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The evening air had a crispness about it, despite the oppressive heat. Bill Harvey dragged his overweight frame outside of the local pub, to sample this fresh air. Unable to walk a straight line and reaching for every solid object on his way out, his inebriation was evident. Still, he managed to stand upright in the middle of the street. With no cars to force him off the road, Bill looked up at the setting sun.

The familiar red glow of the sky indicating that the sun had just retreated below the horizon, this mixture of azure and crimson, painting a spectacular image for those lucky enough to witness it. The magnificence of nature illuminating the evening in a stunning display of colour.

The reflection off his face gave a familiar warmth and comfort to Bill as he stared at the last remnants of the day, the first of the chirping cicadas had started their song. His worn out check shirt, braces and faded jeans were a complete contrast to the majestic beauty of nature’s colour array. 

For Bill, though, having seen this amazing sight practically every night of his life left him with a slightly sour taste in his mouth. The air even tasted of dust, conjured up by the evening wind. Reminding him of the monotony of his existence, he, inwardly cursed the sky for not changing. Living his whole life in Karumba, the picturesque bleakness of this place no longer fascinated him. Consequently, he longed for something, anything to make his life more bearable. Sure, he left the town daily, to deliver mail to the outlying areas; however, he always returned each night to the same existence he had left that morning. The copious consumption of beer, failing to dull his senses enough to face the next day.

Karumba, a little known town in Far North Queensland, only a fifteen-minute drive to the coast, sat at the base of the western neck of York Peninsula. Moreover, being seventy kilometres from Normanton, the much more famous location in Far North Queensland, made it one of those places you tended to avoid, rather than make it your tourist destination. In addition, with a population of just over 500, everyone knew everyone else in the place. For Bill, he felt like a reluctant player in a crucible of residents, each carrying out their assigned routines repeating ad infinitum. 

Tonight was no different to every other night for Bill. His band of cohorts in the pub managing to make him quite inebriated by sunset. His friends reminisced about the same events every night, stuck like a broken record. For this night, though, Bill had reached his limit. The same jibes, rhetoric at his expense and general quips forced him to act. Even his story of how he managed to single-handedly, extract his truck out of a bog, just before a charging bull descended upon him, did not appease his wisecracking mates. Desiring fresh air was suddenly inviting compared to the tedium of their comments.

Standing in the middle of the street, still Bill could not bear to view the sunset any longer. He looked back from where he had come, noticing the familiar porch of the pub and the bright purple colour of the whole exterior. Some fool thought it would be a novel idea to paint the whole place purple and then call the place, the Purple Pub. The novelty wore off quickly, yet, the town was stuck with a purple pub. 

Looking back again, towards the Norman River, he saw the two large silos. Something every country town seemed to have. However, they never stored much, as no one close by grew any grain. Everything required for the town, they shipped in from Normanton. The rest of the place consisted of convenience stores, several ramshackle buildings, houses and of course, the petrol station (Bill gave an ironic grin when he saw it at the end of the street). Fantasising that if the Servo, as the locals called it, suddenly shut down, no one would have any excuse to continue living here. They would abandon this place overnight and take up the more sensible option of living in Normanton. The one place that kept the town alive, preventing anyone from progressing with their lives somewhere better in the world.

Looking down at his shoes now, Bill felt the only remedy for his disconsolate feeling at the moment was either continue looking at his shoes or return inside for another drink. His desire to dull his senses even more, won out. Turning around, he began a slow shuffle back to the pub.

Just as his head turned, a bright flash caught the corner of his eye. Something maybe? Turning back, he initially, shielded his eyes from the brightness. This, clearly, was not the sun as it had already set. After a few moments, the brightness dulled enough for him to see the cause of it.

Hovering in the sky towards the North West was a large silver coloured, saucer shaped object. It just sat there in the sky about a hundred metres in the air. Excitement grew as he stared at the object, waiting for it to do something. Adrenalin sobered him up quickly, eager to brag to his friends about something amazing. Now running back inside the pub, he burst in to see his mates who had started the next round without him.

“Quick, come outside and see this! You are not going to believe it!” he bellowed.

Everyone inside, suddenly stopped their conversation and stared at Bill. Once they realised who had said it, talking resumed. Bill had never commanded respect and admiration, and this instance was no exception.

“What are you on about, you silly old codger?” His friend, Ben Harrow called out. “I’ll get you another drink and maybe that will calm you down.”

“Seriously, you have got to come out and see what is in the sky! It’s an alien craft just floating there!” Bill insisted.

