access light flicked to green and he exchanged a quick look of relief with J.J.

      Mitch pushed open the door and entered the pitch-black room. He reached into his vest for a small penlight, flicked it on, surveyed the room and headed straight for a glass cabinet that housed numerous tapes, all dated. It opened first try. He found the previous week’s tape and set it aside. He stopped, listened and followed the whirring noise to locate the tape machine.

      “Shit!”

      “What’s wrong?” J.J.’s voice came through his earpiece.

      “Tape recorder’s a hundred years old! Our blanks won’t fit.”

      He glanced around and spotted some blank tapes still in their plastic wrappings on the counter.

      “Make my day.”

      “Come again?”

      “Nothing, problem solved. Let’s cut the chatter.”

      Mitch fished around in his black vest for a glove and put it on, being careful not to leave fingerprints. He grabbed a tape and unwrapped it, trying to minimize the noise from the plastic wrapping.

      “What the hell’s that?” J.J. cut in.

      “Plastic wrapper.”

      “Nightshift’s arrived,” J.J. said. “I can hear them talking. Hurry up, you’ve got about five minutes.”

      “Don’t sweat, I’m almost done.”

      Mitch moved back to the tape machine.

      “Just had a thought …”

      “What?” Mitch asked frustrated.

      “Old technology … what if their monitors go to black instead of relaying the hallway feed live?”

      “Security’ll head straight to the tape room.”

      “Great.”

      Mitch positioned himself next to the recorder.

      “Hurry up! What’s taking so long?”

      “Shut up for chrissake, I’m working here.” Mitch took a deep breath. “OK, here goes. Stopped recording … eject … tape out … new one in … recording … done!”

      They waited a beat.

      “All clear. Didn’t even notice,” J.J. proclaimed.

      “Excellent,” Mitch stuffed the tape and plastic in his vest, picked up the tape he had set aside and pried open the door. He spotted J.J. who gave him the ‘all clear’ thumbs up.

      Mitch closed the tape room door behind him.

      Less than three feet away, the main lab door began to open.
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      Mitch flattened himself against the wall as the dark-haired female walked out of the lab and turned right. She headed straight for J.J.

      “The bins,” Mitch whispered into his microphone. He watched J.J. grab the nearest garbage bin, pull out its lining, and with the bin under his arm and a bag of rubbish in the other, he nodded to her as she passed. She returned his nod and walked on. As she rounded the corner, he bolted behind Mitch.

      “Man, now I’m the janitor. Step up from my current job,” J.J. muttered.

      “Yeah?” Mitch frowned. “Close call, let’s go.” He led the way to the bridge. He heard the security guard’s footsteps approaching from the same direction.

      “Too late, this way.” He tried the access card on the door marked Lab G and it opened with a click. They slid in and the door locked behind them. They squatted beneath the bench in complete darkness.

      “Smells like the dentist,” J.J. sniffed.

      “Shh! Stay down, he might not come in.”

      They waited, immobilized. Mitch wiped a thin layer of sweat from his forehead. The security officer’s footsteps drew closer. He stopped at their door, rattled it as if testing the lock and then continued on.

      Mitch heard the security officer stop at the next lab and exchange greetings with the inhabitants – then the footsteps began again, moving away. Mitch rose, pushed the lab door open a few inches and glanced up and down the hallway.

      “Clear! Come on.”

      He sprinted for the wire bridge and swung through the rails to the walkway. He landed with a soft thud, turned and waited for J.J.

      Remaining low, Mitch led the way along the length of hanging walkway to the emergency exit door less than ten feet away. They made it out. Mitch scoped his new surrounds; it was a dark, confined area that was fenced.

      “Clear the fence and we’re safe.” He heard a growl. “But then again …”

      “Guard dog!” J.J. exclaimed. “Where is it?”

      Mitch moved his head to the right and saw a sleek Doberman, no more than fifteen yards away.

      “Four o’clock. When did they get that?”

      “Five yards to the fence. Can he outrun us?” J.J. asked.

      “Maybe. OK J.J., here’s the plan. I’ll drop a doggy snack to …”

      “You’re carrying a doggy snack?”

      The Doberman growled.

      “On the count of three, I’ll drop a snack and we’ll bolt for the fence.”

      “Security’ll hear.”

      “It’s that or hope Rover’s friendly.”

      “Count it,” J.J. agreed. “One …”

      The growling became louder.

      “Two, three,” Mitch snapped, throwing beef pellets towards the dog without sticking around to see if the distraction worked.

      They hit the fence, found footing in the wire uprights and hurled themselves over. Mitch heard a car start up. A black sports utility came into sight and he led the way towards it. He could hear the dog barking maniacally now.

      “You know,” J.J. panted beside him, “you might get home in time to see Morse.”

      “Nah. You know what it’s like, miss the first ten minutes and you never catch up.”

      Mitch reached the car and leapt into the front seat.

      “Go,” he yelled as he heard J.J. slam the back door. Agent Ellen Beetson took off and the sound of the dog’s barking died away.

      “Nice driving Ellie,” Mitch collapsed back into the seat.

      “Just once,“ J.J. complained, “I’d like to do a job without a dog, a security officer or some idiot in hot pursuit.”

      “Where’s the fun in that?” Ellen flashed a smile at him in the rear view mirror.

      “Why couldn’t we get a warrant and confiscate the tapes?” J.J. puffed.

      “We’ve acted on a tip off,” Mitch turned to look at him. “If we confiscate the tapes at this stage, we close down anything that might be in progress. Plus, we don’t know who we’re dealing with. The guy on the front desk could be involved, or the guy who tipped us off. You’re bleeding on the boss’s seat.”

      “Clipped the fence.” J.J. pulled a handkerchief out of one of the vest pockets and wrapped it around his hand.

      “Anyway, did you get it Mitch?” Ellen asked.

      Mitch patted his vest. “Got it. Now, let’s see who’s on it.”
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      Charlotte Curtis frowned at the black toast.

      “Mitchell!” she muttered. “Why do you always have to fiddle with the settings?” she slapped jam over the burned toast and threw the knife in the sink.

      The chime from the wall clock announced six o’clock.

      An hour to read the file, get dressed and get to the office, she thought. Never going to happen.

      She stopped to listen, heard the tap running and left Mitch’s coffee cup unfilled. With her plate of toast, coffee and the file, she headed for the warmth of the lounge room, falling into the cushioned sofa. Charlotte opened the file from the Child and Family Services Agency on her new client, Bradley James Parnell, and sighed.

      Counseling minors, not a great start to the day, she thought.

      The bathroom door opened and she looked up as her roommate emerged in a smart black suit, crisp white shirt and in the process of doing up a blue patterned tie. “What?” she asked noticing his grin. “Have I got bed hair?”

      “No, no, thy name is beauty,” Mitch placed his hand over his heart.

      Charlotte pulled her blue dressing gown around her and gave him a wry look. “The kettle’s boiled.” She returned to her file.

      Absorbed in her paper shuffle, she inhaled Mitch’s aftershave as he re-entered the room. She looked up. “Why are you up so early?”

      “A seven o’clock meeting,” he said as he sat next to her with his cereal and yesterday’s newspaper.

      Charlotte watched him as he read, his hand performing the reflex motion of cereal to mouth. Every now and then he frowned.

      He looked up and stuffing another spoonful of Wheaties into his mouth mumbled, “What?”

      “Your hair is starting to cover that scar. Did you really shave it for charity or just to look tough and pull girls with stories of gang fights?”

      “Hey, I only used the gang fight story a few times. The shark-attack angle seemed to work better.”

      Charlotte snorted. “I’ve known you for three years and never seen you even fake a punch let alone wrestle a shark. Besides, your face is far too pretty to have led a street life.”

      “Handsome, not pretty. Anyway, I’ve been on the streets! My job is fraught with danger.”

      “When? I thought you told me your FBI unit took a few photos on location and ran office-based passport checks?”

      “That’s about it. But trust me, there is danger in the office! Those pencil sharpening machines …” Mitch shuddered.

      Charlotte laughed.

      “So how many nut-cases are you seeing today?”

      “They’re not nuts; they’re normal people with problems. This kid,” she held up the file, “was a straight-A student right up to four months ago, and now he’s gone off the rails big time; petty theft, absenteeism, bashing another student. He’s hardly a nut-case …” Charlotte stopped mid sentence. “You know, one day you may need someone to talk to and …”

      “Highly unlikely,” Mitch interrupted. “I’m not into the put-it-out-there kind of therapy. Speaking of getting over it, Lachlan rang for you after you went to bed.”

      “Did he?” Charlotte chewed on her fingernail. “Why didn’t you wake me? What time?”

      “Not long after Morse. I stuck my head in but you were out of it. I thought it was over with him,” he rose.

      Charlotte followed him into the kitchen.

      “It is over, but I’d speak to him.”

      “Well, he said he’d be stuck in meetings all day and he’d call back later.”

      “Anyway, what do you care if I get up to talk to him?”

      “I don’t. Whatever. I’m just the messenger.”

      “Did you talk for long?” she asked.

      “No.”

      “So, what else did he say?”

      “Nothing much.”

      “Honestly, you can be so exasperating!”

      Mitch grabbed his coat, phone and keys. “Hmm, I know. Anyway, I’m off. Happy counseling.”

      She followed him to the front door.

      “Have a good high-security day,” she said locking the screen door behind him. Charlotte glanced around the neighborhood while she waited for his car to pull out of the garage. With a wave, she closed the door and headed to the bathroom. The phone rang and she retraced her steps.

      “Hello.”

      “It’s me …”

      “Mitch, sorry I snapped at …”

      “No big deal.” Mitch cut her off. “Don’t forget to turn the heater off.”

      “I won’t. Will you be home for dinner?”

      “Uh, don’t know.”

      “Of course … depends on the outcome of this morning’s meeting?” she asked knowing he wouldn’t answer.
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      Lawrence Hackett fidgeted; he wasn’t one for small talk after sex. Earlier he had wined and dined her, put up with inane banter about a day in the life of a model and gotten what he wanted by the end of the night. It was a fair trade in his mind. Now he had to get rid of her. Lawrence excused himself to go to the bathroom, picked up the phone installed on the white tiled wall and called his Chief of Staff, Andrew Kenny. It was nearing midnight but Lawrence’s staff worked twenty-four seven.

      “Call me back, Andrew, will you?” He didn’t bother to introduce himself. Within a few minutes the phone rang and Lawrence faked an emergency. He begged forgiveness from what’s-her-name, called a taxi and hurried her along saying all the right things. He saw her off at the front door and headed for the shower, preferring to sleep clean and alone.

      He let the hot water stream over him and watched as it pooled at his feet.

      “Treading water,” he muttered, “that’s what it feels like; day in, day out.”

      He turned off the taps and reached for a towel. Stopping to look at his reflection, one question came to mind. When was the last time I was excited by anything? Lawrence thought. He remembered the rush when he took over his father’s global media empire after his old man died. He also remembered bedding the hottest actress that same year and replacing everyone on his father’s board with his own people. Buying his first Lamborghini Countach was up there too. He realized those thrills were almost two decades ago.

      Done it. Milked every high that could be had … except for Mastermind.

      He walked from the bathroom, grabbed the Mastermind file from his bedside drawer and collapsed on the bed. He scanned the six entrants selected to play in this year’s high-risk game; they were located in Munich, Tokyo, Monaco, Paris, Nevada and Washington D.C.

      Bring it on! He smiled.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “White with none,” J.J. handed Mitch a coffee.

      “Thanks J.J., what’s the latest?” He looked over at the Executive Director for the Trans-National Crime Unit’s office. John Windsor was on the phone.

      “Our tapes are back and the lab rats identified.”

      Mitch saw John hang up and signal them in. Looking around, he spotted the rest of his team, Ellen Beetson and Samantha Moore, walking towards him with cappuccinos from the canteen.

      “I bought you a coffee, but if you’ve already got one …” Samantha held onto it.

      “Thanks, Sam,” Mitch grabbed it, looking for somewhere to toss J.J.’s strong brew.

      “Ready for another day of official non-existence and denial?” Ellen greeted him.

      Mitch laughed. “I like being deniable. Gives us scope.” He followed his team into John’s office and closed the door. “What’ve we got?”

      “Good and bad news,” John began. “The good news is we’ve identified the people on the tape. The bad news is, as a result, we’ve got one hell of a problem.” John pressed a button that closed his office blinds and another to lower a screen from the ceiling. He logged into his laptop, opened the surveillance footage file and hit play. They watched as several figures came within sight of the university camera. He froze the video on a tall, gray-haired man in his late fifties.

      “Johan Booysen,” John announced. “Former Chief Executive Officer of a large Telco in South Africa.”

      “Former?” Mitch asked.

      “Yes, he stepped down last year amidst a controversy about misused funds. Nothing was ever proven. He’s here on a tourist visa.”

      Mitch scribbled down some notes. “Sightseeing around the university. That’s a little different from most.”

      “Precisely. He’s got his fingers into something. The universities are cash-strapped; they’re contracting facilities out-of-hours in all faculties without any real security checks. The science lab is one of the most lucrative for private hire. I want to know what he’s doing there.” John continued the tape. “This guy …” he froze it on an image of a tall, blonde man who looked to be in his mid-thirties.

      “Nicholas Everett!” Mitch said, surprised.

      “Yes. Nicholas Patrick Everett. You know him?”

      “We were close friends at school and in the Air Force. He moved to the west coast and I haven’t seen him for … seven or eight years.”

      “He’s flying for a courier company in Nevada. Don’t know what he’s doing in D.C.,” John honed in on the female. “This is Maria Elena Diaz, a trader in antiques, jewelry and fine art. She’s a celebrity in the Venezuelan community and well connected.”

      “She’s a stunner,” Samantha said.

      “Yes, it hasn’t set her back. She’s had her deals well funded.”

      “She was at the lab last night,” J.J. added.

      John closed the program and opened the blinds.

      “A South African with a shady past, a former Air Force pilot and a South American dealer meeting in a science lab at the university. What’s the connection?” Mitch mused.

      “You tell me,” John replied. “Our source has been watching Johan since he entered the country. When he visited the university after-hours and met with your friend, Nicholas, we were alerted right away. That’s it. It’s all yours.”

      Mitch rose to depart, his team followed.

      “Mitch,” John said, stopping him. “Keep me in the loop.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Mitch paced around his sparse, glass-walled office. He turned to his team who sat waiting for instructions.

      “OK, Ellie and J.J., head to the university science department and find out what inter-country science programs are running, if any, between the U.S., South America and South Africa. Then start work on Johan. Get as much info as you can on him.”

      “Done,” Ellen answered.

      “Stay in touch. Sam and I will head to the university admin to book some lab space and find out when the main lab will next be available. We’ll try and get a room as close as we can to it to watch coming and goings. Let’s see what they’re up to in there.”
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      “Gentlemen, it’s time to play,” Lawrence Hackett said as he turned his back on the bleak London day and swiveled his chair to face the directors around the board table. “For the few of you that were not with us five years ago when we last played, let me remind you of the rules of the game. Contestants must mastermind and carry out the perfect crime. A prize pool of five million pounds will be divided amongst the Mastermind entrants that succeed. So, the less who succeed, the better for the winners. Clear?”

      The directors nodded in agreement.

      “Rishi, another one?”

      “Entry is by invitation and only six entries will be selected to play.”

      “Bravo. Richard?”

      Richard cleared his throat. “I’m too old for a pop quiz, Lawrence.”

      Lawrence laughed. “Indulge me, Richard.”

      “For security reasons, one person only will represent each group. No other members of the group are to have contact with us or be aware of Mastermind. They are briefed on the job, not the competition. Should the team rep withdraw, the entry is disqualified,” he rattled off.

      Lawrence heard Daniel Reid shuffle in his seat. He turned to him. “Daniel, you haven’t played before …”

      “But I know the rules. Mastermind directors will be accessible one month prior to the event in the capital city of the entrant. This will be the contestants’ only point of contact.”

      “Go on,” Lawrence encouraged him.

      “The Mastermind act cannot be a Mastermind that was performed in past events.”

      “Correct, and finally, when you are allocated a Mastermind entrant, get full security checks on all team members, and confirm everyone’s timing is going to work. It must happen between November 1 and 30. If your group fails and keep their mouths shut, you can offer them legal help – otherwise pull out and disown them. Make sure the team reps know this. Anything else, Andrew?”

      “Yes, if they succeed, they’ll be paid on December 1. They also get to keep the spoils of their crime. I’ll have Mastermind projects allocated to directors by tomorrow.”

      “Good,” Lawrence concluded. “Let the fun begin! We’ve got some good ones this year.”

      “What’s your all-time favorite, Lawrence?” Daniel Reid asked.

      “Ah, there have been a few. I liked the Swiss Mastermind in the inaugural competition, before your time, Daniel. The entrants held up a bank, handcuffed and blindfolded the staff and customers, then transferred funds to untraceable accounts. After the transfer, they tied themselves up and joined the hostages. When the cops burst in, they were released with the hostages. It was beautiful. What was your favorite, Richard?”

      “All bias aside, since I worked on it, I liked the New York print run in Mastermind-2.”

      “That was the thanksgiving weekend wasn’t it?” Lawrence recalled.

      “Exactly, a traditional busy time. The Mastermind entrants dispersed half a million worth of counterfeit notes across four U.S. borders that weekend. Simple, effective and by the time the notes were detected, the perpetrators were sunning themselves in the Cayman Islands.”

      “What was your favorite, Mike?” Lawrence turned to Michael Germaine.

      “It would have to be another one in the Mastermind-2 competition – the selling of the Parisian apartment.”

      “Yes, the second round gave us some great ones,” Lawrence agreed.

      “It was classic,” Michael continued. “The entrants sold that block of units while their landlord was out of the country. When he came back two months later, his units were being demolished and they were gone with a large wad of French francs and their Mastermind payout.”

      Lawrence laughed. “Yeah, that was great. So, we had three Masterminds succeed in our inaugural Mastermind and two in Mastermind-2. Let’s see what this year brings us for Mastermind-3. Who do you think will take it out, Andrew? How about a bet?”

      “OK, fifty pounds on Monaco,” Andrew Kenny started the betting.

      Lawrence turned to Alan Peasely.

      “Tokyo,” Alan answered.

      “Ian?”

      “Hmm, tough one. I’m going for Nevada.”

      “And you, Lawrence?” Richard put him on the spot.

      Lawrence answered without hesitating. “My money’s on Washington D.C.”
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      Mitch rang the bell on the desk in the university’s administration building. He looked over at Samantha.

      “Sam, see if you can see what name the lab’s booked under.”

      “Will do.”

      A young woman came out from behind a glazed partition.

      “Faculty bookings? Yes I can help you,” she responded to Mitch’s request. “Where were you looking to book?”

      “The main lab in the science faculty.”

      “I’ll get the book,” she looked under the counter and pulled out a large diary.

