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      Lightning speared through the worn blinds of the Motel Voyager. Tom Stiles fastened his Jaeger-LeCoultre around his wrist, his face pulsing between light and dark. Rain plunged down outside.

      “Natasha, summer’s over,” Tom said, without turning from the storm outside.

      “I’m glad; I hate the heat.”

      Tom looked over the grey-brown carpet and followed the trail of hat, dress, bra, and stockings to the bed. She lay beneath the sheets with her arm stroking the pillow which still retained the impression of his head.

      “It means I have to go now.”

      Natasha turned to the bedside table, unclipped a cigarette from her diamond-studded cigarette case and lit it. “So, I was just your seasonal lover, is that it?”

      “You are more than that, Tash, but we knew this day was coming.”

      “Save me the, ‘it’s not you, I still love my wife’ speech!”

      “I have to return to my daughters.”

      “Don’t give me that, Tom. Don’t tell me you have to leave; you’re volunteering to leave. You could take me with you … At least stay one more night. Come back to bed.”

      Tom did not turn around, but he could see her reflection in the mirror. She had pushed aside the sheet covering her body. He closed his eyes. He knew that one more glimpse of her thigh, or her silhouette against the crumpled pink sheets would weaken his resolve. Taking a sip from his hip flask, he picked up his heavy firefighting boots and walked out the door. He heard a glass shatter on the door behind him.

      Tom ran through the dark car park, hunched against the storm. His black BMW was parked next to Natasha’s dark green convertible with the number plate MG 1979. He turned the key in the ignition and the radio started up; the 3:00 a.m. news was just beginning.

      Tom thought he should sit through the rain. He turned on his mobile. Fifteen missed calls, all from Victoria. Well, what did he expect? He had been due home hours ago. Garth Brooks began singing Thunder Rolls, and Tom pulled out onto the Great Western Highway.

      The city’s silhouette throbbed in the distance, but the road ahead was devoid of taillights. Now and again a truck passed in the opposite direction. He came to a complete stop at the intersection in front of a red light and glanced at the clock—three forty-five. He exhaled for what seemed like the first time that summer. Home soon, he thought. Another summer of fighting fires was over; another few houses saved; some scares but no death, no scars, and no harm done … excluding the harm he had done to Natasha. He thought of her lying naked beneath him again and let the thought go. Home soon.

      He exhaled again and asked himself if he really did still love Victoria. He had imagined taking Natasha home with him but that was not possible. Yes, he had contemplated it but knew it would destroy Victoria. And it was far too soon after the death of their mother to turn his daughters’ lives upside down again. The girls were still grieving, as he was, and they had become accustomed to Victoria being around.

      He had lost his parents when he was a child, and that pain defined him. There had been other women after his wife Helen’s death, women he had found every summer when he volunteered. He would search them for any resemblance to Helen and judge them against what was now becoming a faded, idealised image of her. But Natasha? He was falling in love with Natasha for the way she smoked a cigarette, the slight Russian accent that became more prominent when she swore, and her indefatigable body.

      He struggled then, as he always had, to make some connection between all these things. The death of his wife, the death of his parents and his brother … they were like withered bouquets left by the side of the road. The long tuneless white noise of death had followed him his entire life. He felt no sense of resolution; he often puzzled over an indistinct question that woke him, noiseless, always around midnight. But beside Natasha he slept at ease.

      A sheet of what looked like lightning illuminated the entire crossroads and shocked Tom into pressing the brakes even harder as he waited for the lights to turn green. Tyres screeched behind him. Suddenly, his body jolted forward, and the air bag exploded in his face. Pain seared through him. And then there was no horizon lights, no road, no car, nothing except pain from his spine to his fingertips and a sense of helpless, unbidden flying as if he had entered a recurring dream. Then the car seemed to gather him back in. A wheel rolled past the driver side window. Then, darkness.
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      In meeting room 811b of the Australian National Security Agency, Divisional Chief of Black Ops Paul Henderson and Commander Alexandria Tap were staring at a laptop. Rioting men wearing balaclavas and holding Molotov cocktails streamed across the screen. The men shouted and held up placards reading ‘Free Carraldo’.

      “Four Cuban judges were killed last month,” Paul said.

      “What are they protesting against?”

