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Foreword


While the characters in this novel are purely fictional, the direct and undeniable threats posed to the free world of nuclear weapons and other weapons of mass destruction proliferation by rogue states and other non-state actors are all too real.


World experts agree that there is ample evidence of significant black-market trade in nuclear materials and weapons of mass destruction. The International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) has reports of hundreds of nuclear smuggling incidents over the past 25 years; to include highly enriched uranium.


This threat is global. Although these activities are most often concealed, it’s in the direct interests of all free nations to understand and combat these activities. Over the years, it has become clear that sometimes extraordinary actions are required to prevent this threat from becoming a deadly or even catastrophic reality.


Nevertheless, world leaders and their agencies who are confronting this reality clearly understand that so much is not known about the extent of this threat and the often-hidden characters who operate in the murky, underground shadows of this evil enterprise.


This reality is vividly reflected in the storyline carefully laid out in this novel. These are genuine life and death issues, and sometimes governments have found it necessary to act robustly – either overtly or covertly against those who engage in these diabolical activities. No options should be taken off the table.


The author cleverly weaves some of these options into a plot that is frankly more realistic than most readers could ever imagine, or governments would ever acknowledge.


Richard Jacobson
Former CIA Senior Operations Officer 




CHAPTER 1


‘Reciprocity’


BATOM, PAPUA, INDONESIA
0725hrs










The heavy and persistent humidity had formed beads of sweat that slowly ran down the ridge of Sergeant Vince Parker’s nose.


Vince was a highly experienced SAS soldier and the Patrol Commander (PC) of Patrol ‘Bravo-Three-Three’. In years past, he was a protégé of JoÚ Devereaux’s, a fact that made him a formidable weapon.


Vince Parker and the scout had left the rest of the six-man patrol back in a Laying Up Place (LUP) while they conducted a reconnaissance for an ambush site. With his Steiner Tactical 8 x 24 binoculars held steady to his eyes, he used his forefinger to roll the focus adjuster from left to right until the picture was sharp. 


Peering through the tropical rainforest and down the hillside to Batom village, which was some eight kilometres west of the Indonesian – Papua New Guinea (PNG) border, his eyes winced at the scene below ... madness, utter madness!


In the centre of the village, a rogue ten-man Indonesian special forces patrol had rounded up the villagers and segregated the men from the women and children.


The men huddled together, surrounded by soldiers – the soldiers’ boots being thrust into the heads and bodies of the cowering men. The men raised their hands, begging for the treatment to stop, and then a barrel of an SS1 assault rifle was pressed hard against the village chief ’s skull.


Three soldiers gathered around the chief, compelling him to answer questions relating to the whereabouts of the Organisasi Papua Merdeka (OPM) – the Free Papua Movement.


While Vince couldn’t hear their conversation, he had witnessed the same treatment they had given to the three villages before Batom, and indeed to many villages along the border area with Papua New Guinea in which the Indonesian military patrolled.


Their reputation for getting answers was only surpassed by their reputation for the many atrocities they committed.


‘James, pass me the camera,’ whispered Vince. He peered through the camera, a Nikon F3 with a 200-mm zoom lens, and began taking photos for evidence of the ‘cleansing’.


As Vince studied the insanity unfolding in the village below, a single gunshot was heard echoing up the valley. The enemy Commander squeezed the trigger, ending the village chief’s life in an instant. His skull torn open, and his brain matter spilled out onto the reddish-brown dirt in front of the screaming villagers.


Vince was a 36-year-old career SAS soldier, who thought he had seen it all, but the carnage below on the innocent reminded him that humans could be the cruellest animals of all. Yes, he too had taken human life before, but never that of the helpless or weak. His kills were always warranted, and his actions, always directed at those who deserved it.


The executions of civilians in the village below made his blood boil, as he knew he couldn’t go into the village and waste the adversary. His orders where clear ... ‘No Residual Footprint’ – his patrol had to be like ghosts!


Vince slowly lowered the camera from his eyes and passed it back to his forward scout, James Russel. James was from Perth and built like a brick shithouse. At 24 years of age, he was the youngest member of the patrol, but his patrol skills were second-to-none. As a scout, he consistently spotted the enemy well before the enemy knew he was even there.


The pair moved in slow motion; each move was made with the utmost of discipline to avoid being seen by anyone that may be scanning the area. James stopped and peered through a small pair of Tasco binoculars, adjusted the focus and began to study the route he would take.


Before he took another step, he looked down at the village. The body of the chief lay where it had been shot; others were cowering from the soldiers as they continued to torment the villages. 