      “Now … the main lab … hmm. It seems to be booked for a while. When did you want it?”

      “As soon as it’s available,” Mitch attempted to read the book upside down.

      “It’s been booked for …” she rifled through the calendar, “at least the next three months – and they have first right of extension.”

      “Must be a significant project?”

      “Yes, science is a growth industry,” she agreed.

      Mitch waited, hoping she would elaborate.

      “We might not need as much space as the main lab,” Samantha said. “Is there a smaller lab we could access?”

      “Let me see.” She shuffled through the bookings. “For how long?”

      “Three months, with an option for another three,” Mitch confirmed.

      “Yes, that won’t be a problem. There are two small labs available.”

      “I’d like the one closest to the main lab. I’ll have staff working late, so I’d rather other people were around … just in case.”

      “Of course. We have campus security; you can ask them to escort your staff to their cars. Lab G is on the same level as the main lab.”

      Déjà vu, Mitch recalled squatting with J.J. on the Lab G floor.

      “That will be fine. The booking’s under the name of James Owen, company name of Innovation Enterprises,” Mitch said using one of his issued and untraceable names.

      “You’ll need to fill out a booking form,” she said, looking around the counter. “Sorry, I’m just temping, I’ll have to go ask someone where they are.”

      Mitch waited until she was out of sight and spun the book around. Scanning down the list he found the entry. He frowned at its name.

      “She’s coming,” Samantha nudged him.

      He turned the book back.

      “Here’s the form, Mr. Owen,” she smiled. Mitch read the signs.

      I might get more information on that booking yet, he thought.
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      “It’s this one,” J.J. said indicating a building to Ellen as they made their way through campus. They mounted the stairs.

      “Wait,” Ellen grabbed his arm. She nodded towards reception. “The security guard’s an older guy. Why don’t you try the buddy system? I’ll wait out here.”

      “Alright,” J.J. agreed. He ran up the final few steps, entered and stopped at the desk.

      “Can I help you?” the security officer looked up.

      “Yeah buddy, thanks,” J.J. began. “I’m with the Science Gazette. We’re a web-magazine and we’re doing a story on the rush for university facilities by independent medical and science teams.”

      “You’ll need to talk to our media unit,” the guard interrupted him, writing down the phone number on a card.

      “OK, thanks. I hear you’ve got a few labs booked out after hours, including one booked for a huge research project?” J.J. slouched across the counter.

      “That must be the main lab guys.”

      “Sounds exciting. What are they up to?”

      “Good question, not sure myself. Something to do with …” he looked over at the booking sheet, “yeah, the Aurum project. Got the lab booked for three months.”

      “Hmm. Interesting,”

      “Yeah. They’re not too hard at it though.”

      “Been knocking off early?” J.J. asked.

      “Well, I finish here at seven and I hardly ever see them. Their booking’s from five. Joe, he’s night-shift, he never knows when to expect them. Some nights they’re in for an hour, other nights for two hours, and then we won’t see them for a few nights.”

      “Where do I get a job like that?” J.J. asked.

      The security guard laughed.

      “Big team?”

      “No, three of them come regularly. The fourth one, a British guy, all swanky in his suit, briefcase, the whole bit; you know the type, he’s only been here two or three times.”

      “Might be their bank manager,” J.J. joked.

      The security guard handed J.J. the card with the media unit’s phone number written on it.

      “Thanks. I’ll give them a call.”

      “No problem.”

      “Have a good one,” J.J. said with a wave. He headed out of the building, took the stairs two at a time down to the campus courtyard and found Ellen.

      “The Aurum project, booked in for three months, four people all-up, including a Brit. How much damage can they do in that time?”

      Ellen frowned. “Substantial.”
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      Charlotte Curtis turned her red MG into the familiar surrounds of the juvenile detention center, finding a parking space between a news van and a motorcycle.

      Late again, she cursed, then quickened her pace from the car to the building, racing up the stairs as fast as her fitted navy suit and heels would allow. She pulled up at the security desk.

      “Hello Charlotte, you know the drill … your bag and folder please,” the guard instructed as he ran a scanner over her body looking for metal objects.

      “Hi Roger, I suppose you want my knife collection?”

      “Yes thanks, but the escape kit is fine to take in.”

      Charlotte laughed.

      “You’re here to see Bradley Parnell?”

      “I am.”

      Roger shook his head.

      “What is it?” Charlotte prompted him.

      “Charlotte, that boy has had some terrible nightmares.”

      “Really? How often?”

      “Several times a night. He wakes himself up yelling, poor kid.”

      “Do you know what about? Has he said anything?”

      Roger paused. “Sometimes he will yell out words, you know, stop, no – once he called for his mother. Now that’s one messed up kid.”

      “Mm, thanks Roger. He’ll be out by tomorrow. They always give the new kids a few days in remand to scare the hell out of them.” She gave him a wave and hurried down the hall to the counseling rooms, walking on her toes to reduce the echo on the tiles announcing “intruder” to the insiders.

      Charlotte opened the door to room 7J. She glanced up at a flickering fluorescent light in the ceiling panel and shuddered at the sight of a huge spider web in prime position for moth catching. She did a quick scan of the room to ensure the owner wasn’t in sight, then dropped into a deep, red vinyl chair that groaned beneath her.

      I know how you feel, she thought. Right, a ten-minute wait till they bring Brad.

      She turned off her phone and sat back with a sigh.

      An inscription carved into the timber table caught her eye. Jason loves Samantha. Jason’s probably long gone by now and has kids of his own, she thought. Samantha … Mitch’s colleague. I wonder what she’s like, Charlotte thought, surprising herself at the tinge of jealousy she felt. Ellen and Samantha. The only two girls Mitch has mentioned for a while, since that last one slept over … Lena, Leonie, Lana?

      Ah, Lachlan. What are you doing, why are you calling me again?

      Charlotte jumped as the door opened, bringing her back to reality. Security brought in a good-looking teenager in a regulation orange jumpsuit. She looked at her watch – she had exactly one hour.
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      “Ready, Lawrence?” Andrew Kenny asked.

      “Fire away,” Lawrence sat down and joined the directors.

      “OK, gentlemen,” Andrew began, “I have allocated each of you a Mastermind entrant and city. Your allocated team should already be on the ground and have started their project. It is your responsibility to be across their work. You will continue to manage your current portfolios as well as your new project and file a report via email every Friday by close of business U.K. time. An office has been booked in the capital city of each project for your exclusive use. As you may recall, the project does not always take place in the capital city, but for security purposes you will be located there. Any questions so far?”

      Andrew looked around the room, seeing nods of understanding.

      “Most of you were here five years ago for Mastermind-2, so you know the rules. You’re to meet with one team representative only throughout the project. Reinforce the deadlines and your expectations. The projects must be concluded by November 30. As soon as the project is completed, whether it succeeds or fails, you are to return to the U.K. office.”

      Andrew read out the board members’ assignments, allocating directors to Paris, Munich and Monaco. He glanced at Daniel Reid with disdain.

      I know you want Tokyo, Daniel. Bad luck.

      He continued to read from the list. “Richard, Tokyo.” He suppressed a smile seeing Daniel’ disappointment. “Your contact is Seika Tajimo. Now there are two Mastermind entrants in the U.S. Michael, your entrant is based in Washington D.C. and your contact is Paul Asher. Daniel, you will share office space with Michael in D.C., your project is based in Nevada and your contact is Johan Booysen.”
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      Johan Booysen ran his hand through his gray hair, sweeping it back over to one side. He frowned at Nicholas Everett.

      “We don’t have the luxury of time. You know the timeframe – if we don’t meet it, we forfeit.”

      “We’ll meet it,” Nick said, shuffling papers into his black leather compendium. “It’s a little unpredictable because the locations for pick ups aren’t booked until a week out, but it’s manageable. You forget, I’ve done the route numerous times already.”

      “Then do whatever it takes to get the roster tightened,” Johan ordered.

      “It doesn’t work like that,” Nick snapped back. “They’ll be suspicious if I push for it.”

      “We’re still on schedule, so don’t panic,” Maria Diaz assured him. “Daniel is not due here until next week. It will be refined by then.”

      “It better be, we have no choice.”

      “Remember, this is supposed to be fun,” Maria took his hand.

      He pulled away from her.

      “The fun is in the winning.”
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      Mitchell Parker hurried in, last to arrive at his own meeting.

      “You look pissed, what’s up?” Samantha asked.

      “That’s putting it mildly,” Mitch showed them the university lab booking form for the main lab.

      “How did you get that?” J.J. asked.

      “Good luck.”

      “How old was she?” Ellen asked.

      Mitch smiled. “Legal age. I had to get rid of Sam so I could smooth talk it out of her.”

      “Yeah, nice to be dispensable,” Samantha punched his arm.

      “Ouch!” Mitch rubbed it dramatically. “Check this out. The lab’s been booked for three months for a project called Aurum.”

      “Aurum. The security guy told J.J. the same thing,” Ellen cut in. “That means gold.”

      “It does,” Mitch agreed. “They’ve left a phone number that goes to a paging service and they’ve paid in cash, so there is no tracking them. Their signature is illegible …”

      Mitch looked up as John walked into his office finishing his sentence, “And their cover is as good as ours; all of their details are dead ends.”

      “We’re not meant to know what’s going on in that lab or, more to the point, what’s going on outside it,” Mitch concluded.
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      Charlotte raced up the front stairs to get out of the cold, opened the door and inhaled the scent of Thai food. She heard Mitch call a greeting from the kitchen. Passing through the lounge, she found him in his black suit pants and white business shirt, sleeves rolled up, and stirring a beef dish.

      “Hi, did you get an early mark?”

      “Hmm, for good behavior,” he snacked on a wedge of carrot from the stir-fry. “What were you smiling about?”

      “When?” Charlotte asked.

      “Just then, when you walked into the kitchen. In love again?”

      Charlotte groaned. “No. Actually, it was so nice coming into the warmth that I was recalling when I first saw this house, fell in love with it and bought it on the spot. I remember the day that you came over to talk about renting, I spent hours cleaning and making it look pretty. You walked in and all you wanted to know was which room to put your one suitcase and a box in.”

      Mitch grinned. “I’m not very territorial.”

      “I noticed. Has Lachlan called yet?”

      “No, Princess, but he will.”

      She smirked at him. “Don’t give me a hard time.”

      Mitch’s phone rang.

      “Go and change, dinner’s ready,” he ordered, stabbing at the stir-fry with a wooden spoon.

      She reached over and stole a mushroom, noticing Mitch continued to let his phone ring until she had left the room. Moments later she heard him yell: “Got to go, Charlie.”

      “But …” Charlotte wandered out of her room and saw the front door closing behind him.
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      “I’m freezing my ass off,” J.J. rubbed his hands together to keep the circulation going.

      “Turn the heater on,” Mitch stated the obvious.

      “Are we going to be here much longer?”

      “Another half hour or so. You know, I just finished cooking this great stir-fry.”

      J.J. reached over to the car dashboard and changed the settings to warm.

      “Why can’t we go into the lab we booked while we wait?”

      “Because I need to work out what we’re doing and who’s doing it, and I don’t want any of us recognized yet.”

      “So, what did John say when he called?”

      “He said they’ve accounted for everyone on the tape except for one guy; probably their British partner. John’s panicking. He wants us to lift whatever info we can to find out what’s happening in there. So, an orchestrated evacuation has been scheduled for eight,” Mitch read J.J.’s blank expression, “a fire drill.”

      “Right.”

      “We’ll go in while they’re coming out.”

      “He didn’t waste any time getting that happening.”

      “The more impromptu the better; less chance it will leak. Plus, if we wait until after their shift, they’ll take material with them. Johan’s been carrying a case in all the video footage. Nick’s the same. I’m hoping they’ll leave it there during the raid.”

      “What if they don’t all come out?” J.J. asked.

      “That’s the risk we take. That’s why we’re here early, to see how many arrive tonight. Only been two so far.”

      “The female and Johan?”

      “Yeah.”

      J.J. pulled out a thermos.

      “Coffee, decaf, tea or herbal tea?”

      “Geez, what are you, a walking espresso bar? Coffee, white, thanks.”

      Mitch sat up straight and pointed to the building. “There’s Nick. It’s a full house unless they’re expecting guests.”

      “Cream or plain cookie?”

      Mitch surveyed the selection and reached for a chocolate cream.

      “Thanks, you can come on surveillance anytime.” He took the offered coffee and turned his attention back to the building.

      Sitting in silence, they drank their coffees and waited. Mitch glanced at his watch, fifteen minutes had passed. J.J. slid down making himself comfortable. Another glance at the watch and across at J.J. who was drifting off to sleep in the warmth of the car.

      Mitch jolted upright as the first alarm wailed.

      “Let’s go, J.J.”

      “Man! OK.”

      Mitch bolted from the car. He looked back to check J.J. was behind him. They strode to the side of the building as the fire alarm kicked into a full-on scream. The exit doors automatically unlocked and Mitch slipped in through the side door, holding it ajar for J.J. He waited for his eyes to adjust as the house lights went off and the generator floor lighting flickered on.

      Crouching, Mitch and J.J. waited underneath the stairs. Mitch watched as the security guards hustled everyone out. He could hear a heavily-accented male voice complaining about having to leave. Finally he saw the three from the main lab cross the walkway and exit through the door with the security guard behind them.

      “We’ve got fifteen minutes so we want to be out in ten. The firemen are ours, but they can’t stall forever,” Mitch said leaping to his feet and hoisting himself up again to the landing in a repeat performance of the previous night. He moved out of the way as J.J. followed suit.

      They arrived at the main lab and Mitch swiped his card in the slot. The door wouldn’t open.

      “Shit! It won’t open with the building on emergency alert. OK, think!” The alarms continued to wail. “J.J., you’re the expert … what do you suggest?”

      “It’ll take a few minutes to pick, or we can break the glass window.”

      “We don’t have a few minutes and we can’t break the glass; they’ll get suspicious and relocate. I can’t lose them. We need a master key.”

      “Hang on.”

      Mitch watched as J.J. headed to the tape room and swiped his card. The green light flashed, the lock clicked opened.

      “What the …? Gloves!” Mitch snapped before J.J. put his hand on the door. They both slipped them on.

      “The security area should override all areas … makes sense,” J.J. explained. “I can override it in here if you want to head out and tell me when it flashes green?”

      Mitch headed to the main lab and waited for the green light to flash on.

      “Green!” he called to J.J. above the alarms and pushed the main lab door open. He went straight to the microscope.

      He heard J.J. enter behind him.

      “Get set up,” Mitch ordered, “we need to bag some samples.”

      “Seven minutes,” J.J. stood beside him and pulled compact storage containers from his vest, setting them up on the counter.

      Peering through the microscope, Mitch saw a slide with several cells.

      “Taking that one?” J.J. asked.

      “Too risky.” Mitch eyed a stand with a dozen tubes half filled with some fluid. J.J. handed him two empty tubes. Mitch filled them with water and selecting two from the stand, swapped them, handing them back. He moved to the refrigerator.

      “Six minutes,” J.J. called.

      “Petri dish,” Mitch gestured to him.

      J.J. handed him the dish. Mitch opened his vest and withdrew a sealed syringe with a liquid substance in it. He placed a few droplets into a new petri dish, sealed the syringe, selected a similar sample and swapped them. Grabbing a swab from his jacket, Mitch immersed it in two other foreign fluids and bagged the swabs, passing it to J.J. for storage. He pulled a mini camera from his vest and looked around.

      “Beautiful,” he whispered seeing the brief case. With his gloved hand he opened the lid, pushed aside a selection of Mont Blanc pens and pulled out three manila folders. He opened the first file and found a list of names next to a column of dollar amounts. He snapped photos of the first few pages.

      “Five minutes,” J.J. announced. Joining Mitch, he whipped out his camera, removed the second file and began to take photos. Mitch opened the third folder, finding profiles on Nick, Diaz, two security personal and three people listed as scientists and a pilot.

      Finishing, he took J.J.’s file and returned them to the case in the correct order.

      “Four minutes,” J.J. counted down.

      Mitch looked around; there was no sign of Nick’s folders.

      Damn. He handed J.J. his camera, storing the evidence together.

      J.J. zipped up the pack.

      “I’m going to wipe the area for prints and hair. You move out, I’m right behind you,” Mitch instructed.

      “OK, you’ve got three minutes.”

      Mitch heard the door close as J.J. departed. He pulled a soft cloth out of his vest and wiped the area carefully; the magnetic cloth picked up everything. Another glance at his watch.

      Two minutes, thirty seconds – what the heck? He unzipped a small section of his vest and pulled out a tiny magnetic microphone and receiver, no larger than a half dollar. He felt under the table; no metal. Mitch glanced around the room looking for something metal that would hold the magnet.

      Top of the refrigerator? Too visible. Back? No, the hum may interfere with recording audio. Two minutes. Hurry, where can I put this?

      He looked up.

      The air conditioning duct; nicely centered to capture conversations.

      He leapt up on the counter, pushed a ceiling panel upwards and felt around for a suitable spot. The alarm bells stopped.

      I’ve got to get out of here!

      He pulled himself up into the ceiling, locked his feet into a beam, swung upside down and wiped his tread marks off the counter. The house lights flickered on and he hurled himself up hearing footsteps on the walkways. Mitch placed the microphone in the tread of the ceiling air conditioner vent and lowered the panel back into place as the lab door swung open. He froze behind the grate and watched Johan enter, stop, pat down his pockets as if looking for his cigarettes and head out again.

      Move! Mitch hurried towards the outlet at the side of the building.
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      J.J. waited, watching everyone enter the building via the walkway above him. Security was the last to pass. He rose slowly, checked the coast was clear and raised himself up to the walkway. He heard footsteps and ducked back under the stairs, looking up to see who was passing.

      Johan! Why is he going out? Is he coming back?

      He waited a few seconds, pulled himself up again and headed to the fire exit. As he reached for the door, it opened. J.J. found himself face-to-face with Johan.
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      Mitch crawled along the inside of the ceiling. Coming to the end, he pushed open the vent and looked out, then down at the side of the building.

      Great, no dog. He studied the drop. Not so great … it must be at least twenty-five feet to the ground! Shit.

      He glanced around.

      Nope, nothing. No pipes, no tree branches, he thought. He strained forward to see the car. No one in the driver’s seat. Where the hell is J.J.? Just get on with it. He lowered himself full length from the vent.

      That cuts about six feet off the fall, he thought glumly. On the count of three. What am I saying?

      He let go, hit the ground with a thud, rolled, then squatted to assess the damage.

      Sprained ankle, all else intact. Where the hell is J.J?
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      “All clear in there,” J.J. nodded to Johan. “Thanks for your co-operation.”

      Johan ignored him, and pushed past.

      “Yeah, you’re welcome,” he muttered under his breath and exited the building. “Cover blown! Mitch is going to be pissed off.”

      He bolted to the car; it was empty.

      Where the hell are you, Mitch?