      “The law.”

      “Chief, please drag to 2.12, pause, lift and magnify. Then zoom to under the burnt flag.”

      In the dark corner of the screen a man’s face appeared, clean-shaven with one blue eye and one green eye. The man was old and walked with a walking stick and he wore a poncho over what looked to be a white shirt.

      “His name is Cerberus, Chief. The dog that guarded the gates of hell. But the funny thing is we believe it is his real name?”

      Paul stood, brushed down the lapels of his wool suit, and walked the length of the room. He paused and turned back. Commander Tap raised one long black eyebrow in anticipation. She had known him long enough to anticipate that his small stroll around the room would precede an announcement.

      “Commander Tap. I think it is time to go for a more field-based solution, starting tomorrow. This guy comes out of the shadows and then disappears into the shadows again. We need someone on the ground.”

      “We’ll need more Black Ops whizzes for the scheduled bang and burn jobs. So, do we have the budget for that, Paul?”

      “Leave that to me. There’s a partnership cooking with the big house on Pennsylvania Avenue. Seems they got intel that Cerberus is heading to Australia and they want him as badly as we do. If judges start appearing dead in this country …”

      “Jesus, seriously, is there anything you can tell me right now?”

      “I promise to tell you when I have all the details. All I know is the gods may have delivered us an option.”

      “Care to share?”

      “The man we want is ex-Duntroon and did a stint in Afghanistan with our Special Operation Task Group. SOTG were tasked to provide security during a training validation exercise for the Provincial Response Company of Uruzgan (that’s the PRC-U) in Tarin Kot, Afghanistan. SOTG have worked with PRC-U special police officers since 2001 and turned over operations in Uruzgan province in 2005.”

      “Did you know him from Duntroon?”

      “I recall he came through the year I got this assignment. Bit of a public face now and he puts out fires, literally. Prior to that, he went to the States and worked for a subunit of the US Marines after six months at West Point to complete his Special Ops combat mustering. Actually, he did two trips through Afghanistan when the shit was at its heaviest. Then, when they were about to promote him, he asked to be transferred home. Said he wanted to start a business!”
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      Tom felt disembodied, fluid. The sides of the road had become blurred, and he faded in and out of consciousness. He turned and looked into the back seat and saw the faces of his dead wife, his dead parents, and his dead brother. They looked at him with pity. Helen whispered, “Can you hear me?”

      A red light was approaching at speed, coming directly at him, sirens blaring. He lapsed out of consciousness and in his mind, he saw a leopard keeping pace with the car as he drove. He accelerated but the leopard stayed alongside, moving at an easy lope. He thought of his daughters, Sophia and Angela, just as his eyes were closing.

      “Can you hear me?”

      Tom woke wearing an oxygen mask with two tall figures beside him and the alarm in his car beeping incessantly. He was stretchered to an ambulance. Pain pulsed through his body and he could taste blood. He tested the movement in his extremities, and cautiously turned his neck left and right. All in need of repair, he thought, but no parts missing. He heard the paramedic say “rear-ended.” He raised his hands—they were streaked with blood and the face of his watch was smashed. His wrist was bandaged, and his shirt had been cut off revealing the thin black armband around his left bicep.

      As his breathing began to steady, two police vehicles pulled up. One of the paramedics informed the officers that the driver of the second vehicle had died, probably on impact, and that when the fire brigade had finished cleaning up around the vehicle, they could remove the body and begin their investigations.

      Tom tried to sit up. He overheard a police officer calling in the details of the accident. “Driver of first vehicle, male Caucasian, alive, condition steady, internal injuries. Driver of second vehicle, female Caucasian, deceased.”

      “I’m Senior Constable Peter Collins. Are you alright, sir?’ asked a police officer, as he took out his notebook.

      “Yes … yes … I think I’m fine, officer,” Tom replied.

      “Can I see your licence, please?”

      Tom slowly removed his wallet and handed it over.

      “Okay, now can you tell me what happened?”

      “I was just driving home, and next thing I knew I was on a gurney.”

      “So, what are you doing out here after four on a Wednesday morning?”

      “I’m an SES volunteer just coming back from my last job, back burning, up around the Faulconbridge area.”