After another 20 minutes, and finding a suitable ambush site, Vince nodded at James, then gave a field signal to withdraw. As they made their way through the jungle, another shot was heard ... the body count was increasing.


After moving 50 metres, the pair squatted, and Vince whispered, ‘Let’s head back to the LUP.’ He then added, ‘Take a bearing of 1600 mils for 100 metres and then stop. I want to stop short, so the lads don’t shoot the shit out of us.’


James nodded, and they moved through the jungle at a snail’s pace; each step was meticulously placed before the weight could be added to the foot ... there must be no sound or sign that they had ever been there.


After 25 minutes, James stopped and went down on one knee, scanning the area ahead, Vince moving up next to him on the right.


‘The LUP is another 30 metres ahead, over in that direction,’ James said and gestured with a nod in the direction of the LUP.


‘I’ll lead from here, mate, stay five metres behind me,’ Vince directed. He then scoured the area and slowly stood and moved off, James following and covering the rear.


As they got closer to the LUP, Vince stopped and made a soft ticking sound through his lips and then waited. A similar noise was heard in return.


The rest of the patrol was on high alert as the two approached. Vince saw the first of the patrol members. His weapon, an M16/M203, in the shoulder covering them back into the LUP.


Taking up their positions, Vince and James knelt on one knee and then slowly sat down, covering their arcs, and listened for any sounds that indicated they may have been followed-up ....


There was none.


In the distance, another gunshot could be heard.


Vince scanned the area and then moved across the LUP to his Second-In-Command – Corporal, Alex Ryan. ‘Well, just like the last three villages, those bastards are doing a number on Batom. From what I could see, they just executed the village chief; at least we think it was the village chief, judging by his stature, and I’m sure they’ll not stop there. We need to head down to the west of the village. James and I found a good ambush site on our recon – about 500 metres from the village along the dirt road that runs east-west,’ Vince said. ‘We know from the route they’ve been taking that they’ll move along that road heading to Koiari village, several kilometres west of here. No doubt Koiari will be the next village to be cleansed,’ he added.


‘How many of the enemy did you see?’ Alex asked.


‘We confirmed ten, but unsure if there are any others in the area.’ Vince signalled to the team to close in and take up a position where they could be briefed and at the same time be able to cover their arcs.


Over the next 20 minutes, Vince issued orders for the ambush that they would soon execute. This ambush was a reckoning, reciprocity for the sins against the innocent. The Australian Government had – on the request from the PNG Government – decided to intervene in the reported atrocities; but they did so at a deniable distance. 


Vince’s ambush would, therefore, need to be deniable; leaving no residual footprint that would say Australia was ever there. He had decided this interdiction would be via a massive Claymore Mine ambush. A bank of ten claymores covered the killing ground with interlocking arcs to maximise the spread of the 7000 steel ball bearings that would be tearing along the axis of the road; and there were an additional two claymores – one for each flank.


Where possible, they would refrain from using any small arms fire, rather just the sudden sound of an explosion – not uncommon in the area, as there were often explosions from the various small mining operations in the region. The patrol would sanitise the area before moving off, taking all claymore wires and other residual elements with them.


The only things left would be bodies, some small craters from the claymores … and reciprocity for the atrocities.


The patrol readied their equipment for the ambush so that when they arrived at the ambush site, there would be a minimum of movement and noise. This would allow the patrol to quickly set up the killing ground and move back into cover with the least amount of time spent close to the track, limiting the patrol’s exposure and indeed disruption to the area during set-up time.


Before heading off, Vince went around to each patrol member and physically showed them on the map where they were and confirmed that the current LUP they were sitting in was now their emergency rendezvous point should the shit hit the fan. 


The patrol moved down towards the ambush site with the utmost of caution. Every move was deliberate; their eyes scanning every aspect of the area. Vince halted the patrol and issued a field signal by using his index finger pointing to the ground and making a circular motion and then pointing to a direction to the patrol’s right – his hand movements done in slow motion.


This told the patrol that they would move into an LUP over in the direction that he indicated. The patrol then automatically executed a drill, which would see the patrol walk in a circular path to the right, stopping short of completing the circle and looking back on the route they had initially taken. This way, they could see if anyone was tracking them.


The patrol members stood, covering their arcs, and after five minutes of listening and scrutinising the area, one by one they slowly knelt and then sat, making no noise, still attuning their ears to the sound of the jungle around them.


More gunshots echoed from the area of the village; the enemy patrol had not yet finished their interrogation, and it seemed they wouldn’t until the village was purged.


Vince signalled the patrol to get ready, and the patrol signaller (Sig) started to set up the antenna of his radio so that he could send a transmission containing a crack-code once the ambush had been sprung.