      J.J. tried the car door; it was open and he slid into the driver’s seat and dialed John Windsor.

      “What’s happening? I haven’t heard from Mitch,” John answered.

      “Me either. We split ways. The drill’s over and I’m outside.”

      “Who’s got the samples?”

      “I have; plus photos. Johan left his brief case in there.”

      “Excellent. Don’t get caught sitting there with them. Give Mitch five minutes and then get those into the lab. You can go back and pick him up. Understand?”

      “Yessir!”

      J.J. hung up and glanced at this watch.

      Come on, Mitch, what the hell are you doing? He reached under the seat feeling for the spare key and found it. He put the key in the ignition, turned on the heater and waited.

      Where are you?

      He saw movement up ahead; someone with a slight limp was coming around the hedges.

      “Shit,” J.J. glanced at the samples from the lab in the back seat. He locked the doors and started to drive, swerving to miss the figure as it ran up the side of the car and banged on the window. J.J. recognized Mitch and slammed on the brakes, unlocking the doors. Mitch limped in.

      “Take off.”

      “What happened to you?” J.J. floored the car.

      “I took a scenic trip through the ceiling into the garden,” Mitch put the seat back and stretched out his leg.

      “Geez, you’re ankle’s swelling already.” J.J.’s phone rang. “That’ll be John,” he handed it over.

      “Chief, all OK, job done,” Mitch hung up. “So where were you?”

      “I’ve got good and bad news,” J.J. said. “The good news is I got out alive with the samples intact.”

      Mitch grunted at the obvious.

      “And the bad news?”

      “Johan saw me.”
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      Pulling up at J.J.’s apartment, Mitch limped around to the driver’s side of his car.

      “Thanks for the lift.”

      “Thanks for coming on the shift. See you tomorrow J.J.”

      He swung the car around and headed back to the office, pulling into his usual car space. He limped to the door, flashed his security pass to get in and took the samples to the lab, finally climbing the stairs to his floor.

      “You’re still here,” Mitch said entering John’s office.

      “You’re a mess, John greeted him.

      “So I’ve heard,” Mitch fell into a chair.

      “You should’ve got the fire lads to hose you down. What have you done to your leg?”

      “Just a sprain.”

      John picked up the phone and called for a medic to the fourth floor, then opened a cabinet and poured two scotches.

      “Samples?”

      “Delivered.”

      “Good. Any hitches?”

      “J.J. was compromised; Johan saw him. Otherwise, no problems.” He took the offered scotch and swallowed it fast, feeling it burn down the back of his throat. He fished the microphone remote from his pocket and handed it over.

      “I didn’t know you were going to get that into place,” John jumped to his feet and attempted to patch it through the system, unable to pick up any noise.

      “Could be working, they might not be saying anything. Or have left for the day.”

      A South African accent crackled on the line.

      “Excellent,” John listened in.

      “Good. I was worried about where I stuck the mic but that’s crisp.”

      John reached for the phone again and ordered transcript recording from the lab.

      “Nice work. If your samples are good, you’ve earned a night off.”

      Mitch rolled his eyes. “Yeah, yeah, heard that before.” He emptied the glass and turned to see the medic coming his way.
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      Mitch rang Charlotte’s phone; she answered on the third ring.

      “Mitchell Parker, what happened to you? One minute I’m waiting for my stir-fry, the next I’m on serving duty!”

      Mitch laughed

      “Sorry, emergency work call. Where are you? I can hardly hear you.”

      “At the hotel’s new wine bar. Come down, I’m with Sally.”

      “Thanks, but I’ve sprained my ankle so I’m going to hobble home.”

      “Don’t be such a wet blanket. Hobble on down. You’ll feel better after a red wine or three.”

      “I would, but I’m covered in dirt.”

      “So dust off and stop making excuses. Hang on, Sally wants a word.”

      Mitch waited, listening to the girls pass the phone.

      “Mitch some knight in shining armor you are. Where are you? We’re getting hit on every minute. We need a man at the table.”

      “I bet you are, Sal. Well, don’t complain if I don’t look up to standard.”

      He swung the Audi around to head to the hotel. He found a park and brushed down as he made his way into the bar. Mitch spotted them in the corner. He slipped into the booth beside Charlotte and noticed they both checked him out.

      “You look alright,” Sally told him, “except for … is that grass? How do you get grass stains on a business shirt?”

      “I fell on the grass!” Mitch answered.

      Charlotte laughed.

      “I hate these trendy bars,” Mitch shuffled in his seat.

      “Listen Happy, you hate these trendy bars because you’re scared someone will think you’re trendy,” Charlotte waved to a waiter.

      “I’m too old to be trendy.”

      Mitch ordered more wine and tapas.

      “I’m starving, how was my stir-fry?” He sat back and observed the girls.

      “Delicious!”

      “What did you do to your ankle?” Sally stared at the strapping.

      “For a person with a desk job, you’ve never seen so many injuries in your life,” Charlotte interrupted. “Check out the scar above his ear. Not to mention …”

      “You’re right, let’s not mention it,” Mitch cut her off as the waiter passed him the opened bottle of wine. He filled their glasses.

      “So, Mitch, anyone on the scene this week?” Sally took the glass of red.

      “Well, there is a new girl in the records management division …”

      “Woo-hoo, all the reference material you can handle,” she nudged him.

      “Listen Blondie, don’t give me a hard time.” Mitch smiled at her. “I’m sore, hungry and reading is not what I had in mind for records girl.”

      Sally laughed. “Look, why don’t you and Charlie go out and be done with it?”

      “Who, us two?” Mitch choked on his red wine.

      “Why not? You can obviously live together, so economize and share a room.”

      Charlotte crinkled her nose.

      “No offence, Mitch, but it would be like dating my brother … I love my brother, but he’s my brother. Same theory applies to you,” she patted his hand.

      He looked at Charlotte, “I’d go out with you.”

      She stopped, gazed at him, and then laughed.

      “Nice try. You almost got me then. But we both know if I said I’d go out with you, Mitchell Parker, you would organize a stack of assignments and conveniently never be home.”

      “Not true. Anyway,” he turned to Sally, “my rival’s still on the scene.”

      “Are you serious?” Sally asked. “When …?”

      “Good one, tittle-tat! I was going to mention it.”

      “When were you going to mention it? We’ve been here twenty minutes!”

      “Look, it’s over with Lachlan; we’re just tying up loose ends.”

      “Loose ends? You’re addicted to good sex,” Sally exclaimed.

      Mitch looked away.

      “If you want my advice,” she continued, “I think you should burn him for good. He’s a lovely guy, but it’s a flogged horse. What do you think, Mitch?”

      “Nothing to do with me,” he shrugged. “Although, one of the girls in the office cooks a lot when she breaks up with a guy … that could work out well if you were inclined.”

      “Or clean … I’ve heard of people who clean a lot when heartbroken,” Sally added. Mitch nodded.

      “Ha, nice try you two but don’t count on it.” Charlotte tossed back her wine.
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      Mitch carried Charlotte’s belongings into her room.

      “Stay and talk a while,” she sat on the bed. “Please!”

      “Charlie, you’re pissed. You’ll be asleep as soon as your head hits the pillow.”

      “Please, just for a while.”

      Mitch sat next to her as she curled up on the bed.

      “Talk to me …” she yawned.

      “I’m all talked out,” he covered her with the quilt.

      “Mitch?”

      “Yes?”

      “I’m cold. Can’t you lie here for a while?”

      “I’ll fall asleep and we’ll scare each other in the morning. You’ll think I took advantage of you. Might be safer to put your electric blanket on.”

      “No.” She put her pillow in his lap and wrapped her arms around his waist. “You can set the record straight tomorrow. Besides, I’m used to your scary appearance.”

      Mitch kicked off his shoes and propped himself up in sitting position behind her. He stroked her hair, listening to her steady breathing.

      He woke with a start twenty minutes later.

      Shit! He swore, realizing where he was. He touched her hair again.

      No! Got to go. I need that nightshift at the lab to start ASAP.
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      Mitch could see his team waiting for him. He grabbed the paperwork from John and limped towards them.

      “All quiet on the Western Front?” J.J. asked as he neared.

      “Too quiet. Budgets,” Mitch answered.

      “Aah! I thought you looked glum. We got any money left?”

      “Not if those Cobra helicopter repairs come out of my budget.”

      “Geez, wasn’t that last financial year? You told them it was an accident?” J.J. asked.

      “Yeah, tried that one. OK, Ellie …”

      “I’m continuing with checks on inter-country grants and on Johan,” Ellen cut in.

      “Plus, I’ve started background checks on Maria and Nick,” Samantha concluded.

      “Good. J.J., let’s see what the science department turned up from our lab raid.” Mitch said. “John’s meeting us there.”

      “Right, walk this way,” J.J. walked beside Mitch with his own limp imitation.
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      “So, give me the heads-up, Henri, are we going to be happy with the lab findings?” John lowered himself onto a stool opposite Professor Henri Spalter in the science division.

      “Depends, John, on whether you were hoping to find something incriminating or hoping not to. Ah, here’s the boys now, excuse me a moment.” Henri rose and walked through the department to let Mitch and J.J. in through the security door. He frowned noticing Mitch’s limp.

      “Mitch. What have you done to yourself?”

      “Playing Superman again … you know, leaping from tall buildings in a single bound.”

      “No cape?”

      “Ah, that’s what went wrong,” Mitch grinned.

      Henri chuckled and nodded a greeting to J.J. He led them past two young lab technicians arguing over a lab sample.

      “Come, I’ve got something interesting to show you.” They entered another lab where John was looking through a microscope. He moved away and Henri projected the microscope slide onto the wall.

      “Your results from last night’s raid are interesting. Here’s a projection of what we found in the test tubes.” He watched Mitch squint at the image of clear, small bubbles.

      Mitch looked from Henri to John. “Nothing? You mean to say we’ve collected air and water?”

      “Apparently so. The second sample,” Henri called up another slide, “appears to be membrane-based. And this next one is water.”

      “What the hell is going on?” Mitch stared at the slides.

      “My thoughts exactly. There is a ground swell of scientists pushing the government for tighter constraints on labs and to monitor work in progress,” Henri said. “There are experiments going on under our noses that could be real threats to our society; this isn’t one of them.”

      He put up another set of images.

      “This is what was in your petri dishes. This batch has nanometer-sized gold particles in it, surrounded by a negative charge layer.”

      “Which means?” Mitch asked.

      “It means it could be a test for any number of samples.” Henri looked at the blank faces around him. “You’ve picked up a sample which forms the basis of a test because of its stability. Think of it as having a cup of hot water. You could add tea, coffee or chocolate and each will give you a pure representation of what you have added. Whereas, if you had a cup of cola and added tea, coffee or chocolate, the taste would be compromised by the flavor of the cola.”

      “So, give us an example of what they could use this exact type of testing for?” J.J. asked.

      “They could be doing agricultural testing for plant and crop disease, or clinical testing for tumors or allergies; even biological testing for contamination. It means nothing really.”

      “So basically, what we’ve collected tells us they’re doing what we’re going to be doing; using a few fake props to look like lab work is going on?” J.J. asked.

      “In essence, yes. The specimens in the tubes and the petri dish are as good as tap water. Sorry to disappoint you, boys.”

      “So, if the lab’s a smokescreen, what would these three people be doing together and why meet at the university?” Mitch asked.
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      Friday night, Saturday night and now Sunday night. I need to get a life, Mitch thought as he glanced at his watch; eight p.m.

      Two hours down and no sign of Johan, Nick or Maria in the lab.

      He spread out the photographed material taken from Johan’s brief case and revisited the material and the notes he’d made earlier. Shuffling through the papers, he found the list of investors’ names. Mitch glanced through them; most were from South Africa and South America and the minimum amount donated was twenty thousand dollars. One investor had contributed a quarter of a million dollars to take the largest number of project shares. Mitch did the calculations: Johan was playing with a total of $845,000 worth of investors’ money and must have pulled strings to get these on board. But what were they promising in return?

      He read through the entire file, yawned and looked at the clock again; another hour had passed.

      Where the hell are they? The job can’t be too urgent … unless the lab was hired to provide a fixed address, or to keep investors believing a project they were funding was underway.

      He returned to the paperwork and found profiles on the three leaders, a couple of scientists, two security guards and a pilot.

      Another pilot, he thought. Why do they need an additional pilot when they have Nicholas Everett? Mitch’s eyes lit up at a page containing details of a science project.

      This is it! A developmental drug for the prevention of Alzheimer’s. Mitch let out a low whistle. Given the aging population, if this drug works, the investors could make billions. He stood up and paced around the room, stopping to pick up the profiles on the scientists again.

      He thought it through: do these scientists exist or do the investors just think they do? Is anyone actually developing this drug or are the investors getting false reports? Mitch glanced at his watch again and began to pack up. I’m not going to find out tonight … nine-thirty and no one’s shown.

      He stopped suddenly, hearing a noise in the main lab and grabbed the headset to listen in through the microphone in the ceiling. He recognized Nick’s voice; he was talking on his cell phone. Mitch listened to the dialogue.

      “I’m sorry I missed this afternoon’s meeting, it was unavoidable,” Nick was saying.

      Shit! I’m not here for two hours and I miss their meeting.

      Nick continued. “I’m not taking this project lightly … Johan! … fine, I’ll be there.”

      Mitch could hear the frustration in Nick’s voice as he hung up. He waited, hearing the sounds of paper shuffling, then the door opening and closing again. He waited a few minutes, put his head out the door and saw the main lab was in darkness. Mitch rushed out and made his way to the car park, ducking behind a light tower as car lights came towards him. He strained to get a glimpse of the driver.

      Definitely Nicholas Everett! He must have gone in to collect something, but what? Did he see me?

      He returned to the lab.

      Will Johan and Maria make a guest appearance tonight as well?
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      Mitch closed the front door behind him, wincing as it creaked. He shed his gear—shoes, jacket, backpack—throwing them in his room, then headed to the kitchen.

      “Mitch?”

      “Just me, Charlie,” he answered in a whisper.

      “It’s after two … have you been at work all that time?”

      “Yes, go back to sleep.”

      He entered the kitchen, feeling his way without turning on the light. Mitch heard a sound and spun around. A figure emerged from the dark. He grabbed the intruder and slammed him against the wall. In a single move, he pinned him by the throat.

      “Mitch, it’s me,” the voice choked.

      “For chrissake,” Mitch pushed Lachlan away. He could feel his heart pounding.

      Lachlan Monterey put his hand to his throat and coughed dryly.

      “Didn’t you know I was staying?”

      “Obviously not,” Mitch said, hands on his hips.

      Charlotte appeared in the doorway.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing,” Lachlan rubbed his throat.

      Cool down, Mitch told himself. “Sorry, are you OK?”

      “Yeah, don’t worry about it.”

      “I didn’t know you were having a sleep over,” Mitch looked at Charlotte.

      “Forget it. Been out?” Lachlan asked.

      “Working.”

      “After-hours shift, huh?”

      “Yeah, night watch.” Mitch reached around Lachlan to grab a bottle of water from the refrigerator. He passed by them, running his eyes over Charlotte as she stood in the doorway in a pale blue slip.

      “Mitch?” she called.

      “See you in the morning,” he snapped. Why am I pissed off? Because she’s back with him? Because she’s a sucker for punishment? Or because he’s in there with her!

      He dropped on to his bed and set the alarm to be up in four hours. He lay back.

      “Got to get you out of my head, Charlie and focus,” he muttered. “What is the Aurum project? Did they choose that name because an Alzheimer’s drug would be a gold mine?”
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      Charlotte heard Mitch’s car backing out of the garage. She looked at the bedside clock and rolled back over.

      “Time?” Lachlan mumbled.

      “Just after six.”

      “What’s up?”

      “Nothing,” she sidled up to him.

      Nothing that talking to Mitch won’t fix, she thought. All weekend he’s come home after midnight and bolted by six a.m. Which means he’s either flat-out busy or busy avoiding me.
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      Mitch drove his car into his allocated car park and headed into the building. He stopped in his office, called and confirmed someone was in the Information Resource Division, and then detoured to the canteen before taking the stairs to the second floor.

      “Morning, Marco,” he ran an eye over the six-foot Caribbean from the I.T. Division. “Nice shirt.”

      “Mitch, my man, this shirt’s from my Hawaiian collection.”

      “There’s more?”

      “Indeed. Ah, you’ve come bearing gifts.” Marco took the offered coffee and toast. “That’ll warm my fingers up for the keyboard. So, what have we got? I thought you were in the lab last night. How come you need the recorded material?”

      “I was there all weekend except for a few hours Sunday afternoon.”

      “And that’s when your subjects arrived?”

      “There was a meeting, I believe. I’m dying to know what they said.”

      “Why didn’t you call me in last night?”

      “Budget. I’d have to justify it to John.”

      “Gotcha. How did you pick it up?”

      “A microphone in the ceiling.”

      “OK,” Marco sat at the computer. “Can you identify who’s speaking?”

      “Should do. One male with a South African accent, and one female. Not sure if anyone else was there.”

      Marco put the tape in the deck and turned to the computer, typing in the date and time as the tape began to roll. “Here we go.”

      Mitch finished his serve of toast and coffee before he heard a cough on the tape.

      “Exciting so far,” Marco said.

      Mitch laughed. Finally, he heard a South African voice and followed Marco’s prompts as the screen identified the voice as Male one.

      Male one: “It’s confirmed for six-thirty on Wednesday, here.”

      Mitch heard the female voice.

      Female one: “OK. That gives us a few more nights to get it right.”

      Male one: “Nick and I, yes. You will stick to your plan and leave for the site on Tuesday afternoon; we need someone there. We’ll depart as soon as we can after the meeting. I want to be gone before the investors’ tour.”

      Female one: “Got it. Will that be the final meeting with Daniel?”

      Mitch stood and began to pace. Daniel … must be the British guy Ellen heard about.

      Male one: “Yes. And remember, neither of you know about him or M.M. Only about the job. I’m trusting you with that information.”

      Mitch frowned. What the hell is M.M? The voice continued.

      Female one: “We won’t be saying anything to anyone.”

      “What are they talking about?” Marco asked.

      “Damned if I know,” Mitch shook his head.

      Male one: “I’m worried about Nick.”

      Female one: “Why?”

      Male one: “For starters, his roster’s not locked in. Aren’t you concerned?”

      Female one: “Truthfully? Of course. I have my doubts about the project, but not about Nick or the location.”

      Male one: “You think this Eureka County is the best location?”

      Female one: “If this site is as good as Nick says it is, it’ll be fine. The nearby township is not so small that we’ll stick out. It’s normal for sites to be leased, so it shouldn’t raise any suspicion – and it’s close to the route. I think he did a good job securing it.”

      Male one: “After this is all over, you and I can find our own route for a while.”

      Female one: “Hmm, I’m counting on it.”

      Mitch and Marco exchanged looks.