“It’s probably the 18:00 flight from New Guinea coming back. It’s always overdue, you know that! Sit down and have a drink, will you!” Ben suggested.

“This is not a plane! It’s in the sky and it’s not moving at all. Bright as the moon!”

“All right. Let’s go out and see what Bill has seen. If it is not something stunning, you are buying the next round, you old goat!” Jim Dennis, the Chemist, suggested.

Five men, gradually stood, staggered outside and followed the end of Bill’s finger pointing up this mysterious object in the sky.

The shocked look on their faces was as much in response to the fact that Bill was right as it was to the strange object. Noticing from inside, that no one had returned, eventually had everyone assembling outside to see it as well. The object must have been at least twenty metres across given its location and currently shone like an extra moon.

“Come on, you lot. That’s just a weather balloon!” Des Tickner, the publican called out. Yes, even the publican had come out to see. Des was a robust fellow of about fifty, dark beard, with a square jaw that imposed himself on others. In his job, a scary looking appearance helped maintain control. Hence, his suggestion had several people nodding in agreement.

“Just how could that be a weather balloon? There’s no weather station for thousands of kilometres. Besides, it’s hovering in the air. Balloons either ascend or descend.” Doc Kilman replied. Despite his youthful appearance, his opinion also carried weight.

In the meantime, other locals vacated their residences and began to gather in the street to look at this object. A few of the young girls pulled out their phones and started to record the phenomenon. Seeing the local teacher, Miss Pritchard, standing further down the street with a camera, tripod, and telephoto lens, taking high-resolution image photos of it, Des added more suggestions.

“There has to be a simple explanation for it. Perhaps someone in a helicopter is holding it up by a thin piece of wire.”

“Doesn’t matter what it is in reality. If we all agree it is a U.F.O. we might have a goldmine on our hands.” The comment came from Councillor Williams, who would not miss an opportunity to promote the town.

Bill, as the original discoverer of this strange object, put in his opinion.

“You are right Councillor. We must let some National Authority know about this. We need protection from these alien invaders!”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself, you old fossil.” Des replied. “If we let anyone know about this, we will have every looney and conspiracy nut job descending on here. Do you really want that?”

The people in the street once again nodded at Des’s point as they considered him the voice of reason. However, his rational statement came too late. Reacting to a learned habit, the young girls had already posted their photos to social media. The word was out regardless!

Half an hour passed while the crowd stood in the street, an audience to this unexplained object in the night sky. Despite its illumination, the decreasing crimson background of the setting sun seemed to have no effect on it. In all this time, it had not moved which put the doubt in some minds that it was truly a U.F.O. Perhaps, someone is playing a trick on them by raising a saucer shaped object into the night sky.

Suddenly, these thoughts disappeared, when the object moved left then right, finally, in a display of unparalleled manoeuvring, shot upwards and then disappeared. All suggestions of it being a balloon or something held up by a helicopter perhaps disappeared just as quickly. Henry Smith, the local pilot for the Royal Flying Doctor Service voiced what everyone was thinking.

“There is no flying craft anywhere in the world that can do manoeuvres like that.” The crowd now turned and stared at him, eager for a further explanation. None came.

Having the U.F.O. disappear like that kept everyone outside, still staring. Eventually, though, they realised they were standing in the street looking at nothing. Very quickly, everyone returned to the inside. Last to leave, though, was Miss Pritchard, who carefully packed up her camera and stand, before leaving. As Des walked back inside the pub, he stared at her with invisible daggers. 

If anyone would do a thorough job of publicising this U.F.O., it would be her. In Des’s opinion, the town was about to plummet into being a laughing stock and a centre for the very crazy and paranoid.
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Walking briskly down Cambridge Street in Darlinghurst, Sydney, a plain looking woman with dark hair tied in a bun, looked every inch the young bureaucrat. Her long pleated skirt, cotton shirt with a striped tie made her almost invisible to the myriad of people walking along the street. The traffic noise became almost deafening as cars bustled for position on the street. The acrid smell of waste permeated across the street from several waste bins outside a café. None of these distractions had any effect on the woman as she adjusted her thick round glasses for the umpteenth time, suddenly turning and entering a small dry cleaning establishment, Darlinghurst Dry Cleaners.

Moving with purpose, she approached the counter to confront a short, balding man of about fifty, reading a newspaper. Without waiting for any acknowledgement, the young woman announced.

“I like to know how much you charge to repair a rug.”

Considering that she did not have any rug in her possession, the request seemed a little odd. However, the little man behind the counter, unfazed by the request, put down his newspaper and replied.

“We charge by the square metre, Miss. How big is the repair?”