The Sig, 24-year-old Mick Davis, was a six-foot two-inch surfer from Sydney, who would remain in the LUP, providing rear protection for the ambush team.


Vince gave a ‘thumbs up’ signal to each patrol member; each member returning the signal, indicating that they were ready to go. Vince nodded and then turned to James and said, ‘Okay, let’s go, mate. Lead off.’


The patrol moved down towards the killing ground some 50 metres from the LUP. They were now about 25 metres from the track when the PC gave the signal to stop; each patrol member was watching their arcs, listening intently and ready to be deployed.


Vince took the patrol medic, Dave McCloud, out to the right flank position, and as he did so, ran some comms-cord along the ground from the central firing position to the location where Dave would eventually sit covering the right flank. From there, Dave moved another 20 metres further and set up the right flank claymore, while Vince provided cover.


A wall of 700 steel ball bearings would meet anyone who tried to flank the patrol from the right.


Dave’s large frame moved effortlessly through the vegetation; he moved as quietly as a panther ... not a sound. After the claymore had been placed, and Dave had moved to his position, he remained in situ while Vince moved back and guided Alex Ryan across to the left flank, repeating the drill on the left side.


Now the flank protection was in place, Vince directed Peter Bowring, the demolitions specialist, to commence positioning and sighting the bank of ten claymores, while James ran the detonating cord (DETCORD) along the axis of the claymores.


Peter sighted the mines so that each mine had interlocking arcs with the other claymores, ensuring that once initiated, a hail of steel would cover the entire killing ground from head to toe.


Vince provided overwatch as the two men set up the mines. Ten minutes later, the claymores were set up, and the process of camouflaging the mines was underway.


James and Peter made their way back to the centre and then moved back another 20 metres and propped there while Vince did one final check and attached the detonators to the DETCORD. He moved back to his firing position, rolling out the claymore cable. Vince connected the clacker and test set onto the claymore wire and conducted a continuity test, which sent a small electric current through the system, testing the circuit – a soft green light illuminated, indicating the circuit was good.


Vince removed the test set and then placed the cable back on the initiation clacker. Once he was ready, he nodded to the other patrol members and one by one they knelt, removed their packs and positioned the pack to offer some protection from the blast wave and any debris kicked up by the claymores. They were in position; the ambush was set, and they were ready to unleash hell.


1330hrs


The last four hours had been painful; a slew of gunshots was heard emanating from the village, and the screams that had been many had become silent. The smell of burning corpses filled the humid air. A thin layer of smoke floated in the upper levels of the tree canopy in the direction of the village. 


They’re still cleaning up, Vince thought. He then felt the comms-cord from the right flank being slowly pulled three times ... then again, another three times. This was the signal that someone was approaching the killing ground.


Vince looked over at Dave and noticed Dave’s left hand giving the ‘thumbs down’ signal, indicating ‘enemy’.


Dave’s eyes locked onto the enemy as they walked by, counting each one as they passed his position and checking the flank to make sure they were not going to get a surprise by being outflanked. The first enemy to enter the killing ground was a group of four.


They were talking to one another, one soldier taking a drink from his canteen as he walked along, the others stopping just to the left of the centre of the killing ground to light cigarettes. Just as they had finished lighting their cigarettes, the remaining six enemy soldiers entered the killing ground, the Commander telling them to get a move on.


Vince glanced left and right and nodded to both Peter and James to get their heads down and get ready – each man opened their mouths, prepared for the pressure that was to come from the explosion, allowing them to equalise the pressure inside their mouth and ears – then Vince pressed the clacker three times.


A massive BOOM shook the jungle as the bank of ten claymores detonated perfectly, the shockwave hitting the SAS patrol and rocking them slightly where they laid – such power, such devastation.


The 7000 steel ball bearings burst out of their plastic casing, shredding and ripping through the foliage and the enemy patrol, tearing off pieces of flesh of those closest to the side of the road where the mines were placed. Others were showered with steel as hundreds of individual ball bearings passed through their bodies, tearing away at vital organs and bones.


At that very instant, those murderous bastards got what they deserved.


After the explosion, Vince, Peter and James moved forward to the killing ground with caution, their flanks being covered by Dave and Alex. As they approached, and through the dust and smoke, they started to see the devastation before them. They quickly scanned the bodies; there was only nine ... one was missing.


Vince gave a soft whistle to attract the attention of the patrol members, then using his forefinger and middle finger, he pointed to his own eyes, gesturing for the others to look for one that was missing.


‘Psst,’ James sounded and pointed to the other side of the track.