      “Smooth line, buddy,” Marco raised his coffee cup in salute.

      Male one: “I’ve gone through it a hundred times in my head. The real issues for me are in the cleanness of the swap and getting it across the border. The rest should go like clockwork.”

      Female one: “I’m worried about the investors. What if they try to find us?”

      Male one: “Unlikely. Most of them won’t want to reveal their company funds were allocated to a long shot like a cure for Alzheimer’s. I want to win this. Imagine what we could do with that money! We’ll be set for the rest of our lives.”

      Female one: “I know how important it is to you.”

      Male one: “Do you really trust Nicholas?”

      Female one: “Implicitly. He’s family.”

      Male one: “You mean he was almost family. Now, I’m your family!”

      Mitch and Marco heard a click on the tape.

      “Was that the sound of the door?” Mitch asked.

      “The conversation has stopped, I’m guessing they’ve left the room,” Marco said.

      “Is that all?”

      “Looks like it, Mitch,” Marco spooled forward on the tape. “Does it help you at all?”

      “Raises more questions than it answers,” Mitch rubbed his hand over his chin. “But, Nicholas Everett’s going to help me whether he likes it or not.”
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      “Clearly the game is afoot,” John said. “Johan says ‘I want to win’ but what?” he read from the printed transcript in front of him. “The ‘cleanness of the swap’,” he looked up at Mitch. “A swap in Eureka County; the Nevada desert to be exact.”

      “Low traffic area,” Mitch agreed, “but what’s being swapped and what are they using the investors’ money for? Johan’s meeting with Daniel may help us to turn up some answers.”

      “Good. What else, Mitch?” John asked.

      “I’m sending J.J. and Sam to Nevada to follow Maria. According to the tape, she’s leaving for Eureka County on Tuesday. Ellen and I will keep up the research and shifts in the lab, monitoring Johan, Nick and this Daniel meeting. Plus, I’m planning another lab raid to see if we can turn up anything on ‘M.M.’ God knows what that is.”

      “Do you need help with the raid?”

      “No, thanks. Some nights they’re only in for a few hours. I’ll wait and slip in once they’ve left. Ellie can watch my back.”

      “OK,” John studied Mitch’s face. “Get some sleep. You’re supposed to be on night shift, not night and morning shift. Don’t come in until after ten. You look wasted.”
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      “The trouble with you two is there’s an underlying, seething passion, but you are both too scared to be the first one to admit it,” Sally spooned the cappuccino froth from her cup.

      “No,” Charlotte disagreed, “definitely not.”

      “Come on,” Sally argued. “Otherwise, why would you care if Mitch was mad at you and why do you think he would be bothered being mad?”

      “I care because I hate having tension around the house. I have enough tension at work without adding to it.”

      “Charlie, I think you need to be careful with Mitch. There, I’ve said it, so you can tell me to shut up.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’ve got a craving for lasagna,” Sally eyed the blackboard menu.

      “Don’t change the subject Sal, what do you mean?”

      “He’s mad about you. Can’t you tell?”

      Charlotte snorted with laughter.

      “Mitch’s got a date this weekend with records department girl. So, I don’t think he’s too caught up on me.”

      “Don’t be fooled. Records girl is a distraction. He’s not going to make a move on you when you are going through the Lachlan rebound phase. But if you gave him any encouragement, he would drop records girl before you could say ‘filed material’, guarantee it.”
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      “I want to be ready to move by early next week, Nicholas, no later.” Johan hung up and turned to Maria.

      “Don’t be too hard on Nick, he’s been through a lot,” she said, “and we need him.”

      “You’re too soft on him. Besides, he’s not going to pull out, he’s doing this for you,” Johan touched her cheek. “Do you like the timeline? I’m moving it forward.”

      “I love the new timeline. What girl wouldn’t be happy at the prospect of escaping with the man of her dreams and riches beyond her wildest imagination sooner rather than later?”

      Johan pulled his chair closer to Maria and kissed her.
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      Mitchell Parker watched their reflection in the window. He took his coffee order, thanked the waitress and hurried to Lab G.

      “Well, it’s confirmed, Johan and Maria are definitely a couple … I just saw them locking lips in the university coffee shop,” Mitch said entering the lab and placing a coffee in front of Ellen.

      “Mm, I’d be a bit worried if I was Nicholas Everett,” Ellen said.

      “I suspect he knows all about it.”

      “What now?” Ellen asked.

      “We wait and hope they’re coming here to the lab after they finish kissing. Tell me what you’ve found out in your research, Ellie,” Mitch sat down and pried the lid off his coffee.

      “OK,” Ellen grabbed her note pad. “We can’t find any reference to M.M. It’s eluding us. As for Nevada, we may be on a winner there. We found two sites in Eureka County leased in the last two months. The first one was formerly a gold mine. The name of the lessor is an alias and untraceable. They’ve paid cash for six months in advance, and have only a paging service contact number.”

      “It’s unbelievable,” Mitch muttered, “doesn’t anyone do security checks anymore?”

      “I imagine the parent company is ecstatic to lease it and don’t care to whom.”

      “What’s the name of the site they’ve leased?”

      “Broad Arrow. It’s about thirty-five miles north of Eureka; four hundred miles from Las Vegas.”

      “And the second one?”

      “Yep,” Ellen shuffled more papers. “The only other recently leased site is a warehouse in Crescent Valley, in the northern part of Eureka County. It’s small, not really in a deserted area and attracts a bit of tourism. The name on the contract is for a local company, they check out.”

      “OK, so assuming it is Broad Arrow, what’s there?” Mitch looked up as the door opened and Samantha came in with takeaway, filling the room with the scent of Indian spices. Mitch cleared the lab bench making way for her.

      “Great, I’m starving,” he took the offered Naan bread.

      “Broad Arrow’s a ghost town,” Ellen mumbled with a mouth full of bread. “It used to be a successful gold mine with a little satellite city around it, now it’s on the Abandoned Mine Lands list waiting to be secured. When it was thriving,” she referred to her notes, “it had two hotels, a hospital and, believe it or not, its own stock exchange.”

      “So, when did it all dissolve?” Samantha asked handing Ellen and Mitch their curries.

      “The gold dried up about the mid-1990s and everyone moved on. Most of the buildings were relocated,” Ellen inhaled the aroma of her Beef Vindaloo and tried a mouthful. “Mm, this is great, try some.”

      “No, thanks, it’s making my eyes water from over here,” Mitch said.

      “I was weaned on the hot stuff,” Ellen boasted. “Anyway, the underground mine’s still intact, there are a few houses, an office block and miles of nothing.”

      “What on earth would Johan, Maria and Nick be doing there?” Mitch frowned.

      Ellen continued. “Now, for backgrounds for Johan, Maria and Nick.”

      Mitch motioned for her to stop. “Someone’s coming.” He sidled up to the rectangular window in the lab door and saw Johan and Maria walking into the main lab. He looked at his watch; it was eight-thirty.

      “Took their time,” he whispered and sat back down, putting one of the earphones in and continuing to eat.

      “Only the two?” Samantha asked.

      Mitch nodded. “So far.”

      He listened in via the microphone in their ceiling.

      “He’s flirting with her,” Mitch whispered.

      “Men, they’re all the same!” Samantha helped herself to a fork-full of his Lamb Korma.

      They looked up as a shadow passed their lab window.

      “Nick!” Samantha whispered.

      Mitch nodded as he heard the door open in the main lab; the conversation stopped. “They clammed up when he walked in. OK, talking again … Maria is going to Nevada tomorrow afternoon to meet a distributor the next day, whatever that means. Sam, you and J.J. are going to be on that flight. Call our travel department, find out what flight she’s on and get on it, I want you on the ground following her.”

      Mitch continued to listen, relaying the conversation.

      “Nick and Johan are staying to meet with Daniel.”

      “Any insight into the Nevada connection?” Samantha asked.

      “Not yet,” Mitch answered. “That’s it … they’re leaving.”

      Samantha moved to the door.

      “Two gone,” she reported.

      “Nick’s making a call,” Mitch told them, still listening in. “It’s a personal call.” He listened as Nick greeted his father. “OK, he’s hung up and is calling someone else. Here we go,” he sat up. “He’s talking about counties in Nevada … and a timeframe … between nine and midday. Damn! He’s hung up. What the hell are they doing in there? Another night shift over and we’re no further ahead.”
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      Mitch reached over and turned off the alarm clock. He rose, showered and an hour later, he lowered himself behind his desk at work and logged on to his computer.

      Sitting back, he threaded his fingers and looked at the ceiling.

      “What are you thinking about?” John asked from the doorway making Mitch jump.

      “Shit, you nearly gave me a heart attack.”

      John entered and sat down.

      “I was thinking about Daniel Reid,” Mitch showed John the profile on screen. “The report’s back and it lists forty-five males by the name of Daniel in Washington D.C. who fit our profile. Three of them have British links but only one recently entered the country. He works for the media company Globalnet and is here for a conference; it’s probably not the Daniel we’re looking for. I’m going to try for a photo on Wednesday night when he meets with Johan, might help to pull an I.D.”

      “OK. Aren’t you sleeping?”

      “Yes,” Mitch answered not looking at him, “sleeping fine.”

      “I’ve received the weekly security sheets; you’ve done four night shifts and come into the office after them, a weekend shift, plus beaten me in here every morning. It’s eight a.m.! What’s bothering you?”

      “Nothing,” Mitch shrugged. “Fired up; a head full of this project.”

      “Is that all?”

      “That’s it.”

      “Well, you’re no use to me if you’re not sharp. Go home, get some sleep and come back late this afternoon.”

      “I’ve got to …”

      “It can wait,” John ordered

      “John, if I need sleep I’ll …”

      “It’s not up for discussion,” John cut him off and rose to leave.

      Mitch gritted his teeth. “OK, give me an hour.”

      “Thirty minutes.”

      Mitch opened his mouth to say something.

      “We’ll talk this afternoon,” John cut him off.

      He swore under his breath.
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      Mitch’s eyes widened as he opened the front door and found Charlotte sitting on the sofa covered in paperwork.

      “Hi, what are you doing here?”

      “I live here. My name’s Charlotte, my friends call me Charlie.”

      “You’re a bit messy Charlotte, or can I call you Charlie?”

      “After that comment, you can call me Dr. Curtis.”

      He ducked as she threw a balled sheet of paper at him.

      “So, you’ve decided to catch some sleep? You look wiped out.”

      “Yeah, I’ve been told. I’ve been on the night shift.”

      “Night or morning?”

      “Both, maybe,” Mitch diverted his eyes and lowered himself into a chair opposite her. “How’s your young lad? The straight-A student up for assault?”

      “OK. He’s out of detention and back at home,” she sighed. “He’s been having these shocking nightmares before and since leaving detention. Bit like you of late,” Charlotte said.

      Mitch looked up surprised.

      “His parents split up and they’re fighting for custody. Both trying to win him over with bribery or guilt,” she continued.

      “Poor kid,” Mitch sympathized. “Don’t they get it?”

      “They’re too full of their own pain to see it. It manifests itself in his dreams and in outbreaks of anger – hence, his assault charges. He’s a bit of a closed book though; doesn’t give much away. I’m working on him.”

      “I’ll bet you are,” Mitch closed his eyes.

      Thank God she can’t see the dreams I’ve had lately; going over stuff I haven’t thought about in years; seeing people from way back. It’s just sleep deprivation, change of routine. Or … maybe seeing Nick again.

      He opened his eyes and saw Charlotte watching him.

      “The whole nightmare scenario,” she said, “could also be a reaction to a fear, or a sighting, maybe a memory from the past?”

      “Are you telling me about the kid or asking about me?” he said irritated.

      “Calm down, Mitch. I’m not analyzing you.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Charlotte shrugged. “I’d like to. Who’s Henry?”

      Mitch paused.

      “Henry?” she repeated. “Do you know a Henry?”

      “Henri Spalter. He heads our science division at work,” Mitch drew a deep breath. “He went out with my mother for five or six years when I was a teenager. He’s a good guy.”

      “That’s a coincidence … that you’d end up working together.”

      Mitch shrugged. “He’s a professor of science … different trades, same organization. Why? Did he call? I didn’t give out this number.”

      “You can, you know,” Charlotte said. “No, he didn’t call. You yelled out his name last night.”

      Mitch shuffled.

      “Closed subject, hey? OK. So what’s with all the night shifts? You haven’t volunteered for it to get out of the house?”

      “I’m on surveillance.”

      “Listen, Mitch, I know you were angry with me for not telling you Lachlan was sleeping over the other night,” she started.

      “Forget it, it’s not a problem. I nearly choked him in the kitchen, but he seemed OK about that.”

      “You don’t have to sneak in and bolt out first thing. Lachlan’s …”

      “Charlie, it’s work, no other agenda,” he interrupted her. “Whatever you guys are doing is fine by me. I mean, you’re OK aren’t you?”

      “Sure, fine.”

      “Good, as long as you’re happy,” he rose departing for his room.
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      Mitch felt himself drifting to sleep as soon as he lay down. He could hear a South African voice and a female speaking with a Spanish accent, and then Ellen was calling his name. He saw Sally talking to J.J.

      Do they know each other?

      Lachlan appeared with his arm around Charlotte. He turned and found himself in the lab with Henri. Then Mitch saw his father, drunk again. Suddenly Henri was gone. Mitch called out to him.

      “Henri! No, wait!”

      He felt his skin prickle with fear; his heart was thumping. He tried to get away, but his father held his wrist. He looked down, it was a small wrist; his father’s hand was much bigger and tightly gripped around him. He called to his brother.

      “Get Mom, go. Now! Go!”

      What’s ringing. Stop ringing!

      His father raised a leather strap and he felt the sting. He gasped in pain. Again, the strap struck him and again; his skin reddened and throbbed; blood came to the surface of the welts. He saw the red glow of the cigarette coming towards him.

      “Dad, stop!”

      The ringing noise cut into his dream. He yelled, feeling the burn – he couldn’t see through his tears.

      Mitch bolted upright, hearing his phone ringing. He fumbled for it.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi, Mitch, we’ve stopped over in Salt Lake City and got a few hours to kill. All’s OK though.”

      “What?” Mitch rubbed his eyes.

      “We’re in Salt Lake City, having an hour-and-a-half stopover,” J.J. explained. “Oh shit, did I wake you? Sorry, Mitch, I forgot you were on night shift. I’ll call back …”

      “No, that’s fine,” Mitch glanced at the clock. It was eleven o’clock. He looked down; no welts. His shirt was saturated with sweat.

      “Mitch?”

      “J.J., sorry. I’m glad you called,” he leaned back. “So what’s up, what time is it there?”

      “It’s just on eight, we’re waiting for the connecting flight to Elko. Sam’s gone to check our seating and I’ve got my eye on Maria … me and a million other guys, she’s some looker.”

      “What’s she doing?”

      “Waiting in the airport departure lounge.”

      “OK, thanks J.J.; stay in touch. Don’t go storming the joint, play it cool. We don’t know what we’re in for or if Broad Arrow is manned.”

      “Maybe those two security guys are located there, the one’s we found profiles for,” J.J. said.

      “Yeah, maybe. The security guards might exist, but I’m pretty sure the scientists don’t. I’ll have a better idea after their meeting with Daniel, hopefully.”

      “Cool. We’ll call you when we get there,” J.J. assured him.

      “Thanks and be careful, I don’t want to come to Nevada if I can avoid it. Talk to you later.”

      Mitch hung up and swung his legs over the side of the bed.

      I hope Charlie didn’t hear me call out again. Anyway, that’ll do you John. Two hours sleep … mission accomplished. Back to work.
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      “We’ve just arrived in Elko and it’s pouring down,” Samantha reported to Mitch on speaker phone as she drove. “We’ve followed Maria’s hire car the last one hundred and fifty miles, and she’s turned off at Elko.”

      “Are you both OK?” Mitch asked.

      “Fine, just tired, you know, five hours of hanging around airports, a couple of hours in the car driving …”

      J.J. cut in. “It’s a shame they closed the Eureka airport to commercial flights. We’d have six miles to drive instead of a hundred and six!”

      “Mitch, we’ll call you back. Maria has just pulled into a fenced compound; looks like the former mining complex we were anticipating.”

      Samantha disconnected and drove past, keeping Maria’s car in sight. “The gold rush is well and truly over,” she said looking around. “Let’s drive around the site; see what we can see from the back.”

      “I’ll get a few shots,” J.J. reached for the digital camera. “Then, all I want to see is a bar. Notice there is no security on the gates?”

      “Would you need security? Let’s face it, besides you and me, who in their right mind would come out here for a drive?”

      Samantha pulled over to the side of the road; there was a clear view of the site.

      “OK, she’s getting out of the car; looks like she’s here to stay. At least we found the site. Let’s head to Eureka and get a hotel; see what we can find out in the bar. There must be a local or two who will talk after a few rounds.”

      “We’ll send these shots through to Mitch as well,” J.J. agreed.

      “About a thirty minutes drive to Eureka,” she said yawning and turning the car around. “But I hear it’s a pretty little town.”

      “I think we should share a room, we need to look like a tourist couple. It’ll raise suspicion otherwise.”

      “Probably best,” she agreed.
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      Mitch and Ellen did their scientist impersonation as the security guard passed their lab.

      “He’s gone,” Ellen announced.

      Mitch grabbed the earpiece, offering one to Ellen. He could hear Johan talking.

      “OK, let’s visit this timeline,” Johan said.

      “Let me get my copy.” Mitch recognized Nick’s voice.

      “Right,” Nick continued. “The pick up will be on a Friday – the day with the most collections on the route. This one,” he said pointing to something that Mitch couldn’t see, “will be the biggest load; the smaller ones are still significant because it will be a couple of weeks’ worth. After the last pick up, the cargo goes straight to Vegas. It’s met on the tarmac by a security van, then the vaults, fully intact, are removed and not touched again until the next working day when they’re opened for weighing.”

      “What time do they weigh the gold?”

      “Usually around nine when the security staff arrive at work.”

      “So,” Johan summarized, “if they remove the vaults from the plane, put them straight into the security van, store them, then transfer and open them the next morning, we’ve got a good ten or eleven hours to get our load out, and they won’t find the substitute goods until after nine the next day.”

      “Precisely,” Nick confirmed.

      “Are you positive they don’t open them beforehand?” Johan continued to prod.

      “One hundred per cent sure, I’ve done this run a stack of times. Once the vaults are on board and the release is signed, no inspections are carried out. They are signed off as intact and they don’t get opened until weigh-in the next morning.”

      “Excellent,” Mitch heard Johan say.

      Nick continued. “When I land, we’ll square off the staff, refuel and then the three of us can head off within the hour.”

      “And the flight?”

      “We’re going from Elko to Atlanta in around five hours. We’ll refuel there and then from Atlanta to Venezuela in four hours. We’ll be long gone before the vaults are opened the next day.”

      “What if it has to be next Friday?”