Accordingly, the answer came straight back at him.

“23.5 square metres.”

The little man then stood up and looked around the shop. No one else in sight, yet he seemed very concerned if anyone happened to be looking inside. After a brief moment, satisfied that they were quite alone, he sat down again, pressed a button underneath the counter, and resumed reading his newspaper.

Taking this fellow’s strange actions in her stride, the young woman walked casually over to a rack of suits nearby. Spreading them apart from the middle, she stepped through and proceeded into a secret door that had just opened. After her exit, the door closed behind her and the suits returned to their original position automatically.

After descending a set of stairs, the young woman came to a solid metal door and a small electronic box at the side. Placing her head in the cradle in front of the box, it produced a beam that read her retina.

“Welcome back, Miss Farris.” A voice from behind the scanner said with an obvious artificial tone.

The door slid open and Miss Farris walked inside. Passing four people sitting at individual desks with large monitors on them, she collected a folder from her own desk and proceeded to the door at the far end. Knocking once, she entered without waiting for any response.

Chief Jayden Moyle, head of the Australian Security Taskforce, sat behind a large desk; however, he had his back turned to Miss Farris as she entered. Watching intently at a large screen on the back wall, he was aware of his personal assistant, however, chose to ignore her for the moment. The screen showed a satellite image of an island with a graph of a pulsing line in the corner. The pulsing line suddenly dropped to zero, yet the image of the island and surrounding area remained unchanged.

“Please, Pamela, take a seat and have a look at this!” Moyle exclaimed as he pointed to the monitor. “Bloody Pine Gap, the incompetent prats, discovered that one of the Chinese spy satellites has ceased to operate.” He pointed to the graph. “Now, you would think that these, supposed first line of defence bozos could find out what caused its demise, but no, they duck shoved it onto us to sacrifice one of our agents to do their dirty work for them.”

“I can see from the screen, there is nothing to suggest that anyone from that island had anything to do with it.” Pamela replied. “Just which island is that, anyway?”

“Guam. The Chinese satellite was spying on it. Well, not anymore.”

“I’m confused. Why would the demise of a Chinese spy satellite be of any concern to us?”

“Oh, the innocence of youth.” Moyle replied, his more mature years showing in his face. “Guam is a U.S. territory and that satellite had been watching it for the past few months. Having it suddenly drop out of orbit will have the Chinese up in arms. Consequently, they will lay the blame directly at the U.S. Hence, we have a very unpleasant situation escalate between the world’s biggest superpowers. When they start flexing their muscles in our little neck of the woods, it’s time for us to be plenty worried.”

“Has anyone considered, sir that the satellite may have simply malfunctioned?” Pamela’s level of knowledge in these matters had shortcomings, her lack of experience showing through. Nevertheless, he felt it his role to educate her on the protocols of espionage.

“You do have a lot to learn. Now listen carefully. Spy satellites do not just drop out of orbit. They build them too well, position them very carefully and constantly check them for any malfunction as you call it. No, the way this satellite just disappeared off our sensors, reeks of foul play. The Chinese Government will come to the same conclusion and lay the blame at the feet of the U.S.”

“Surely they can’t admit they used a spy satellite to listen in on the Americans.”

“The usual process is that they will insist it is a weather satellite and its destruction will have devastating consequences for the general farming community of China. The U.S. will then come up with a suitable response that would suggest it is a spy satellite or perhaps they may play the innocent card and deny any involvement.”

“Well do you have any idea how anyone could destroy a satellite without detection? Clearly, nothing fired from that island, nor anywhere nearby.” Pamela asked.

“Now you are asking the right questions! The short answer is we just do not know. Pine Gap certainly could not detect any aircraft, rogue satellite, or even a beam when it happened. As far as they could figure, it was there one second and gone the next. Hence, they duck shoved it onto us, hoping we can glean some inside knowledge from somewhere as to who did it and how they did it.”

“So, exactly what are we supposed to do?”

“They expect us to deploy an agent to Guam for starters, to gather evidence that the U.S. had no involvement. They are hoping that we may discover what technology caused it to disappear and then maybe, who did it. Bloody Pine Gap has no idea. In short, they expect us to convince the Chinese Government that the U.S. is not involved. I’ve sent Jenkins. If anyone can fix this mess, he can.

Oh, I am sorry. You must have come in for something.” Moyle replied, sitting down himself to face Pamela.

“Actually I received this before lunch and have been sitting on it ever since. I did not want to bother you with it; however, the Government insisted that we handle it. I am sorry.” Pamela handed over a manila folder.