      The officer wrote the word volunteer in his notebook and leaned closer towards Tom to hear him better but also trying to shelter himself from the wind and rain.

      “I was a volunteer, 2001 bushfires. Say you know, the heat the last few weeks … thank God for this storm. Do you feel okay, Tom?”

      Tom sat up a little and saw the green MG with its front demolished.

      Natasha. Tow trucks and police cars surrounded the car. An ambulance drove off. Flashing blue, red, white, and orange lights lit up the area, pulsing in the rain. There was blood and glass on the bitumen. Steam rose from the side of the road. Then, from nowhere, a police helicopter lit up the entire area. Tom was blinded. He felt a needle go into his arm, and everything went black.
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      Tom arrived home after being stitched up and kept under observation for two hours. He had no broken bones and the lacerations were not deep. The doctor told him he was lucky to be alive and was surprised he was not in shock.

      Tom put it down to being ex-army. After all, he had come through bloodbaths in Afghanistan hotspots. He had seen a man cut in half by a rocket launcher, and another who had stepped on a landmine and all they could bury of him was his head. But Tom was in shock. His lover was dead. He tried to fathom it—a few hours ago she was lying in his arms and now Natasha was dead.

      It was daylight when he approached the front door and noticed all the lights both inside and outside the house were on. Tom stood on the jute doormat and wiped blood from his shoes over the word agape. He opened the door, entered, and clicked his fingers. The lights switched off and he found his twin daughters sitting at the top of the stairs basking in the morning sun. His partner, Victoria, hovered above them, looking as fierce as the huntress Diana.

      “Fifteen calls, Tom. Why don’t you answer your damn phone? I’ve been going out of my mind here. Oh, my God, what happened to you?”

      “Calm down, Vic. You’re frightening the girls.”

      “Oh my God,” she repeated. “Your face is busted up … what … what happened?”

      “I’ve been in a car accident. It’s alright, I’m fine. Someone rear-ended me. Some bruised ribs and lacerations but I’ve been sewn up and sent home. I would have called but my head has been all over the place.”

      Dressed in their school uniforms, the twins look terrified. Victoria tried to kiss him, but he moved his face away. She ran to the kitchen, grabbed ice from the freezer, wrapped it up in a tea towel, and placed it gently on his bruised face.
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      After getting him comfortable in the lounge with the ice and a beaker full of Glenmorangie, Vic got Angela and Sophia to kiss him and then quickly walked them to Tom’s in-laws next door for their routine drive to school.

      All too soon, she returned. “Now, tell me everything. What the hell happened?”

      Tom sipped his scotch and started his rehearsed speech. “After I spoke to you on the phone yesterday arvo, Bill, you know Bill, my SES volunteer area commander …”

      “I know who Bill is!”

      “Please, Vic, be patient. I’m still a bit foggy. Well, after backburning all day, I gave you a call and then, when I started packing up to go home, Bill invited me for dinner. So, I took him up on his offer. I didn’t know I was going to stay that late. It was just past two in the morning when I noticed the time and then left immediately.”

      “You rang me and told me you were leaving at six, and I was expecting you home at around eight. You shouldn’t have stayed, especially after being away all these days!”

      “Bill was my dad’s captain in the fire brigade. I’ve known him since I was five years old. I couldn’t say no.”

      “I don’t care. You told me you were coming home, so you shouldn’t have stayed! Or at least you should have called me. I was worried. Anyhow, why can’t you stop volunteering?”

      “For God’s sake, Vic, can we talk about this some other time, please? I’m in pain here. You wonder why I go off for days at a time. Is there any wonder? All there is here is the memory of my dead wife and you treating our relationship like a business matter. I need a wash and another scotch, not the third degree and an argument.”

      He removed the melting ice from his face, half-expecting his face to come off with it. Then he stole a look at Victoria, following her curves beneath her nightdress, and noting those eyes that were so attentive to his moods. He had betrayed her again. But this betrayal had ended in death.

      Why on Earth was Natasha chasing after him? He had always considered her too cool to act the part of the vengeful ex-lover. Men fell at her feet. If she had fallen in love with him, he was not sure what he had done to earn that love. He was an adulterer and although he was well paid, he was no millionaire. He was always surprised by love and resented the responsibilities of it.