      Mitch heard the hesitation in Nick’s voice.

      “OK. It’s do-able. I’m on duty for the next three Wednesdays and Fridays anyway.”

      “I’m not saying it will be next Friday. I want to be prepared should Daniel ask me. Are we ready for him?”

      “We’re fine” Nick assured him.

      Mitch exchanged looks with Ellen as Johan continued.

      “I’m meeting him at six tomorrow. You can come in once he leaves, just don’t let him see you.”

      “I’ll wait in the parking lot and come in after seven. You should be done by then.”

      “Yes, unless he finds a problem.”

      “If he’s still here, I’ll walk by and come back later. All going well, he’ll be happy with it,” Nick said.
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      Mitch swore. “Don’t they ever speak in sentences? Half names, ambiguous locations. I’ve got a good mind to go in and shake it out of them,” he spat out. He heard the lab door open and caught a glimpse of Johan departing.

      “Ellie, you head home. I’ll stay until Nick leaves in case he does anything exciting.”

      Checking the coast was clear, he walked Ellen to her car, then went back to Lab G and listened in as Nick continued to shuffle around. Mitch flicked between television channels, watching the picture while listening to the lab. He checked the time: an hour had passed.

      What’s he doing in there? Mitch wondered. He settled back, watching the football action; the Washington Redskins were whipping the New York Giants. He heard a noise; Nick had opened the door and was heading out. Mitch backed against the wall. Can’t risk being seen now. He peered through the glass and saw Nick departing. He began to pack up.
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      Mitch and Ellen arrived early at the lab the next evening, keenly anticipating the meeting with Daniel.

      “I’ve spent more time in this lab over the last week than I’ve spent in my own home,” he said as he stretched.

      “I know how you feel,” Ellen poured them both a coffee from her thermos. “I’m looking forward to this meet with Daniel.”

      Mitch pulled a digital camera from his backpack.

      “Me too. I don’t think we’ll be doing too many more shifts after tonight. If we’re reading this right, Nick’s got to be in Nevada for work next Wednesday. I think they’ll be on the move ASAP.”

      “How are you going to get the shot of Daniel?” she asked.

      “I’m going to leave you here with the headphones on and I’m going up and over.” He indicated the ceiling. “Hopefully, we’ll see his face clearly. After they all leave, wait ten minutes and then you go. Turn off the light so the lab looks empty. If Nick doesn’t leave with Johan, I’ll stick around up above for a while. I want to photograph what he’s doing in there.”

      “OK,” Ellen agreed.

      Mitch climbed up on the counter. Pushing aside a ceiling panel, he raised himself up effortlessly. Ellen passed him up the camera. He returned the panel and inched his way along, stopping once he was over the ceiling duct in the main lab.
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      Mitch hovered above the main lab, waiting. He rolled over and lay on his back staring above, thinking.

      Six p.m. In fifteen minutes when Daniel arrives, I hope to crack this case.

      His mind drifted to Charlotte. Why can’t she let Lachlan go? Maybe it’s the sex, like Sally said … ugh! Don’t go there.

      Mitch glanced at his watch; it was five minutes past the last time he looked.

      He heard the lab door below open and rolled over to see Johan Booysen enter. Mitch had him in perfect view through the ceiling grill. Johan spread out a number of documents across the lab benches and then walked around checking everything. Johan stepped back from the bench and consulted his watch. At exactly six-fifteen, a young man in a dark suit entered the room. Daniel!

      The accent confirmed Daniel was British. Mitch adjusted his camera for low-light performance and checked the flash was off. He clicked a few photos and listened in.

      “The timetable is tight but manageable,” Johan explained.

      Daniel looked over the documents moving from one to the next. Finally he looked up and smiled.

      “I agree. Well done. I won’t put the kiss of death on you by saying it looks foolproof, but you’ve covered it thoroughly. How will you get around the risk of being identified by the two pilots?”

      “One pilot is contracted to do a specific job and has only dealt with Nicholas Everett by phone. On location, he’ll deal with our hired security staff and won’t be able to identify the three in our team. The other pilot is Nick, and he’s one of our team.”

      “Excellent,” Daniel said. “And you’ve got your insiders already in place?”

      “Yes,” Johan confirmed. “The security guards on the flight are the key players. They’ll be paid handsomely for their roles. They have insider knowledge of the courier company’s regular route and a basic knowledge of what our project is about. The money they will make buys their silence.”

      “Greed is a wonderful thing,” Daniel agreed.

      Johan continued. “We’ll be finished with this lab late next week. Do you want to cancel it?”

      “No, leave it. I’ve booked it for three months; let it run its course. Tell me about this route Nick will cover?” Daniel asked.

      “It takes in a number of counties, depending on who books for a pick up. Nick has done it many times; he’s been working with the courier company for a while now and they trust him.

      “Excellent. You don’t foresee any trouble getting the cargo out of the state?”

      “None. We will be leaving with it within the hour, that day.”

      “Excellent, excellent.”

      Mitch watched Daniel as he continued to read the documents. He took some close up shots.

      Daniel looked up at Johan. “Will you notify the investors of the failure of the project?”

      “Yes, we’re drafting a letter now to be sent the day we leave. It will explain how our tests showed the drug had too many side effects and thank them for their courage in investing in something with the potential to change lives, etc., etc.” Johan waved his hands.

      Daniel smiled. He read through the paperwork and looked at the maps for another thirty minutes. Mitch waited and watched as Daniel occasionally asked for an explanation.

      Finally, Daniel seemed satisfied. “Well done, all seems to be in order. I’ll speak to you on your way to Venezuela. Good luck.”

      The two men shook hands and Daniel departed the main lab.

      Mitch kept perfectly still as Johan packed up the documents. Nick entered the lab.

      “How did it go?” he asked Johan.

      “Like clockwork. Go ahead and organize our flights out for Tuesday next week,” Johan said.

      Nick moved beside Johan and gathered the maps. Mitch squinted hard to see detail on them. Suddenly, he realized Nick was looking up at the ceiling.

      Did I make a noise?

      Mitch froze. A few seconds later, Nick looked away.
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      Ellen heard the main lab door open. She caught a glimpse of Johan Booysen as he went past. She glanced up to the vent, but Mitch wasn’t in sight. Ellen packed up and gave Johan fifteen minutes lead time, then turned off the lights and departed.

      Mitch heard Ellen leave. He watched Nick through the vent as he surrounded himself with the maps.

      Flight maps! Counties in Nevada, Mitch noted.

      He put the zoom on his digital camera, checked it was still on silent and took some shots. He moved the camera to take some close-ups of Nick.

      Looking thinner, Nick. Why are you involved in all this?

      Mitch jumped as Nick slammed his diary closed. He watched Nick fold and stuff the maps into a bag and log out of his laptop. Nick patted his pockets and pulled out his keys. He headed to the door, switching the lights off.

      Mitch waited a few minutes, giving Nick time to be out of range, then shuffled backwards along the chute to Lab G. He lowered himself from the ceiling into the dark room. Placing the grate back in place, he jumped off the counter and reached for the light.

      Nick beat him to it.
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      Mitch blinked as his eyes adjusted to full light.

      They stood staring at each other. Neither spoke.

      A grin spread across Nick’s face. He saluted.

      “Major Mitchell Parker, air conditioning contractor?”

      “Captain Nicholas Everett, courier driver?”

      “Not likely. What’s on that?” he nodded at the camera in Mitch’s hand.

      “Exactly what you think,” Mitch said not taking his eyes of Nick.

      “Then, Major, you’ll know exactly what I have to do,” Nick drew his gun and pointed it straight at Mitch’s head.
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      Mitch felt his anger rising close to the surface.

      “What are you doing, Nick?”

      Nick licked his lower lip.

      “What I need to do.”

      The two men stared at each other. Eventually Mitch spoke.

      “Not one of your brightest ideas,” Mitch stared at him. “Shoot me, and security will be up here before you can get down the stairs.”

      “I’m not going to shoot you here. We’re going for a drive. Move.” Nick pushed his gun into Mitch’s ribs. “And Major, don’t do anything stupid.”

      Mitch moved slowly, but his mind raced ahead. He pushed open the exit door and felt a shove in his back as Nick directed him to a Land Rover.

      “You’re driving,” Nick pushed Mitch towards the front door of the vehicle.

      Mitch stiffened.

      Push me one more time, Nick …

      “Get in,” Nick ordered, coming around to the passenger door, he handed Mitch the keys. “Take Glover Road.”

      Mitch started the car.

      Got to make a move, but I need an element of surprise.

      He glanced over at Nick. I can wait.

      Pulling out of the campus, he followed Nick’s directions, feeling the barrel of the gun pushed into his side.

      “Keep going,” Nick barked.

      Mitch glanced at the time; he had been driving for fifteen minutes. His phone rang.

      “Answer it,” Nick ordered.

      Mitch looked over at him.

      “You’re on surveillance aren’t you? If you don’t check in what happens?”

      Mitch shrugged.

      “As I thought. Answer the phone and remember, I’ve got a gun pointed at you. Keep it short and sweet.”

      Mitch grabbed his phone answering it before it diverted to message bank. He recognized John’s number.

      “Mitch, I’ve been waiting for your call. What happened at the meeting?”

      Mitch felt Nick push the gun into his ribs.

      “Mitchell?”

      “I’m on my way home, John. Nothing happened.”

      “What do you mean nothing happened? Didn’t Daniel show?”

      “I’ll be in at seven in the morning for our meeting.”

      Come on John, catch on!

      “What meeting?” There was a momentary silence. “OK … can you put your tracker on? Are you OK?”

      Mitch hung up, he slumped with relief.

      “See, didn’t hurt a bit,” Nick said.

      Mitch put the phone back in his pocket, hitting a button on the side of his watch that relayed his whereabouts to head office.

      Traceable!

      He kept driving waiting for instructions, feeling Nick’s eyes boring into him.

      What has happened to you, Nick, to make you do something this desperate? We’ve known each other since high school. We’ve flown together, crammed for exams together, graduated in the Air Force together.

      “So, what are you going to do now hot shot? What plan’s running through your head?” Nick asked.

      “Something to cause you a degree of pain hopefully,” Mitch snapped.

      Nick laughed. “I can hear your mind working overtime. How do I get out of this? When can I jump him? I know you, Mitch; I know your moves too. I’m looking forward to seeing your next one. Any clues?”

      Mitch looked over at him and frowned.

      “Nick … what’s going on?”

      Nick broke eye contact.

      “Shut up and drive, Mitch.”

      You don’t want to remember the good times because you’re onto something big and we’re close to closing it down.
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      John was in the office within fifteen minutes. He stood behind the computer operator who was tracking Mitch’s signal.

      “Where is he now?”

      “He’s heading out on Glover Road, sir. Looks like he’s heading to Rock Creek Park.”

      “Plan, sir?” the team leader moved beside John.

      “Assemble a squad now and get to him ASAP. I’ll be on my phone following; call me if he changes directions.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And tell the squad there’ll be no firing. I need everyone in that vehicle alive and functioning.” John walked out of the room.
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      Mitch took a deep breath.

      I need to get you talking, Nick. It’s worth a shot.

      “So where are we off to, Nick?” Mitch kept his voice calm.

      “I thought you might like a walk. I hear the park’s nice this time of year – cold, but refreshing. Take the next left.”

      Mitch steered the Land Rover onto a dirt track and took the steep incline.

      Thank God for the tracker. It’s a long walk back, he thought.

      He continued to drive, heading further away from the main road, dense scrub and tall trees closing them in.

      Where the hell are you John? His eyes flicked to the mirror. No one. He drove further into the woods.

      It’s pitch black and freezing, he thought. I could be out here for weeks without anyone stumbling on me. Great.

      Mitch tensed.

      “Got you worried now, huh?” Nick turned side on to watch him.

      Calm down. It is Nicholas Everett after all. What is he capable of doing?

      He struggled to keep the Land Rover steady in his hands up the rough dirt track.

      I’ve got to get you talking, Nick.

      “This drives like your dad’s four-wheel drive,” Mitch tried, working at keeping his voice casual. “Remember when we just got our licenses and your dad let us take it camping? We thrashed it that weekend.”

      “I hated that car; it was like a tank to drive,” Nick answered. Mitch felt the gun in his side again.

      “Shut the hell up. I know what you’re doing. You must think I’m an idiot.”

      “I don’t know who you are.”

      “I’m the one with the gun!”

      Mitch continued to drive. He checked the rear-view mirror again.

      Nothing. No sign of life. How long does it take?

      He took a sharp corner, gripping the steering wheel with both hands.

      “Pull over and get out,” Nick ordered.

      Mitch pulled the car over and cut the ignition. The lights remained on. He could hear his heart hammering in his chest.

      “Nick … don’t do this,” Mitch felt sweat trickling off him.

      “Get out of the car,” Nick ordered. He opened his passenger side door. Mitch felt a rush of cold air.

      Where are you John? I can’t wait. I’m going to get knocked out here. Damn you, Nick! It’s not going to end this way.

      Mitch got out of the car. As Nick came around from the passenger side, he cut the lights. It was pitch black. Mitch jumped from the driver’s seat, losing his balance in the blackness. He grappled his way around the door, rolling in front of the Land Rover.

      “I’ll shoot Mitch! Don’t think I won’t,” he heard Nick yell.

      Mitch controlled his breathing, listening for Nick, and waiting for his night vision to kick in. He saw him. Mitch charged at him feeling the impact in his chest as they toppled to the ground. Mitch was on top. He saw the gun fly out of Nick’s hand and land out of reach. He reeled backwards as Nick struck him in the face with a tight fist, spilling him on the ground. He felt his own blood spray from his mouth. Pain shot through him. Nick landed another jab and pinned him down.

      Mitch gasped at the blinding pain in his eye and felt blood running down his face. His vision cleared and with a burst of anger, he pushed Nick off, punching him hard and fast to the face and ribs.

      Nick landed a strong blow to Mitch’s throat.

      Gasping and trying to get a lungful of air, Mitch retaliated, his fist impacting with Nick’s jaw. Nick pounded him again. Mitch hit back with equal force, as they took their frustrations out on each other.

      Mitch saw the gun. He leapt for it, pulling away from Nick and crawling towards it on his hands and knees through the dirt. Struggling for air, he swallowed the pain in his throat and ribs and surged forward trying to reach the gun. Mitch felt the metal in his hand. Face-to-face on the ground, he raised the gun to Nick’s chest.

      Nick froze. They stared at each other, chests heaving and blood pouring down their faces.

      “That was my next move. What’d you think of it?” Mitch gasped.

      “You’re not going to shoot me,” Nick said.

      “You’re right,” Mitch pulled Nick into sitting position and shoved him against the car. “What the hell is wrong with you?” Mitch wiped blood from his nose. “When did you start playing on the other side?”

      Nick spat saliva and blood next to Mitch’s feet.

      “As if you’d understand, golden boy.”

      Mitch shook his head. He traced his teeth with his tongue, spitting out a fresh round of blood.

      “Oh, get over it,” Nick said, “I wasn’t going to kill you; just make sure you were out of action for a while, until the job was done.”

      “How comforting,” Mitch pulled out his phone to call John.

      Before he finished dialing, he heard two squad cars racing up the dirt track and saw the lights blazing. A voice over a loud-hailer ordered him to drop the gun. He threw it as far as possible from Nick and raised his hands. The two squad vehicles pulled over and John was the first to alight. Two officers ran to detain Nick, cuffing his hands behind his back and dragging him to his feet. They patted him down to check if he was armed.

      “Clear,” one of them called.

      Mitch turned to John.

      “Two squads; impressive, John, thanks.” Mitch smiled. He swayed with the pain.

      John grabbed his arm. “Are you alright?”

      Mitch nodded and pulled away.

      “Can you tell them to take it easy? He’s a friend of mine.”

      John passed him a handkerchief.

      “Thanks,” he released a long breath as he watched John walk over to the squad.
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      “You have two options,” John walked around Nicholas Everett.

      “I can’t wait,” Nick smirked, as he sat in the interview room covered in dried blood and dirt.

      “You can continue working with this project on our side, or we’ll charge you now and you won’t see the light of day for quite a while.”

      “You haven’t got anything to charge me with,” Nick scoffed.

      “Think again,” John said. “We’ve been taping your conversations for weeks, including Johan’s conversation with Daniel. So, unless you’re confident about what’s on those tapes, you might want to reassess that.”

      John gave Nick time to think before continuing.

      “I suggest you make life easy on yourself and go for the self-preservation option. Continue doing what you were doing but as an informer, and you will get leniency.”

      “Leniency?” Nick exclaimed, and then winced with pain. “I want to be completely cleared if I’m going to be doing your dirty work – and I want immunity even if you stuff it up,” he bartered.

      “We won’t be stuffing it up,” Mitch joined in, grimacing as he lowered himself onto the edge of the desk. “We’ll be watching you every minute of the day, so don’t think you can play on both sides.”

      “Have we got a deal? John asked.

      Nick looked away.

      “If you don’t play the game Nicholas, we’ll arrest Maria and Johan now as well, on a charge of defrauding investors.”

      Nick put his head in his hands and groaned as he rubbed his temples. “Damn, my head hurts.”

      “Well you started it, dickhead,” Mitch snapped.

      Nick looked up at him. “How old are you? Twelve?”

      John watched their interaction.

      They’ve still got rapport, he thought. Got you, Nicholas.

      Nick turned to John.

      “Can I do a deal to get Maria out of this?”

      John thought about it. “If you cooperate, any sentence she gets will be greatly reduced.”

      “I’ll take that as a no,” Nick frowned. “Fine, do I have a choice?”

      “No, not really. So, tell us what the Aurum Project is all about?”

      “And what’s ‘M.M.’ stand for?” Mitch pushed him.

      John noted Nick’s look of surprise.

      “I don’t need to tell you a thing. I’ll go in, play my part and you work it out from there.”

      John looked at Mitch.

      “Can I kill him now?” Mitch asked.
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      Mitch dragged himself up the front stairs of his house. He attempted to silently unlock the front door, then crept in and made his way to his room, collapsing on top of the bed.

      Can’t shower, can’t get up.

      He felt himself drifting into sleep. He woke with a start.

      Did I just yell out? No … no sound from Charlotte. Can’t have yelled too loudly. He sighed and fell back onto the mattress. Next thing he knew, he could hear Charlotte’s alarm going off down the hallway.

      Everything’s aching. Got to get up. Can’t … ribs have melted into the mattress.

      He pushed up, groaned and fell back down on the bed. He heard a knock on his door.

      “Are you alright?” Charlotte’s voice called.

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Can I come in?”

      Mitch hesitated. He heard the door open. He tried to turn his head the other way.

      “Mitch!” He saw her eyes widen. “Oh, my God! What happened to you? You’re covered in blood, your eye is black.”

      He tried to get up and find a comfortable position, but pain came from every inch of his body. “It’s nothing. You know the story: you should see the other guy,” he smiled at her, feeling the dry blood crack on his face.