Moyle opened it and read the first few paragraphs, rolling his eyes as he digested the contents.

“They cannot be serious. Here, we have a potential global crisis to avert and they want us to chase little green men! Those nut jobs in Canberra must be toying with us.”

“I could not agree more. However, they expect us to make some sort of effort to investigate this U.F.O. report. It arrived at the Australian Research and Space Exploration group as do all these crazy sightings.” Pamela could not help but smile at the unfortunate acronym that the group had. Usually they simply file these reports away under ‘crazies who like to bother the Government with crap’ files; however, this one came in with some sharp photos and videos they tested as genuine. So we have inherited it.” Pamela’s voiced dropped during the last sentence. She, too, knew the annoying position poor Moyle was now in.

After some thought, Moyle sighed, knowing he had no choice, but to adhere to their command. Chasing U.F.O.s is not only a waste of time and resources; it belittles the organisation as a whole.

“Very well then. Who do we have available at the moment for this wild goose chase?”

“I was going to say Jenkins, sir. However, you have just assigned him. That leaves essentially no one. All our other agents are on assignment. Keep in mind; we are two agents down since the recent death of Michelle Hartford. The new recruits have yet to complete their training. We may avoid this ridiculous assignment by sheer lack of agents.”

“I tend to agree, however, the Government would not look favourably on us if we refused to comply. Don’t forget, our appropriations application is due soon. If we don’t appease them, we may not be in business much longer. No, we must assign someone and soon.

You did say we are two agents down. Oh! Of course!” Moyle suddenly remembered.

“No you can’t! He is on extended leave. We promised not to disturb him for three months! It’s only been a month. He is out of the question!”

“Desperate times, Pamela. Besides, it would not be in his best interest if we did not at least try. Maybe we take the line that if he does not take the assignment, there might not be a job for him when he returns.”

“You mean, if he returns.” Pamela replied under her breath.

“Sorry Pamela, we have no choice! Contact Lincoln Cain!”
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Staring out across a lush green bush setting, from inside his retreat in the Blue Mountains, Lincoln Cain took no pleasure in the picturesque scenery. Instead, he had one hand on the lid of his laptop and the other covered his eyes. Sobbing incessantly, he need not have covered his eyes, as the empty room could not embarrass him.

Lincoln Cain, a special agent with the AST, had been a veteran of three campaigns in Afghanistan, even though he was only in his late thirties. He stood 188cm with short wavy blond hair with a muscular physique hardened from years of training and combat. His dark piercing eyes and broad chin disguised his rather affable nature. However, his current situation had him crying like a schoolchild.

Reading the email again, “We regret to inform you that a rogue explosive device detonated just near the Feyzabad station headquarters. All lives lost, including Special Agent Michelle Hartford. The AST sends its heartfelt condolences in your time of grief.”

Just three days and she would have been back in his arms. They would have wed and lived happily ever after in their country retreat. He turned to look at the photo of her on the mantelpiece. Her short cropped blond hair, rosy cheeks, pouty lips and that slim, but shapely figure, reminded him of just how beautiful she was. It even conjured up memories of the feel of her warm lips, the embrace of her arms and her soft, mellow body pressed against his. He would miss his ‘turtle’, terribly.

Fate had been cruel to Lincoln. Their first encounter had been as trainer and pupil. A short, blond-haired girl who kept completing all the diabolical challenges he set for his class, dazzled his senses. Surprised and impressed by this petite little girl who managed to endure the harshest of assault courses, admiration soon turned to affection, which, by the end of their course, had turned to love. That serendipitous time when he rescued her from the river, after he discovered she could not swim well. Remembering how their eyes met, how they connected mentally while he lifted her out of the water. His heart had melted by this time and he felt certain that her’s had as well. 

Stepping in for the first time, fate dealt the blow of having Michelle posted to Afghanistan, the very night they professed their love for each other. An urgent call from headquarters had her on a plane, bound for Europe, even before her training finished. Fate had ensured that she spoke the required languages necessary to fill the position they so urgently needed. All Lincoln could do, was wait.

Moreover, their next encounter proved to be more satisfactory when Michelle rescued Lincoln from Tajikistan after rogue agents captured and pumped him with an experimental drug. Even through this ordeal, he imagined she was with him. She had been the one stabilising factor in his drug-induced state and her showing up in person, became his step back into reality. Perhaps fate missed this time, as it was a fortunate coincidence that they had stationed her only a few kilometres away and in a position to effect a rescue. In addition, the AST gave them a few weeks together back in Australia. That time spent with Michelle gave them the impetus to make a life together. Having someone to share his experiences with, each time he finished a mission gave him a self-satisfying feeling of a fulfilled life. However, once again fate interceded when Michelle had to return to her post in Afghanistan. Lincoln required several more weeks to fully recover. 