      Victoria’s face had gone white and her mouth was hanging open.

      “I am sorry if I worry about you too much.”

      “Look Vic, this car came out of nowhere and rear-ended me. It was a savage hit, and I was knocked out. The other driver had no chance. I felt like I was flying for a minute there. I guess it was all this rain, the storm, though I could see the road fine …”

      “What do you mean, he had no chance? Did he die?”

      “Yes, she died.”

      “She?”

      “Yes, but that’s all I know about the driver. The police will be getting in contact with me over the next few days for a further statement. The attending cop gave me his card.”

      He quickly pulled the card the senior constable had given him to show her.

      “Okay, that’s enough, Tom. Go on, give me the ice. I’m glad you’re home and safe. Even if you’d rather be somewhere else. The world is such a dangerous place at times. I do worry.”

      She moved again to kiss him but stopped herself. Instead, she went to make him another icepack.
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      He sat for a minute and thought of the years of volunteering, the lies, the women he’d slept with in different country towns.

      After the death of his wife, Helen, he had felt alone with only her shadow for company. Eventually, he and his business partner, Victoria, had fallen in love but for Tom it was a love based on mutual understanding, propinquity, and shared needs and Tom always suspected Vic felt more sorrow than lust for him. Yes, he’d been unfaithful to her in a way he would not have allowed himself when Helen was alive. He hated himself for it but acknowledged that his affinity for the morals of the world had shifted since Helen’s death.

      He used to care but things had changed. In fact, he felt a part of himself separate when Helen died. It left a shadow behind, a shadow filled with a desire that could never be sated and a want for revenge upon the world that had taken her, needlessly, from him.

      Now Natasha was dead too. Tom didn’t feel cursed—he was the curse. Natasha was the first woman he had seduced for whom he had actually felt something other than lust. The others were a balm to his loneliness, he admitted that to himself, at least. And he had fled from Natasha as cruelly and curtly as he had because, for the first time, he had wanted to stay. He had not given her any notice, fearing that her arguments to stay would have been compelling.

      Natasha was dead. What now? He could not cast Victoria out of his daughters’ lives, not now that their grief had begun to diminish. Vic had filled her role of surrogate perfectly. It was not that he did not love her. It was just that she was not Helen. Or Natasha.

      Tom took a sip of scotch and reasoned that this was real pain rather than the emotional pain and self-loathing he normally felt after returning home with the scent of another woman still on him. He sat facing the sunrise on the harbour, watching the light upon on the water.

      Senior Constable Collins would be coming tomorrow, and questions would need to be answered. A chill went through him and he realised he had not yet allowed himself to grieve. Tom paused and glanced outside, and bright sunlight blocked his morning view of the harbour ferries’ customary dance of synchronicity.

      Then a thought hit him. What if the police had tracked Natasha’s location back to the highway motel and discovered that both their cars had been parked there for most of the night? The room had been registered in Natasha’s name, and Tom had been careful about his entrances and exits, which was pretty easy in a motel like that where transience was the source of their economy. Besides, in uniform, one volunteer looked much like another. There would be no CCTV footage of him, and they had never been seen in public together. In fact, their meetings had been limited to motel rooms where they had all the entertainment they wanted or needed in each other.

      Tom followed Vic from the balcony to the office and then to the bedroom for a short nap. He tried to rein in his thoughts, but his mind continued to shout j’accuse. If the affair hadn’t happened, Natasha would still be alive. It seemed he had a choice—petty desire or his partner and children? Lust or love? The truth was he wasn’t ready to think about the truth.
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      Tom woke with a start a few hours later and immediately felt the pain pulsing through his body. It was still morning, but he felt he had slept through the rest of the day and the whole night. He abandoned all thought of his routine jog around to Shark Bay or working out in the garage gym.

      Vic was still in the office working but the house was quiet, and he remembered that the girls were at school. He contemplated what his life would be like without them and recognised that because of his foolishness he could have lost them all—Vic, the house, and God forbid, the girls. That evening’s dinner was not going to be ordinary. Tom also knew the bedtime kisses for the girls would be long-lasting and Vic’s talk time even longer.