      Charlotte’s mouth dropped open.

      “Hey, it’s OK,” he struggled to a sitting position.

      She moved closer and held him.

      “Ah, thanks,” he said. “I’m OK, really.”

      “Shut up, Mitch.”

      He dropped back on the mattress and accepted her embrace with a smile.
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      “Sam! Where are you?” Mitch answered his phone as he entered his office.

      “In the Best Western Hotel in Eureka,” Samantha answered. “We had some luck at the bar last night. It only cost us three rounds of scotch and a few beers to find out the place was leased four months ago by a South African firm. Supposedly, there are only two staff members on site, both security officers; one on day shift, the other on night shift. They pretty much keep to themselves. A few of them remember someone matching Nick’s description hanging around when it was first leased, but they haven’t seen him for several months. They remember seeing lots of courier vehicles coming and going.”

      He heard Samantha stifle a yawn. Mitch looked at his watch.

      “It’s about six there isn’t it? What are you doing up?”

      “Couldn’t sleep. All the fresh desert air, I guess. So, how do you want us to play it?”

      “Surveillance,” he instructed. “Set yourself up somewhere where you can’t be seen and watch everything and everyone that goes in and out.”

      “I would love to get in …”

      Mitch cut her off. “Not yet, Sam. Concentrate on who and what comes and goes. Find out which is the main building and if anyone else is on site, besides the two security guards. If and when they leave, find out where they are staying. Make sure no one is residing at the site. What’s Maria up to?”

      “We saw her car arrive in town about eight last night. She stayed up the road at the Sundown Lodge. No doubt she’ll be back on site at Broad Arrow today.”

      “OK, keep in touch, Sam,” he hung up and seeing Ellen waiting outside his office, motioned her in.

      “Good grief, look at you!” Ellen announced. “You’re going to scare small children.”

      Mitch laughed. “You mean more than before? I was just on my way to see Henri. You got plenty to keep you going?”

      “You bet. I heard you had a biff with Nick. How’s he looking?”

      Mitch pushed himself up from his office chair and groaned. “Just as bad, I hope.”
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      Mitch leaned heavily on the rail as he took the stairs to the science department. He spotted Henri jotting notes on a pad beside a microscope.

      “Henri!”

      “Mitch!” Henri’s smile faded. “My God, what’s happened now?”

      “Midnight ride. It’s OK, looks worse than it is.”

      “It looks bad.” Henri studied the bruising and cuts.

      “OK, maybe it feels that way too.”

      Mitch fidgeted with the equipment.

      “What’s wrong, you want to talk about something?”

      “Have you got time?” Mitch asked.

      “Always.” Henri put his pen down as Mitch pulled up a stool beside the bench.

      They sat opposite each other in silence. Henri knew better than to rush Mitch.

      “Can I ask you something?” Mitch said, not looking up at Henri.

      “I suspected you had something on your mind. Ask away.”

      “I know it’s a lifetime ago …” Mitch shuffled in his seat.

      “Ask me,” Henri invited.

      “In the time you were with Mom, did she ever say anything to you about my father?”

      “Such as?”

      Mitch heard the change in Henri’s tone.

      “Where he went?”

      He felt Henri’s eyes studying him.

      “Mitch, I’m really proud of the man you’ve become; impressive given the start you had …”

      “Henri …” Mitch said, embarrassed.

      Henri continued. “Why do you want to dig this up after twenty years?”

      Mitch looked away and shrugged. “I had a dream, several dreams. It triggered a thought process – and I guess running into Nick again.”

      “Nick?” Henri cut him off, “Nicholas Everett from school?”

      “Yeah, that Nick.”

      “Well, that’s great. You two were as thick as thieves.”

      “Yeah. So, back to my father. Do you know where he went?”

      Henri cleared his throat. “After he cleared out, I heard he went south for a while and was working for the rail network. Then, when you were about fifteen, he sent your mother divorce papers. He said in the letter he wanted to remarry. The papers were postmarked from Dallas.”

      “He remarried,” Mitch murmured.

      Did he have another son?

      Were my brother and I just replaced like that? Did this kid cop beatings too?

      “Mitch …”

      Mitch looked up at the sound of Henri’s voice.

      “I hate to be the one to give you information about your own father.”

      “Did he have any other kids?” Mitch continued, not hearing Henri.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Tell me, it’s OK.”

      “I honestly don’t know.” Henri continued. “I admit I didn’t speak to your mother a great deal in the latter years, but …”

      “But what?”

      “Mitch, maybe you should be talking to your mother.”

      “Tell me Henri … please!”

      “He came to your graduation.”

      Mitch looked shocked. His eyes widened.

      “From school?”

      “Air Force graduation,” Henri finished. “I understand he was there in the crowd watching you; undeservedly proud, no doubt.”

      “Did you see him there yourself?”

      “Yes. I hoped your mother didn’t; I think she might have.”

      Mitch nodded.

      “That’s all I know,” Henri concluded.

      Mitch cleared his throat. “Thanks Henri.”

      “What’s going on with you, Mitch?”

      “Nothing. Don’t worry. I was just curious.”

      “Why are you curious now? Just because of a couple of dreams?”

      Mitch didn’t answer. He stared off into the distance.

      “Mitch, he doesn’t deserve a minute of your thoughts. Think carefully if you’re intending to seek him out.”

      “I’ve got no intention of seeking him out,” Mitch cut him off. He subconsciously rubbed the scar on the side of his head.

      “You know, he worked your mom over terribly, and you boys. You were so little, so young – you can’t forget …”

      “Of course I haven’t forgotten!” he faced Henri. “I lived it day-in day-out, always waiting for the next beating,” Mitch spat out the words angrily.

      He stopped, noticing everyone in the lab was looking at him. Mitch swallowed.

      Neither of the men spoke.

      Mitch rose and walked out of the lab. He heard Henri call his name.

      Just go, now, you’ve said enough! He strode towards the stairs.
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      J.J. and Samantha slid into a booth and ordered a couple of beers from the waitress.

      “That was the most boring day ever,” J.J. rubbed his eyes. “Did I mention I hate surveillance?”

      “Maybe, once or ten thousand times. We did get some good info on Maria’s movements and some registration numbers from courier deliveries. I also got a good photo of that guy she met with.”

      “Whatever, but I’m not doing another day of it … I’ve got a plan.”

      “Uh-oh!” she took the beer from the waitress, sipped it and sat back with a sigh. “OK, give it to me.”

      “Today, a number of deliveries were made by Rightway Express Couriers. What if we were to make a few deliveries of our own?”

      “What did you have in mind?” Samantha asked.

      “Let’s say one of the delivery drivers is removed from the equation and I step in, check out the delivery and make the drop. We get a closer view of the premises and see what’s going in and what’s going out …”

      “Could work.”

      “Using a bit of chloroform – and by the time the driver is back on his feet, we’re out of there.”

      “That worries me,” Samantha said. “How will it play out?”

      “OK, I’m thinking we’ll set ourselves up about fifteen miles out of Eureka. I’m gambling on the courier driver stopping to help you out when you break down on the side of the road. They’ll never see me when I come up from behind with a chloroform rag,” he lowered his voice. “We’ll put the driver in the van, check out what’s being delivered, make the delivery and see how many people are on site. We’ll be long gone by the time the driver wakes up, unharmed.”

      “What if he can identify us?” Samantha said.

      “He’ll get a brief glimpse of you with a hat and glasses on and he won’t see me coming up from behind, we’ll be fine.”

      “What if they don’t have a delivery for Broad Arrow and we pull them over?”

      “Come on, what else is out there? The only courier deliveries that came past today all stopped at Broad Arrow, then turned and headed back north to the junction.”

      “My instincts tell me we should run it by Mitch,” Samantha suggested.

      “Forget the whole idea, we’ll do surveillance. You know he’ll say no, that it’s too risky.”

      Samantha looked at J.J. and frowned. “We should think it through a little more, walk me through it again.”

      “You sound like Mitch now. Surely every now and then he wants his agents to use their initiative? I mean, you’ve been with him a few years now; doesn’t he encourage that or are we all drones?”

      Samantha thought about it. “Can’t remember him being big on surprises; he likes to know what’s going on.”

      “Let’s be impromptu, take advantage of the opportunity,” J.J. continued. “We’ll tell him it was something that came to us on the spur of the moment. He’ll be pleased when we get the results.”

      Samantha squirmed. “For your sake, I hope you get to tell him the results on his message bank first, so he can warm to how you got them before we get home.”
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      Samantha woke as the sun came through her hotel window.

      I don’t think we should be doing J.J.’s plan, she thought. Should I tell Mitch? If I do, then I lose J.J.’s trust … if I don’t and it goes wrong, I’ll lose Mitch’s confidence. A no-win situation.

      She looked over at the sound of J.J. stirring in the bed next to her.

      “Coffee?” he mumbled.

      She rolled her eyes and rising, moved to the kitchenette to put the jug on.

      “It’s after seven, we need to get moving.”

      J.J. groaned and threw the covers off. He dragged his feet into the bathroom.

      Samantha froze as her phone rang. She looked at the number.

      “Mitch!”
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      Samantha parked their hire car on the side of the road about fifteen miles out of Broad Arrow.

      “OK, it’s now nine; that’s twelve noon in Mitch’s time zone. I’ve already bullshitted earlier that we’re going to do surveillance all day, so you’d better pull this off J.J. – I don’t feel right lying to him.”

      “Yeah, yeah, think of it as surveillance, but from within the truck. Besides, he won’t call again now until this afternoon. It’ll all be over by then. Pop the bonnet but don’t raise it until you see a courier van coming, otherwise every car will stop to help,” J.J. said. He got out of the car and Samantha watched as he walked around the car and hid amongst the scrub. She sat in the front seat, her eyes glued to the mirror. She yawned as the first hour passed.

      Two cars in one hour. Ho-hum.

      “Heads up,” she heard J.J. call. Her eyes went to the rearview mirror. A courier van was approaching. Samantha leapt out of the car and began to lift the bonnet. She heard the van slowing down, the ignition being cut, and a door opening as she continued to gaze at the engine.

      “Are you alright?” a male voice called.

      Samantha buried her face under the bonnet.

      “It started to splutter while I was driving, now it won’t start at all.”

      She heard a struggle.

      “Clear,” J.J. panted.

      Samantha turned to find J.J. supporting the driver, a middle-aged man in blue overalls. She raced to the van and opened the rear doors. J.J. dragged the driver to the back. Jumping in first, she helped pulled the driver in.

      “I feel terrible; he was being a good Samaritan.”

      “He’ll be up again in no time doing more good deeds,” J.J. assured her.

      “How long have we got?” Samantha asked.

      “He’ll be out for about two hours. Thank God he’s a small guy,” J.J. grunted. “Let’s get to it so we can get the vehicles out of here in case other drivers stop to see what’s going on.”

      Samantha looked down the long, flat road ahead and behind. Nothing in sight, yet. They began to work their way through the dozens of deliveries stacked in the van.

      “There are two cylinders here, both addressed to the site,” she pulled the lid off them. J.J. squatted beside her. He looked in at the liquid contents and sniffed.

      “Gasoline. Why would they need all this gas delivered to them?” he said before discovering a tag on the side of the cylinder. “Avgas.”

      “What’s Avgas?” Samantha asked.

      “Don’t know, remind me to check that out.”

      “Here’s another delivery for them.” Samantha found a small sealed box. J.J. reached over and cut the tape with a Stanley knife.

      “It’s full of small bottles of cyanide! Why would they want a fuel substance and cyanide?” She resealed the box as best she could with its own tape.

      “The lab can tell us what it means.”

      Samantha heard the sound of an engine and a car came into view.

      “Shit, I don’t like this one bit,” J.J. said in a lowered voice.

      “I think we’re stuffed,” Samantha agreed.
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      Samantha stood at the back of the car as J.J. closed the van doors. He did up the zip on the blue courier overalls, turned and began to wipe his hands on a towel.

      “Top up the air when you get to town,” he spoke in clear earshot of the driver who pulled over to check if everything was OK.

      “Thank you. I’m sorry to trouble you,” Samantha smiled.

      “No trouble at all.” J.J. looked over at the driver. “Thanks for stopping, buddy. I think we’re right. The lady had a flat; she’s got enough air in the spare to get her into town.”

      The driver waved and continued. Samantha watched him drive off and turned back to J.J. “Let’s do it.”

      “OK, head back to the hotel. I’ll make this drop now. Should take me about an hour for the round trip. I’ll call you on the way back to pick me up here so we can bolt as soon as the driver begins to stir.”

      Samantha nodded. “What if Mitch calls back?”

      “Tell him the surveillance is under control.”

      “Right. Good luck and be careful, J.J. Hopefully they’ll have something they want you to bring back.”

      Samantha watched J.J. drive the truck towards Broad Arrow.

      I hope Mitch is caught up in meetings and doesn’t call, she thought, because he is going to freak out about this one.
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      J.J. eyes roamed around the site, looking for details and a glimpse of Maria. Nothing out-of-the-ordinary.

      He pulled out three items from the back of the van; the two heavy cylinders on a trolley and a small box of cyanide bottles. He glanced towards the front of the load; the driver remained concealed.

      “Just need you to sign for these, buddy,” he said, handing the worksheet to the security guard. He took the clipboard back, followed the guard to reception and was asked to wait for a return package. He looked around again. Two vehicles on site and one person. He glimpsed through the narrow glass panel at reception.

      A few maps on the wall in the back room. Otherwise, no signs of any kind of industry.

      J.J. looked at his watch. Hurry up for God’s sake, I’ve got to get moving.
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      Samantha’s phone rang. She answered it, recognizing J.J.’s number.

      “Is everything OK?”

      “Fine. They’ve asked me to wait; they’ve got something to go back. I’ll call you when I’m on the road.”

      “You can’t wait too long … the driver!”

      “I know,” he whispered. “If they don’t hurry up, I’ll leave without it.”

      “Oh, no!”

      “What?” J.J. asked.

      “I’ve got an incoming call, hang on,” Samantha read the screen and then put it back against her ear. “It’s Mitch!”

      “Let it go to voice mail. You can honestly say you were on the phone,” J.J. advised.

      “Who to? You?”

      “Yeah, good point … think up something while you’re waiting.”

      “OK. Hurry up, J.J.”

      She hung up.

      “We should never have done this!” She said, between gritted teeth. “It’s a stupid plan.”
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      Mitch paced his office as he dialed Samantha’s number. He calculated it was midday in Eureka. He was diverted to voice mail and left a message. He tried J.J.’s phone and got voice mail.

      “I hate voice mail. Where are you two?” he said talking to himself.

      He could see John waiting impatiently for him at the lift.

      “Coming,” he mumbled, grabbing a file and exiting his office. He joined John in the lift.

      “More meetings, here goes two hours of my life that I’ll never get back. Is there anyway …”

      “No,” John cut him off. “You got out of the last two. If I don’t produce you today, they’ll write you off as my imagination and you’ll lose your budget.”

      Mitch grinned. “John and his imaginary friend. There is a movie in that – might have already been done with a rabbit though.”

      John laughed. “Yes, I’ll start calling you Harvey,” referring to one of his favorite James Stewart films.

      “Least you’ve got a friend.”

      “Yeah, thanks Mitch,” John shook his head.
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      Mitch stopped at the traffic lights on his way to meet Charlotte and Sally for drinks.

      It’s six p.m., three in Eureka, he thought.

      He tried to call Samantha and J.J. again and got their voice mails. Damn, where are you guys? He felt the first stirring of panic as he calculated backwards. I last spoke to them at seven their time this morning; it’s now after three. What’s going on?

      He placed a call to Ellen and got voice mail.

      “Damned voice messaging,” he said aloud. His mind ran through scenarios. I better pull out of drinks, I won’t be able to concentrate … no, chill out. Sam and J.J. are professionals. I’ll give them another hour, then I’ll go on alert.

      He pulled into the wine bar’s parking lot and locked the car. Entering, he spotted Sally and made his way over to her.

      “Hi Sal, looking good,” he complimented her.

      “Good God, Mitch, what happened to you?”

      “Why? Oh, the bruising,” he remembered and self-consciously reached for his face. “Nothing, just a training exercise. Where’s princess?”

      “She’s up at the bar getting a wine list. Mitch, that looks painful,” Sally studied him.

      “I’d say you should see the other guy – but that line’s been overdone,” he removed his black wool coat and placed it on the back of the chair, glancing around.

      “Another Charlie discovery?”

      “Yep. She’s out to discover every new place in town. Are you off nightshift?”

      “Only for tonight. Boss’s orders, early to bed, etc.” He sat back. “Actually, it was good to be on nightshift for a while; gave Charlie the house to herself to have Lachlan over.”

      “Yeah, well, that won’t happen again,” Sally informed him.

      “Why?”

      “You asked that quickly.”

      “Did I?”

      “I’m just teasing you. Anyway, they’re off again. They had another one of their infamous arguments – and that was it.”

      “Hmm! Heard that before.” He poured a glass of water from the carafe on the table.

      “No, he’s taken a contract interstate. A six-month contract. I’m surprised she hasn’t told you.”

      “Why would she?”

      Sally shrugged. “Because she normally talks about everything—occupational hazard—and you are her roommate and friend. She’s pretty upset about it.”

      “Maybe that’s why she hasn’t spoken about it. How upset?” Mitch asked with a glance to his phone.

      “Morose, moody, unhappy, wallowing …” Sally stopped talking. “What’s wrong with you tonight? You’re so jumpy.”

      “Don’t you start, Sally. It’s bad enough Charlie analyzes my every move.”

      Mitch’s phone rang and he grabbed for it.

      “Sorry, I’ve got to take this,” he rose. “Ellie, have you heard from them?” He went outside the café.

      Finishing the call, he turned and saw Charlotte and Sally watching him. He headed inside, sitting down next to Charlotte.

      “You two are quiet. Run out of conversation? Who would have thought?” He took the wine Charlotte offered him.

      “No, smarty,” Sally grinned. “We were checking you out and we’ve decided you’re not bad looking – when you’re not black and blue.”

      Mitch laughed.

      “Really? So did you both come to that conclusion?”

      “Maybe,” Charlotte piped in, “But I didn’t really want to tell you because your head is big enough without us boosting your ego.”

      Mitch looked at Charlotte, a grin on his face.

      “A big head?”

      “Absolutely!” Charlotte exclaimed. “I’ve got to live with you, so I don’t want your head getting any bigger. We both won’t fit in the kitchen at the same time.”

      “Ah, a back-handed compliment. Be still, my beating heart. Anyway, like I’m the one with the big head!”

      “Whoa, Mitch! You’re on dangerous ground now,” Sally warned.

      The waiter dropped some menus on the table as Mitch’s phone rang again.

      “Thank Christ,” he said, recognizing Samantha’s number. “Sam!” Mitch listened to her.