The missing soldier had been thrown across the track and was impaled on a tree branch. The branch was sticking out through his chest, piercing his left lung just below the heart. It was the enemy Commander.


Vince quickly went across and started looking through the impaled soldier’s pockets for information that may provide intelligence on enemy operations.


James and Peter promptly checked the other bodies for signs of life, dispatching those who were still breathing – there were no survivors. Then they quickly checked the dead for information and gathered the now forsaken weapons.


The enemy Commander was struggling to breathe. His chest wheezing and bubbling with fluids with each attempted inhale of air. Vince had cleared the Commander’s pockets, taking a map, a codebook, and a notebook.


Then with his left hand, he thrust it forward, grabbing the throat of the Commander. Looking directly into his eyes, Vince said, ‘Aku Hantu yang datang kesini untuk menyeretmu ke neraka.’ (I am a ghost who came here to drag you to hell). And with that, Vince crushed the Commander’s windpipe, extinguishing the life from his body – the Commander’s eyes bulging, staring straight into Vince’s eyes depicted nothing but horror ... sheer horror. He then released his last breath.


As Vince released his hand, frothing foam – the colour of red blood – flowed from the nose and mouth of the departed. ‘James, Pete, pull these fuckers off the track into the scrub,’ he ordered.


James and Peter moved quickly and began dragging each of the bodies off the track and into the bush, then hastily adjusted the bushes around them to provide some form of camouflage.


James moved off the track to remove the Commander from his impalement when Vince said, ‘No, not that one, leave that fucker there; I’m only concerned with aerial observation. He can remain where he is.’ He then whispered, ‘Okay, fall back.’


As they covered themselves back to their original firing positions, Vince gave the order to blow flanks. 


Two massive explosions rocked the jungle, and the two flank protection members withdrew back through Vince’s position, pulling the claymore wires in as they withdrew, leaving nothing behind.


Vince told James to lead off back towards the LUP, and the rest of the patrol followed behind James. As they walked up the side of the hill, Vince stopped, took out his binoculars and looked back across to the village. Bodies were stacked up in the centre of the village, the corpses still burning, not a soul was seen alive, just a few dogs scampering around.


Batom village had been cleansed.


Taking the binoculars away from his eyes and placing them down the front of his shirt, he stared in the direction of the village, his eyes heavy with despair.


Mick Davis, providing rear protection from within the LUP, had already sent a crack-code notifying Canberra that the ambush had been sprung and that there would be more to follow at the next scheduled communications time. Mick was pulling in the antenna as James entered the LUP.


‘Mick, are you ready, mate?’


‘Just about, just need to stow the antenna, and I’m all done.’


As the rest of the team moved back into the LUP, they took up their positions and provided all-round protection while Mick finalised his equipment.


As the last strap was secured on Mick’s pack, Vince gave the order for James to lead the patrol out. ‘James, bearing 1910 mils, patrol pace ... let’s go.’ 


James nodded, turned, and then moved off with the patrol following, Alex covering the rear.


For the next 90 minutes, the patrol moved eastward, frequently changing direction and stopping to listen for anyone that may be following them up.


The jungle had started to get dark as the sun sat low on the horizon. The surrounding noises grew louder as animals and insects called out – the night was about to turn the jungle into a pitch-black abyss.


Vince signalled the patrol to execute the LUP drill, and the patrol immediately responded.


They formed an LUP and looked out – covering their arcs – and listened for any sign of a follow-up.


After 15 minutes, Vince signalled to the patrol to eat, and as they began to prepare their food, Vince moved around to each member. He confirmed their position on the map and showed them where the rendezvous (RV) was so that if they should get compromised or split from the patrol during the night, they knew where to marry up.


‘Good job today, mate. Are you okay?’ Vince asked, patting Alex on the back.


Alex turned his head and replied, ‘Thanks, Vin, I’m good .... How about you?’


‘Never better, Alex, never better.’ Vince smiled broadly and moved off to sit next to James. ‘James, you did outstanding work today. I appreciate your effort, mate. How did you pull up, are you okay?’ 


‘I’m okay, but how are you? You looked pretty tense out there today,’ James asked.


Vince sighed and rubbed his tight shoulder; while he was grateful that his team were as concerned about him as he was about them, he needed to keep his cool. ‘I’m good, just disappointed we weren’t able to help the villagers.’ That much he could admit.


‘What the fuck did you whisper into that prick’s ear?’


‘I told him that I was ... a ghost that had come to drag him off to hell,’ Vince proudly admitted. ‘I wanted those words to be the last he heard as I extinguished his life. I wanted him to feel the horror that the villagers felt as he murdered each and every one of them,’ he added with a smirk.