      It had been several years after Helen’s death since he and Vic had found each other in the same bed as if by accident. Victoria had joined Tom’s business seven years earlier and when Helen died, she was basically the only woman he knew. She was always there to help him with the girls and after a few months, it seemed absurd for her to go home at all, so she started spending nights in the spare room.

      Then, one afternoon, Tom found a note from Vic on his desk. She had offered to resign, confessing that her feelings for Tom were clouding her business acumen and that she felt more like a nanny than a partner in a company. Lost in a haze of grief since Helen’s death, Tom had been blind to the fact that Victoria had developed feelings for him.

      Tom had resolved to stop his seasonal dalliances, aware that he was betraying Vic. But then he met Natasha. The thought of telling Vic was totally out of the question. Natasha was just a stranger who had accidentally crashed into his car on a stormy night, nothing else. His life had been so filled with grief he doubted it would matter anymore. Besides, he was now a minor celebrity, at least in the business world, because of what he had uncovered with ScamTell.

      ScamTell had called Tom out of the blue one day nearly seven years ago, asking for a meeting. He had not heard of the company before, but a little bit of research revealed they were owned by two young men who had built their entire business around identifying scams and listing them on an advertisement-free website. All they asked in return for this worldwide service was a small donation from anyone who had managed to avoid a scam by first checking the ScamTell website. The ‘Tell’ part of their name was an insider’s joke—they ‘told on’ the scammers.

      Within a year of their launch, ScamTell was a million-dollar operation, simply through donations. The articles that Tom read about the rise of the company and the two chief executives, Michael Ho and Daniel Jackson, showed that they put their first million into the development of an anti-phishing app and software that tracked outgoing payments from any computer, funnelled the payment through a system of security checks and then approved or denied the payment based on a percentile risk factor.

      After meeting Ho and Jackson, Tom was even more impressed. They were bright young men, neatly dressed in an Ivy League fashion and their employees were not carbon copies of themselves but instead were African, Arab, Chinese, and Indian men and women of various ages. Business awards littered the hallways, and plaques from grateful charities were displayed in the foyer.

      The men chatted informally for a long time and revealed to Tom their plans to expand the scope of their operations. They thought they had something to offer big business and government in terms of internet safety. Tom couldn’t follow all their technical language, but the young men seemed confident that their next project would be of as much benefit to organisations worldwide as their first venture had been.

      “We can’t, of course, tell you more than that, Tom. I’m sure you understand,” Ho said.

      “Yes, I get it, but I just don’t see what use I would be to you.”

      “We did our research just as I’m sure you did yours. We know you trained at Duntroon and served in the army and that you built your own business based on not only financial fraud but moral fraud.”

      “We know that you alerted East Bank that one of their investments was indirectly funding a firm that exploited coffee bean growers in PNG. And a year later, you uncovered an investment firm that was channelling funds from a Brazilian prostitution ring to a mining giant in the Kimberley,” Jackson chimed in.

      “None of that was ever in the press.” Tom looked at them suspiciously.

      “No, we delved into what happened when that bank pulled out of an investment with us. You see, we were doing a similar investigation, but we hadn’t dug as deep as you did. Consequently, we made reparations to all those farmers.”

      “Yes, I had to go to Port Moresby to find out where funds were mysteriously being diverted. And the Brazilian thing was easy to spot but no one wanted to look,” said Tom.

      “Let’s cut to the chase. We are about to make a huge proposal to the Australian government regarding our new product. We think it will revolutionise and make transparent much of how the government, banks, insurance companies, etc. use their money. Our money, that is. We want to show the mouth of the river, the river itself and all its tributaries,” Jackson said.

      Ho and Jackson claimed that Tom’s credentials were top notch and that it had become known around the country that he had built his business on his ethical dealings with clients and had a reputation for uncovering frauds that were well hidden in the minutiae of contracts.

      “For our proposal to even be considered, we have to make sure we are spotless, no funds going off to places we don’t know about, no shadows over any of our accounts or dealings, nothing hidden. And every cent traced and accounted for. We know we have no skeletons in our closet but it’s no good for us to tell people that, we need an independent and respected report, a moral audit, so to speak,” said Jackson.

      “Tom, we want you to investigate us. We’ll pay you a one-off fee of one million up front. We want you to find any and all our faults. We need you to find all our faults,” said Ho.
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