      “What!” he exclaimed. “You’ve got to be kidding me?” He rose and headed outside again.

      “He was supposed to meet me over two hours ago. And I can’t reach him,” Samantha said.

      “Two hours ago, why didn’t you call me sooner?” Mitch groaned. “From the top, Sam, what happened?”

      Mitch listened, breaking in occasionally.

      “No way. What sort of plan is that? What were you both thinking? Why didn’t you run it by me?” Mitch paced up and down outside the café. He rubbed his temple.

      Stay in control, he told himself. Don’t do anything you will regret. I just want to punch someone out … namely, Jack Jameson.

      Samantha finished.

      “Mitch, are you there?”

      “I’m here. I’m deciding what to do.”

      “I shouldn’t have let him do it,” Samantha’s voice was choked with tears.

      “He’s an experienced operative, he should have known better.”

      “I had a gut feeling.”

      “He’s senior to you. It’s OK, Sam, don’t beat yourself up about it, we’ll work it out,” Mitch cut her off. “You’re going to stay put. Don’t do a thing until I get there, understand?”

      “Yes.”

      “I mean stay put, Sam. I need you there when I arrive. Clear?”

      “Yes, Mitch,” she said. “You’re coming over?”

      “Tonight, as soon as I can get a flight organized. I’ll get back to you with the arrival time. Call me if you hear anything. Anything!” He hung up and raced back inside.

      “Sorry ladies, got to go.” He grabbed his wallet, slipped some notes under his wine glass while Charlotte and Sally protested and grabbed his coat. “Charlie, I’ll be away for a few days.”

      “But where are you going? Don’t you need to pack?” Charlotte asked.

      Mitch was already halfway to the door and didn’t respond. He headed straight to the office, calling John on the way.
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      “What’s Broad Arrow like? Can we send in reinforcements without it being noticed?” John asked as Mitch paced his office.

      “Unlikely. An extra person will register and trust me, they’ll be watching now. I’ve got to extract J.J. without making waves if we can. I need to get over there now, tonight. I’ll take Ellie. Can you replace her on surveillance at the university?”

      “Of course.”

      “That will be three of us on the ground. It should be manageable.”

      John didn’t move.

      “What’s wrong?” Mitch realized John wasn’t getting the wheels in motion. He stopped pacing.

      “Are you up to it?” John asked.

      “Of course I’m up to it. What do you mean?”

      “The lack of sleep, the fight with Nick …”

      “John, I’m up to it!”

      “And, I heard you had a bit of an argument with Henri.”

      “Henri? It was nothing.”

      “Must have been something. He’s worried about you.” John picked up the phone and instructed a staff member to book Mitch and Ellen on the next flight to Elko. He hung up.

      “I had a gut reaction about this,” Mitch resumed pacing.

      “About what?”

      “About J.J. joining the team. I know he was keen for the change, but he was senior to all of us and I suspected he felt he should have been team leader.”

      “He’s senior, but his skills aren’t in leading a team. It’s one thing to be able to start any engine and crack any lock, but you’ve also got to be a lateral thinker. When did you have this gut reaction?”

      “Right from the start. He must have been itching for some independence.”

      The phone rang and John answered it, taking down some details. He hung up.

      “No flights at this hour to Elko.”

      “Can we get a charter?”

      “No, out of the question. You’re on the last flight available to Las Vegas, leaving in twenty-five minutes from Dulles International.”

      Mitch listened in as John made a series of calls confirming the flight, taxi transfer to the airport, weaponry and an overnight bag to be produced for Mitch. Ellen was being picked up. John went to his computer and within minutes, received an email with Mitch and Ellen’s details. He printed it out. He read from it, “You will land in Las Vegas at ten-thirty tonight. There are no flights to Elko until seven the next morning. You’ll get in at eight …”

      “We’ll drive from Vegas.”

      “It’s about four hundred miles!”

      “I know, but every hour counts. We should be able to do it in …,” Mitch did the calculations, “less than six hours. If we land at ten-thirty, we should arrive at Broad Arrow around four in the morning. That gives us nearly two-and-a-half hours before sunrise.”

      “OK, I’ll hire you a car. Share the driving.”

      Mitch headed for the door. “Can you email the audio transcripts through from the lab if you get any?”

      “Will do,” John agreed.

      Mitch continued. “Can you put a trace on Johan? Leave Nick sitting tight until I get back. I hope Johan doesn’t want to pull out earlier with Nick. I want to be back and right on him the whole way. I don’t trust him yet.” He shook his head and looked up at John. “If I lose Johan because of J.J …”

      “Go,” John ordered. “I want to hear from you regularly.”
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      Mitch sat in the taxi on the way to the airport and called Samantha.

      “We’re on our way,” he confirmed. “We’ll call you when we get close to Eureka. Should be around three-thirty in the morning, all going well, and we’ll go onto Broad Arrow from there, arriving around four. Be ready to move out. And turn your tracker on,” he referred to the tracking device in their wristwatches.

      “I don’t suppose …?”

      “No,” Mitch finished. “J.J. hasn’t turned his on. But don’t panic, he might not have thought of it.” Or is capable of it.

      “How are we going to access the site?” Samantha asked.

      “I’ll work that out on the flight. John’s sending me an up-to-date plan of the area. He’s getting the layout from the leasing agents.”

      “Right.”

      “Are you OK?” Mitch asked.

      “No. What if he’s … Mitch, he could be dead and …”

      Mitch cut her off.

      “Hang in there, Sam. It’ll be fine. Don’t do anything rash; just wait for us, OK?”

      “OK, hurry, Mitch.”

      “We’ll see you soon.” Mitch hung up.

      The whole thing is slipping through my fingers. What a stuff-up! J.J.’s supposed to be one of our best senior agents, but this maverick act could compromise the whole mission. Why didn’t he just stick to surveillance?

      The taxi pulled over at the terminal. Mitch leapt out, ran to check in and found Ellen waiting.

      “John’s booked us into business class. Probably thought you needed it,” she looked at Mitch’s bruised face.

      “There goes the budget. Hope it comes out of his and not mine.” They boarded immediately and stowed their agency-issued black overnight bags in the locker above their seats.

      Mitch sat down beside Ellen. He sighed. “Now for the plan.”
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      “You missed him,” John invited Henri Spalter to take a seat in his office.

      Henri lowered himself into a chair.

      “It’s after eight, John. Catching up on the day?”

      John opened his cabinet and poured them both a scotch.

      “Just had to get Mitch and Ellie on a flight to Nevada before heading home.”

      “Ah, I’ve well and truly missed him then.” Henri took the glass, clinked it against John’s and sipped. “We had a bit of a fall out,” Henri sighed.

      John looked at the amber liquid and swirled it around the glass. “Mm, there is something going on with him at the moment; something’s stirred him up. Do you know what it’s about?”

      “Skeletons in the closet maybe. He was asking me about his father, out of the blue. It must be twenty years since he’s seen him.”

      John frowned. “Maybe now he feels the need for an explanation. I hope he’s not feeling vengeful.”

      “No, it’s not in his nature.”

      John nodded in agreement. “So, he didn’t tell you why the sudden resurgence in interest?”

      “No, I was allowed to answer questions, not to ask them.”

      “Ah,” John said knowingly. “He’s not sleeping; nightshift. Might be contributing to his odd behavior. It can throw you around a bit, give you a short temper.”

      “And he’s had an encounter from the past I hear – Nicholas Everett.”

      “Yes, you know him?”

      “I remember Nicholas well. He and Mitch were best friends; inseparable the pair of them.”

      “Hmm, well they’ve just about knocked each other’s lights out this time.”

      “Good grief! The fight was with Nicholas?”

      “Yes,” John confirmed.

      “Well, no wonder he’s shook up. One of the people he most trusts or used to at least.” Henri finished the scotch. “Well, best get home; you too, I imagine. Thanks for the drink. Tell our boy when you speak to him that I dropped by.”

      “Will do,” John smiled. “Goodnight.”

      John swiveled on his chair, and began to log off his computer. As it went through the back up process, he sat back and thought about Mitchell Parker: strong minded, impressive recall of detail, a voracious need for stimulation and the ability to change the mindset of a team; there is no doubt under pressure he’s the best … but he pushes himself to breaking point and never asks for help.

      “Who do you talk to, Mitch?” John said to himself, rising to leave. “Got to work on that.”

      The computer screen went to black. John grabbed his jacket and satchel and pulled the door closed behind him.
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      Mitch declined the alcohol being offered by the flight attendant and opted for a juice.

      Need to keep a clear head, he thought. God knows what’s waiting for us in Nevada, or where the hell J.J. is.

      After takeoff, Ellen leaned towards him.

      “Mitch, I’ve got these profiles on Johan and Maria. Nick you already have. Do you want them now?”

      “Thanks Ellie, may as well.” He took Ellen’s notes and scanned the page.

      “Ah,” he circled a company called Linenet. “I imagine that’s where Johan met Maria – when he was working for this company in Venezuela in 2004.”

      “I’d say so,” Ellen agreed. “They entered the U.S. together, so the romance has been on for a while.”

      Mitch flipped the page to Maria’s profile and looked over the entries.

      “Strong distribution networks throughout South America and Europe. That’s handy.”

      Mitch stopped to read a line out loud.

      “Her sister Ana was engaged to an American pilot. Ana was killed in a car accident late last year. What are the odds we know the pilot?”

      “Nicholas Everett?” Ellen guessed.

      “Precisely.”

      Mitch went through the files John had sent electronically. He gave the map to Ellen to find the best possible entrance and exit to the Broad Arrow mining site.

      “We’re lucky some of the tunnels still exist from the days when the area was a thriving gold mine,” he said. “Odd. Usually after production ceases they secure them.”

      “Very lucky,” she agreed. “See here,” Ellen pointed to the map, “this is probably the best entry point. These underground tunnels will give us direct access to the main building if we can find the entrance to the tunnels and if they haven’t been sealed. They should be external, against the south wing of the building.”

      “Plan B if they are sealed?” Mitch asked.

      “There’s always the ceiling.”
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      “Thank God,” Ellen said, making her way off the plane.

      Mitch went straight to the hire car desk and within fifteen minutes they were on the road. He concentrated on the monotonous highway ahead of him.

      “Get some sleep Ellie; you’re going to need it.” He opened the window, using the cold air to stay alert and resigned himself to the drive. His mind wandered …

      One hour …

      … crap music, nothing to see …

      … Ellie sleeping.

      He yawned and flicked between radio stations.

      Two hours …

      … need to stop for gas … something to look forward to …

      … Ellie’s still sleeping … truly amazing how she does that with the radio and wind noise.

      Three hours …

      … one coffee and a Coke gone …

      … aching, need to take a piss; can wait until next gas stop … more coffee …

      … if you’re not dead J.J., I’m going to kill you.

      Mitch’s phone rang making him jump. Ellie woke up beside him.

      “Parker,” he answered.

      “Mitch, where are you now?”

      “John! Still driving; about an hour away from the destination. You scared the shit out of me, again,” he said feeling his heart thumping.

      “I was counting on that to wake you up.” John hung up.

      Mitch looked over at Ellen. “I swear sometimes he’s in my head.”

      “Funny, that’s what we say about you,” she smiled at him.
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      Mitch dialed Samantha’s number and followed her directions. He saw her waiting in her hire car, discretely parked on the outskirts of the town’s limits. She jumped into their car.

      “I have never been so pleased to see anyone in my whole life as I am to see you two,” she exclaimed.

      “No news from J.J.?” Mitch asked.

      “Nothing.”

      “OK, Sam, tell the story from the top. Don’t leave anything out.”

      As he listened, Mitch accelerated to get to the former mine site. Getting closer, he looked around for somewhere to hide the car.

      “What’s the landscape like during the day?” he pushed Samantha.

      “Flat, lots of scrub.”

      He found a hilly area where the car could be hidden.

      “Hope it holds up in daylight,” he parked the rental car, killed the lights and jumped out. Opening the boot, the three agents geared up. He checked their weapons – a handgun, a ranger knife, stun guns, flares and a quantity of bullets and devices for immobilizing the enemy.

      “Test your wires and trackers,” he ordered. They each did so in turn.

      Satisfied and with a quick glance to his watch, Mitch gave directions.

      “It’s just on four. We’ve got to be out by first light. We’re going to jog down to the boundaries of the main building. If there is security—and according to surveillance there is only one officer on duty—he should be around the main building. We have to assume that the building is alarmed, so we need to get in underground somehow. If the map is accurate, those tunnels are near the fuel storage tanks. Once in, we’ll break up. I’ll indicate where you are to go. Cover the area, keep your trackers on and stay alert.”

      Hugging the back roads they jogged the half-mile distance to the site. Mitch strained to see the girls, camouflaged in black in the pitch-black surrounds. The only sounds he could hear were of their footsteps as their hiking boots hit the road surface. Mitch slowed his pace to ensure they didn’t fall too far behind.

      He arrived at the first of the buildings and waited for Ellen and Samantha to fall in behind him.

      “Sam,” he whispered, “head to the front of the building. Look out for the van, any signs of a struggle, any signs of J.J. Come back here when you’re done. We’ll let you know where the tunnel entrance is.”

      She nodded and peeled off.

      “Fuel storage,” he whispered to Ellen. They searched the area where it was suppose to be according to the map.

      Nothing.

      They covered the area again. It dawned on him.

      The row of barrels is masking it.

      Nudging behind one of the barrels, Mitch tipped it to the side.

      Found it!

      He gave Ellen the thumbs up. With another glance around, Mitch heaved the barrel out of the way, a foot at a time.

      This is when you need J.J., he thought, grunting with the effort.

      “OK, Ellie, let’s go,” he pulled up the iron lid, looked down into the tunnel and lowered himself down the steel ladder. He helped Ellen down and maneuvered the lid back in place. Mitch and Ellen stood still, listening for noises, waiting for their eyes to adjust. He could feel her touching his back in the dark.

      She’s freaked out.

      Mitch pulled out his penlight and turned it on. Rats scuttled and he felt Ellen stiffen behind him. He saw tunnels in every direction – full size, wide tunnels that cleared his head by at least a foot. Ellen’s breathing quickened.

      “Are you OK?” he shined the penlight in her face.

      She nodded.

      “Go up if it freaks you out.”

      “I’m OK,” she began to slow her breathing.

      Mitch watched her for a few seconds more. “Ellie, go up if you need to … I don’t want to carry you out after we’ve gone half-a-mile underground.”

      “I’m OK,” she assured him.

      Mitch turned the penlight down to the map and studied it. He flashed the light at the nearest tunnel to their right. They followed it as it went downhill, then sideways, and then leveled out. They walked for about five minutes until Mitch came to a small timber-framed hatch above his head. He pried it open. A shower of dirt and dust fell onto him and he blinked to clear his eyes.

      “This hasn’t been opened for years.”

      Mitch pushed himself through the hatch, calculating there were two underground levels in the main building. On the other side of the cover was another iron ladder.

      “Ellie,” he whispered, “continue along the tunnel, and try any doors you find. Look out for anything suspicious.”

      She nodded.

      Mitch took her arm. “Are you sure you’re OK?”

      “I’m fine,” she pulled away.

      OK, he coached himself, the ladder should hopefully land me somewhere near reception of the main building.

      Mitch bound up the fifteen rungs and listened.

      All quiet. He edged open the next door he found until it was wide enough to see through and get his bearings.

      No security cameras; no lighting either.

      He pushed the door open and slipped through.

      The main building! He thought and exhaled with relief. Mitch went to the edge of the wall and squatted, taking in the area. Spotting the open fire-exit door, he bolted for the stairs, taking them two at a time. He came to a partially opened door and looked in.

      This is wrong, he frowned. It looks like another storage area. Reception must be one more floor above. He glanced up to the next landing. The door was barred.

      “Damn”, he muttered, “I can’t risk opening it in case it’s alarmed and Sam’s got the tester.” Mitch went back into the storage area and glanced up.

      Great, a ten foot high ceiling. He studied the area. Nope, no way around it. He stood on a table and pulled the grate aside, taking a leap towards the ceiling. He gripped the outer edges of the air conditioning shaft and pulled himself through, grunting with the pain in his body. I’m becoming a master of crawling in ceilings.

      He scurried along until he came to a vent. Glancing through it, it seemed to come out in a hallway.

      He pushed the frame until it fell out, crawled through the hole and put the vent cover back in place. Mitch stood, looked around and moved straight ahead, prying open another door.

      Perfect! Just where I want to be: reception. He listened; there was no sound.

      Where the hell is the security guard? No cameras, no dogs … security seems pretty light on – odd.

      Mitch used his wire.

      “Ellie, are you OK?”

      There was a slight delay before he heard her voice.

      “Alive and kicking.”

      “Good, stay that way. I’m at reception. Anything your way?”

      “Nothing,”

      “OK, carry on.” Mitch let his eyes adjust to the darker environment, then headed to the reception desk. He grabbed a delivery docket sitting on the desk from the courier company.

      Two cylinders and a small box delivered here, he noted. Someone’s signed for them.

      A sound at the outside window instinctively made him duck for cover. He looked up to see Samantha outside.

      “Shit, Sam,” he said into his mic.

      “Sorry! I’m just going to case the window for alarms.”

      Mitch watched her move the scanner over the aluminum window frame. She gave the all-clear sign and he pushed the window open, helping her in.

      “No sign of the van outside,” she said in a hushed voice. “There are several sets of tire tracks leading to a larger garage next to this building. I think that’s where we should be looking; it’s sealed. Can we enter it through this building?”

      “We’ll find out.”

      Mitch showed her the courier receipt. “It’s signed at twelve-forty. Is that timing right? Would it be J.J.?”

      “Yes,” Samantha nodded, “that’s about the time he arrived. They’ve nabbed him after he had made the delivery … I wonder what alerted them.”

      “Hopefully J.J. can tell us. Let’s get into the garage; it must be connected to the main building somehow.” He scanned the map for clues. Mitch looked around.

      “Come on.” He headed down the hallway of the building, looking left and right as rooms peeled off on either side.

      “No sign of J.J. here,” Ellen came through on the wire. “I’m heading up one level.”

      “OK. When you finish the next level Ellie, head towards the back of the building, we’re trying to get into the garage and we think that’s where the access will be.”
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      Mitch came to the end of the hallway.

      “Two exits. One marked for fire and the other sealed by dead locks. Check them for alarms, Sam.”

      He stood back and watched her run the scanner over the fire door. The light remained green as she ran it around the door, looking for an alarm.

      Mitch waited, his foot tapping.

      “All clear,” she whispered.

      “I don’t get it, where’s the security?”

      “Perhaps they didn’t think they needed any … yet.”

      Mitch pushed open the fire door and found himself out in the open courtyard.

      “Wrong door,” he said under his breath. “Try the other one, Sam.”

      She tested the door for an alarm.

      “Clear.”

      “Great, no alarm,” he said angrily, “just a dead lock.”