After his tribulation in Albania, where a group of military technologists ‘recruited’ him as a test subject for a series of deadly new weapons, the AST organised for Michelle to return to Australia permanently at Lincoln’s behest. However, fate had one last cruel trick. Just days before her departure, a rogue missile managed to land just outside her tent in Feyzabad. Poor Michelle did not stand a chance and fate robbed Lincoln of his one chance at true happiness.

Rising from his couch, Lincoln walked over to the sliding glass door that led out to the balcony. Opening the door, he could see the glass wall at the end, revealing the lofty height that overlooked the magnificent forest below. The fresh smell of forest infused into his nose like a whiff from a deodorant can. Running his eye across the landscape, he looked into the endless conglomeration of gum tress that was the Blue Mountains; a sight he never tired from watching. 

However, he stood at the doorway, too afraid to venture out to the edge, even holding the door for support. He had the balcony constructed just for Michelle, a reminder of their time together training in the forest. It was to be a retreat of solitude for her, as his own irrational fear of its twenty-metre height, prevented him from venturing out there. Facing it no longer, he moved back inside, feeling his nerves subside into calmness. 

Taking another swig from his glass of whiskey, hoping the alcohol would dull his senses; he sat down on his couch and picked up a cardboard box from the coffee table. The authorities had sent Michelle’s effects to him, as she had no other family. Hesitantly, Lincoln opened the box and began to extract its contents. Looking through a dead person’s belongings is awkward enough, however, looking through his beloved’s personal belongings created an explosion of remorse that almost became too much to bear.

In all the years of Michelle being his girlfriend, lover, fiancée; he couldn’t even define their relationship; he had physically been with her for less than a year. Did he really know her that intimately? Plucking up the courage, he began looking through the papers, photos, and small items in the box.

Reassurance returned to him when he saw several photos of himself. She had kept several reminders of her beloved. Her love for him was just as deep. He even laughed quietly to himself when he picked up a keychain with a small plastic turtle and a sugar cube dangling off it. Another symbol of her longing to be together. He always called her ‘turtle’ as in turtle shell, Michelle; and she responded with the name ‘sugar’ as in sugar cane.

After sifting through various papers and documents, he came across a small notebook at the bottom. It appeared to be a diary; however, it had the title ‘My Future Self’ written on the front. As he read each page, he realised that she had recorded her plans and hopes in it, like a diary, only events for the future.

Some plans, he nodded in agreement that he would also want these things to happen. Especially, the pages that detailed just how their wedding will proceed. Something that women instinctively seemed to do, when they know they have found the one, they plan it to ‘nth’ degree. Lincoln smiled, as he had no objection to any of the details. Further, he read that she wanted to live in his country retreat in the Blue Mountains, something he had never discussed with her, for fear of her wanting to live in the middle of Sydney or somewhere worse.

Turning to the last page, he became a little confused. It detailed a trip that she clearly wanted to take upon her return. After a long tour in a country that could only boast desert and rock, one would envisage a holiday, lying on the beach in say, the Bahamas, or perhaps, a trek through the forests of Norway. No, Michelle’s trip was to be around Australia in a 4WD, visiting as many remote areas as possible.

Fortunately, it did include Lincoln at her side, as she mentioned he would do the driving. Something that surprised Lincoln somewhat, since he never had any prowess at four-wheel driving. Nevertheless, if the trip had occurred, he would not have objected to being the driver. Still, it struck him as an unusual choice for a trip away. Perhaps, all those years in the desert may have created a penchant for remote places. Personally, he had never even contemplated such a journey. In fact, he had not thought much beyond spending the rest of his days with her. 

Sitting for some time on his sofa, he imagined travelling around Australia, just he and Michelle and a 4WD, camping under the stars, maybe even living off the land, and seeing places that few people would ever view. Doesn’t sound so bad, though, with Michelle at his side, a trek through a crocodile-infested swamp would sound just as nice.

Just as he put the notebook down, a flash of inspiration, hit him; why not take the trip himself, anyway? Michelle would have wanted it. Suddenly focussed, Lincoln’s depression faded quickly as he grabbed his laptop and began making a list of supplies and equipment he would require for this journey. First on the list would be a reliable 4WD. The car yard in town should be able to supply him with one. 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
The Band-
Aid
Conspiracy

Bryan Whelan






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