      “And breaking into locks is J.J.’s specialty,” Samantha sighed.

      “Don’t remind me.”

      “Mitch?” Ellen’s voice cut across his thoughts.

      “Go ahead.”

      “This level’s clear too,” she said with a mixture of disappointment and relief in her tone. “I’m done.”

      “OK make your way to the garage if you can find a way in, head towards the rear, we’re on our way.”

      Mitch looked at the door and lock again.

      “We need to ram that in,” he said looking around for something to help throw weight against the door.

      “Nothing,” he said. “Well here goes.” He ran at the door and hit it will full force. Mitch fell back and tried again. Samantha joined in. The door latch began to crumble and with one final kick from Mitch the lock swung off and the door flew open.

      Racing through the stairwell they arrived at the garage.

      “Hey, we’re above you,” Mitch whispered into his mic to Ellen as she pushed up a grate from a tunnel below. He helped move the grate and she joined them.

      “It’s all clear here,” Samantha said casing the area. “This place is amazing. There are tunnels everywhere.”

      Mitch led the way out of the first large concrete garage bay, passing another two bays. And then, he saw it – the Rightway Express Courier Van.

      “Split up.”

      Mitch went to the back of the van, Samantha cased the room and Ellen took the front. Mitch swung the back van doors open; it was empty.

      “Shit”, he swore under his breath. He jumped out of the back of the van and stood looking around the room, his hands on his hips.

      We’re running out of time. Think!

      His eyes widened at the site of a huge mound of earth, freshly dug in the corner of the garage.

      “Oh, no,” he inhaled sharply. He saw Ellen and Samantha turn at the sound of his voice and they noticed the mound. Mitch swallowed the lump in his throat. Samantha ran towards it, but he beat her there, grabbing her around the waist and pulling her behind him.

      “No, Sam, get back.”

      She moved around him, dropping to her hands and knees and began to dig. Mitch heard a muffled thump and froze. The sound came again. He signaled for quiet; it was coming from a storage unit. Mitch indicated for Samantha to check the unit for alarms. She ran the test; the green light for all-clear came on. He looked at the bolt securing the unit.

      “Should we blow it?” Samantha asked.

      “No, too noisy.”

      He reached for a small pair of bolt cutters from his vest. Mitch worked at the steel, feeling the sweat running down his back.

      Come on!

      With a snap, the bolt gave way and Mitch pulled open the door to find Jack Jameson alive, bound, blindfolded and gagged. Samantha pulled J.J.’s blindfold from his eyes. Ellen joined in, untying the bonds around his feet. J.J.’s face was bruised; the courier overalls were covered in dirt and blood.

      “I thought you’d never get here,” J.J. gasped.

      Mitch let out a long sigh of relief. “Thank Christ, you’re OK.” He turned and walked away, feeling the anger build up inside him.

      “Boss, I’m sorry …” J.J. started.

      Mitch turned. “J.J., save it.”

      “I just thought if I could …”

      “No, really. Not now,” Mitch paced.

      Stay calm, deal with it later. You’re the team leader; just keep it together.

      “Mitch, at least let me explain …”

      Mitch glared at him through clenched teeth. “We’ll talk about it later, not now. We’re almost out of time and we’ve got to get out of here.”

      He saw J.J.’s eyes flare with anger.

      “If you weren’t so anal and gave us the chance to think for ourselves occasionally,” J.J. hissed.

      Mitch heard Samantha inhale sharply.

      “Anal!” Mitch exploded. “Thinking for yourself has really paid off, hasn’t it? You were on surveillance orders, in charge on the ground. You could have blown the mission, not to mention what a waste of time this has been traipsing across the country to save your sorry ass. I should kill you myself.”

      “Mitch,” Samantha grabbed Mitch’s arm and moved in front of him, cutting off his vision of J.J. “We both made the decision.”

      Mitch shrugged Samantha off.

      “We’ve got a job to do, focus on that. Where’s the security?” he asked J.J.

      J.J. bent over, wincing. “There is one guy around: a soft, middle aged guy. He’s armed.”

      “Then how did you get in this shape?”

      “The driver and guard did it, after I was tied up.”

      “The courier van’s here. Where’s the driver?” Mitch pushed him.

      “I don’t know,” J.J. said. “He might have been too groggy to drive and got a lift.”

      “Not groggy enough to give you a thrashing though. Let’s get out of here before the security guard finds us.”
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      Mitch sent Samantha and Ellen ahead. He walked behind supporting J.J.

      “Give me a minute,” J.J. stopped and leaned over, wiping the jacket sleeve across his face. “I feel hot and cold.”

      “It’s going to be light soon, we’ve got to keep moving.” He grabbed J.J.’s arm and put it across his shoulders. “Try and stay on your feet, put your weight on me.” Mitch eased J.J. along. He saw the car coming with Ellen behind the wheel. Samantha jumped out to help Mitch lower J.J. into the back seat.

      “Ellie, drop Sam back to her hire car, then backtrack and take J.J. onto Elko. It’s about an hour away and there is a hospital there. Tell them he got into a fight.”

      J.J. began to protest. Mitch cut him off.

      “Sam, bring your car down here and wait for me behind that hill, out of sight. If I’m not back in thirty minutes, call John; he’ll get you all out of here. I’ve got the tracker on if anything goes wrong.”

      “Where are you going?” Samantha asked, “I’ll come with you.”

      “No. I’ve got to check something out in case we don’t get back here for a while.”

      “What?” J.J. asked, clenching his teeth in pain.

      “Playing a hunch.” He pushed J.J. back in the seat. “Go Ellie.” He turned and ran back towards the buildings.

      Mitch looked back satisfied from the dust storm that Ellen was driving away.

      Mitch pushed his exhausted body one more time into a run. The building came into sight. He raced around to where the barrels had been. Again he found the manhole, and grunting, slid the lid off. His breathing was coming short and fast. Sliding down the stairs, Mitch ran down the tunnel, his hands grasping the walls on either side to steady himself in the dark.

      Halfway down, he turned, took another tunnel and kept running. Finally, he stopped.

      That entrance Ellie found to the garage … it was somewhere around here. He took out his penlight and turned in a full circle.

      The tunnel to the left … found it.

      He went down a few paces and saw the opening, pushing his way through, he stopped and gaped.

      Whoah! A huge underground hangar.

      He walked around. In front of him, almost dwarfed by the hangar’s size, was a full-sized airplane sitting on a hydraulic ramp.

      Mitch put it together. This is what the investors are paying for, he thought. He looked up and saw a massive garage door built into the earth. When that opens, the plane can be hydraulically lifted to ground level to sit on the runway. When closed, it disappears from sight underground, as if it never existed. Fantastic. He smiled.

      Mitch checked his watch. Ten more minutes … I’ve got to get closer.

      “A Fairchild Metro turboprop aircraft,” he mumbled aloud. “A nice one.”

      He walked the length of the plane, opened the door of the cockpit and hoisted himself in. He noted it was empty except for built-in vaults in the back of the plane. High security steel safes.

      Mitch jumped out, looked around for a power box, and found it.

      That’s where the lift and garage door will operate from. He studied the wiring.

      Out of time, got to go.

      Mitch turned away and pushing himself through the opening, ran back up the tunnel, mounting the iron rungs two at a time. He stopped, checked no one was around and heaved himself out of the manhole. Closing the lid, he rolled the barrel back into place and ran flushed up against the wall.

      He coached himself; hold up ankle, just a bit longer while I beat my sprint record back to the car in case Sam takes off without me.

      As he came around the corner of the building, he looked straight down the barrel of a Glock 20 handgun.

      Found the security guard.
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      “Don’t move.” The guard pointed his gun at Mitch’s head.

      Mitch sized him up and dropping low, slammed his fist into the security guard’s stomach, pushing him against the wall and pinning the guard’s arm and gun against the wall.

      J.J.’s right; middle aged, overweight. Probably never seen action in his life.

      He spun the guard around to face the wall. Mitch drew his own gun and pushed it against the security guard’s neck.

      “I don’t want to use this,” Mitch said.

      The guard nodded.

      Grabbing the handcuffs from the man’s uniform, Mitch pulled the guard’s arm behind his back and cuffed him.

      “Move it,” Mitch hissed, pushing him back towards the manhole.

      “Please no,” he begged, “don’t put me down there, they’ll never find me, I’ve got a wife and two kids.”

      Mitch rolled his eyes.

      “For chrissake!”

      He pulled the guard over to the outside of the garage door. Looking at the chain of keys hanging from the guard’s pockets he asked. “Which key opens the door?”

      “The green one.”

      Mitch could smell the sweat pouring off the guard. He found the key with the green rubber border, unlocked the steel doors and pried them open a few feet. Pushing the guard in front of him, he moved towards the storage unit that J.J. had been locked into.

      “I’ll assume they’ll find you here,” he said, remaining behind the guard’s vision.

      He grabbed some tape from his vest and tearing a strip, placed it across the guard’s mouth and another strip across his eyes. He pushed him inside the unit and locked the door. Wiping his print off the key, he tossed the ring of keys on the floor and took off at break neck speed. After sprinting for a few minutes, he saw Samantha idling the car and scanning the horizon for him. He reached the car, opened the front passenger door and jumped in.

      “Thank God,” she said.

      “Head to Elko,” Mitch instructed out of breath.

      “What happened?”

      “My hunch, I think it’s paid off,” Mitch looked at his watch. It was nearing six a.m. “Give me five minutes and I’ll tell you,” He rang John.

      “John, all clear and safe. We need out. We’re heading to Elko with the two hire cars,” he panted.

      “Are you OK?”

      “Fine.”

      John put him on hold. Mitch waited.

      “Mitch?”

      “Here.” He listened to the instructions. “OK, we’ll be there, thanks. The trip was worth it after all, aside from finding J.J alive. You won’t believe what we found. I’ll see you in your office,” He hung up.

      “Sam, there is an air force plane leaving Battle Mountain airport at seven-thirty. We all need to be on it.” He dialed Ellen’s number. “We’ll pick them up at the hospital, leave one car in Elko and the other at Battle Mountain. John’s taking care of it.”

      He sat back.

      Got the team back and we’ll be back on deck in D.C. by the end of the day. Not enough time for Johan or Nick to make a move without us, hopefully.

      “How far is it?” she asked.

      “From Elko, about 70 miles. We should be able to do it in under an hour.” They both glanced at the clock on the car’s dashboard. It read six-fifteen.

      “It’s pretty flat and straight, I’m told,” he assured her.
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      Mitch woke with a start, his mind empty of the present. Looking around, he remembered where he was – lying flat on the floor of a 707 cargo plane, and he relaxed.

      Ah, every bone in my body’s making itself known, he thought, pulling himself into sitting position. He glanced at his watch. Still Friday and I’ve slept for half a day! Got to love time zones. Could use a shower.

      He looked around at his team as they sprawled, surrounded by boxes and military gear. Samantha and Ellen were lying asleep, huddled on the floor, J.J. was awake.

      “J.J., how are you feeling?” Mitch stood and stretched.

      “Sore. Hey Mitch, listen, I stuffed up. I could give you a lot of shit about why and what I was thinking … but take it from me, it won’t happen again … and sorry about the anal comment.”

      “Is this what you really want, J.J.?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “To work in this team, instead of managing your own.”

      J.J. shrugged. “It was a stupid call that’s all. Don’t read too much into it.”

      “Right,” Mitch turned away.
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      “I’m surprised you’re still standing given you’ve had little sleep and driven a marathon!” John greeted Mitch.

      “I’m fine, but you should’ve seen this plane, it’s unbelievable,” Mitch’s eyes were huge as he fell into a chair in John’s office.

      “So, J.J.’s alright?”

      “Yeah, fine. Listen, they’ve got this huge Fairchild turboprop …”

      “Did you two sort it out?” John cut in.

      “More or less. Anyway, they’ve built a huge underground hangar with a hydraulic lift …”

      “What does more or less mean?”

      “What?” Mitch stopped. “John, you’re missing the point … fine, forget about the plane. J.J.’s OK; bruised, but OK. He told me I was anal and we had a few words. I suggested he might want to manage his own team; he said no – that’s that.” Mitch clammed up.

      John laughed. “Sorry, Mitch, I couldn’t resist.

      “Yeah, very funny.”

      “Anal, huh?”

      Mitch grinned. “Imagine! Me!”

      John laughed. “Tell me, what’s this about a plane?”

      “Yeah, the plane. They’ve built this garage door flat into the earth. You wouldn’t even see it from above. It’s designed to swallow the plane into it. Then underground, they’ve used the existing mine storage areas to build a huge hangar and they’ve got a Fairchild Metro twin engine turboprop aircraft in there. This one’s got custom built wall-to-wall steel safes in the back – it’s unbelievable,” He stopped to draw breath.

      John stared out the window in customary form while he thought. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “The gold plane,” Mitch answered. “It’s a substitute for the courier plane that does the gold route.”

      “Yes. Very, very clever,” John agreed. “The Nevada police are going to want this.”

      “No way, there are too many loose ends. I don’t believe this is a simple robbery. Johan and Maria with their international connections must have some other agenda – and these investors who are being duped, that’s all a bit pie-in-the-sky at the moment,” Mitch said. “I’m still not sure what Daniel Reid’s role is either, but there is no doubt where the investors’ funds are going; they need some serious money to get the plane and organize the underground hangar. And let’s face it, since September 11, any mention of pilots hired for non-official flights should keep the alarm bells ringing.”

      “And the rest of it? The university lab?” John asked.

      “A smokescreen – an address, somewhere to plan one of the biggest gold heists in history.”

      “And we have to keep up the charade,” John agreed. “We don’t want them to know we’re on to them.”

      “They’re going to know someone’s onto them given J.J. knocked off their regular courier driver,” Mitch shook his head.

      “How did they know? Is it the same driver all the time?”

      “Usually one of three. J.J. said the driver had called ahead about twenty minutes earlier to check someone was on site because he had two cylinders that had to be stored in a cool place. This time they did know him – he was a regular. So when J.J. showed up …”

      They sat for a few seconds in silence.

      “I’ve set up an alias for J.J. in the system,” John said. “He’s been given a petty criminal history. If they run his profile, they’ll assume he was looking to steal any loot he could get his hands on. It’s a long shot, but they won’t be able to connect him to us at least.”

      “Great.” Mitch rose to his feet to leave. “I need to speak with Nick now we’re up to speed; I want his every movement choreographed.”

      “Why don’t you go home and get some sleep first? Nick will still be here tomorrow.” John walked him to the door. “And for God’s sake, go and see Henri. He’s been trying to track you down.”
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      “The intruder’s gone,” Luis Gamboa, former head of security for international firm Securald and now on-site security manager at Broad Arrow, informed Johan.

      “Where is he?” Johan asked.

      “We don’t know,” Gamboa spat it out. “I found that idiot bound and gagged in the storage unit this morning. From now on, I hire the security staff. That was my arrangement when Maria hired me.”

      “Then do it. I want to know who that guy was connected to,” Johan ordered.

      “I ran the name on his driver’s license. He’s got a rap sheet a mile long, mainly break and enter. My hunch is that he’s working solo and was casing the place. He probably heard the site was leased. I imagine he’s cleaned out anything of value in the courier van as well.”

      “Maybe. We should have got more from him while we had the chance. I may have to move the project forward. Hire someone effective,” he ordered.

      “Done,” Luis Gamboa assured him.
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      Mitch entered his office, sat back in his chair and stared at the ceiling. From the beginning, he told himself, going through the case in his head. He turned sensing someone was standing in the doorway, watching him.

      “Henri,” Mitch rose. “Sorry, I didn’t hear you. I was thinking about the case.”

      “No problem. Are you OK?”

      “Fine. Come in.”

      Henri stayed put in the doorway. “I’ve got the lads working on something, I need to get back downstairs. As long as you are fine.” Henri gave Mitch a smile and turned to leave.

      “Henri,” Mitch raced out from behind his desk. “Wait up.”

      Henri turned and waited for him.

      “I, um, I’ve been in Nevada. I wanted to talk with you, but …”

      “But you didn’t want to as well,” Henri finished his sentence and smiled at him.

      Mitch felt like a fourteen-year-old kid again with Henri reading his thoughts. Mitch looked sheepish. “I’m sorry I got a bit angry the other day. I’ve been on nightshift and it has thrown me around.”

      “Listen, son,” Henri interrupted him, “I’m happy if you tell me you’re fine. I know you, and I know better than to enter your world uninvited.”

      “No, Henri, it’s not like that,” Mitch stammered.

      “Mitch, if you want to talk, you know where to find me.” Henri moved to put an arm on his shoulder. Mitch flinched.

      “I wasn’t going to hit you, Mitch,” Henri stepped back.

      “I know that!”

      Henri nodded and giving Mitch one last look, left his office.

      “Shit.” Mitch swore, turning back to his desk.
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      Mitch woke up in a cold sweat. The clock beside his bed told him it was after seven.

      Sunday. He sighed with relief. Raising himself up on his elbows, he leaned back on the headboard and thought about the project: they’re going to swap planes, take the gold, stash it and get it out of the country using either their Venezuelan or South African networks – or both, he thought with sudden clarity. Nick will pilot the plane that will carry the gold out of the country; the other pilot will perform the swap.

      He smiled.

      A good plan. Very good, in fact.

      He heard a knock on his bedroom door.

      “Just me,” Charlotte called out.

      “Come in,” he sat up.

      “Hello,” she smiled.

      “Hi, Charlie. Sorry I didn’t last until you got home from your night group,” he pulled himself further up the bed and, conscious of having a bad case of bed hair, ruffled it further.

      “Are you alright? I heard you yell out?”

      “Did I?” He ran his hand over his eyes. “I’m fine.”

      She came in and sat on the edge of his bed.

      “You know,” she looked around, “there is nothing that says Mitchell Parker in this room. Just suits, running gear and shoes. No framed photos or books. It’s like you could get up, move in ten minutes and be gone for good.”

      “Just how I like it,” Mitch looked around.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to talk?”

      “About what?”

      She leaned back further on his bed.

      “You’re still black and blue, you haven’t slept for days and you’re having regular nightmares, Mitch – that’s for starters.”

      Mitch propped his pillows up behind him. He crossed his arms.

      “Dr. Curtis,” he teased her, “I’ve been on a surveillance job that went wrong, so I lost a night’s sleep. I had a training episode and got a bit bashed around,” he looked away as he embellished the truth, “and my nightmares, if you want to call them that, are the result of being out of whack with work and sleep. I’m fine. Case closed?”

      “If you want my professional opinion, Mitch, no – the case is not closed.”

      Mitch sighed. “Charlie, don’t dig. There is nothing to find and I’m not into the self-help stuff. OK, my head’s sore, my body aches and I’ve had a break on a case. All-in-all, it’s a fair trade and things are good.”

      Charlotte frowned at him. “You’re such a hard nut to crack,” she sighed, leaning next to him on the pillows and putting her head on his shoulder.
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