James stared intensely at Vince and said, ‘Righteous ... fuck him. He deserved it ... and more.’


Vince forced a tentative smile and then continued briefing James on the new RV and his intentions for tomorrow. He then briefed the remaining members of the patrol, checking on their well-being, thanking them for their efforts, and telling them to get some food and water.


It was his job to make sure his team was looked after before he looked after himself. Confident all patrol members knew what was required of them tomorrow and where they were headed, Vince moved back to the centre of the LUP where he would stay for the night.


He was about to start preparing something to eat, when Alex came across to him and handed him a hot brew of tea and a prepared dehydrated lurpy – roast chicken on the menu – the taste more like cardboard than that of its name.


‘Here, get that into you, Vin,’ said Alex, before returning to his position.


The patrol worked like a Swiss watch, each member looking after each other. They had worked together for three years and had seen several covert operations over that period. Vince rode them very hard, demanded perfection, but always imparted his knowledge and provided positive feedback. Vince, however, was most hard on himself, by making sure he remained at the top of his game.


Within an hour, it was black – so black it was hard to see your hand in front of your face. No light penetrated the jungle, just the sound of insects echoing a chorus, making it hard to hear anyone or anything that may be approaching.


The LUP was well sited, guaranteeing that it was difficult for the enemy to creep up and surprise the patrol.


1000hrs


The early morning sun had been a welcome sight for the patrol. They’d been on the move since 0515hrs and made some ground, crossing the Sepik River at first light. With only another three kilometres to go until they crossed the PNG- Indonesian border, the patrol needed to stop for their first communications schedule of the day.


After they had secured the LUP, Mick started to set up the radio as Vince coded a Situation Report that would brief the Canberra-based headquarters of their current location, what their intentions were, and their direction of movement. Canberra needed visibility on this operation, as the stakes were high.


The plan had always been to ensure that there was no residual evidence that the patrol was there, and the team knew that they would be disavowed if caught or seen. At the very least, the Australian Government would brush it off as a mercenary group that was not of Australian origins.


In the distance, there was the faint sound of a helicopter. Yet it was coming their way, as the wok-wok sound of the rotor blades began to become a little louder and more evident as time went on.


Mick had set up the radio antenna and finished checking the coding made by Vince. He then started to key in the code to the cipher keypad on the MBLE RT-601 radio set, his fingers pressing hard on each letter, as the keypad buttons were quite stiff. When Mick was ready to send the SITREP, it would be sent via a burst transmission limiting the time on the airwaves and providing greater security for the patrol.


The helicopter was heard in the general direction of Batom village. Vince thought there could be several different scenarios for its appearance; maybe it was a helicopter from one of the many mine sites in the region, or perhaps it was the enemy looking for their special forces patrol that had failed to radio in.


Either way, the patrol was on high alert – it wouldn’t be long before someone found the slain enemy patrol, and then activity in the area would be escalated to a feverish level as they searched for those responsible.


Vince knew that he had to get to the border at the earliest possible time and then make some distance away from the border. From the sounds of the helicopter rotors now, the helicopter was coming into a hover or to land.


Mick pressed the ‘send’ button on the MBLE, dispatching the message off to Canberra. As soon as it was sent, Vince signalled Mick to pack up straight away; he wanted to get moving so that they covered the next three kilometres and crossed the border asap. Mick undid the slipknot on the antenna and started pulling it back in, and then stowed it inside his pack.


The chopper was getting closer. Within ten seconds, the helicopter passed almost directly above them, and then it banked and headed north along the border; the sound of the rotors fading into the distance. After several minutes, the chopper was returning in a southerly direction … again passing not far from the patrol’s position.


Vince saw the helicopter through the gaps of the trees; it was an olive-coloured UH-1D Huey.


The enemy were now on the hunt.


Vince pushed the patrol pace slightly, in order to close the distance to the border; they had one kilometre to go before crossing into PNG.


The Huey was flying up and down from north to south and back again; then it came into a hover and slowly lowered into a clearing. 


James, who was scanning the area ahead with his binoculars, turned and tapped his hand on his head, indicating to Vince to come to him.


James continued to observe the LZ where the Huey had landed while Vince moved to a position to his right. Just as he was indicating the location, the Huey ascended above the trees and continued flying in a southerly direction, its side doors opened.


‘Vin, I think they just dropped a patrol on an LZ somewhere down past the trees. The chopper is now empty, so if they dropped a patrol there, that means we may have an enemy patrol of around six to eight men on the ground,’ James whispered.


‘I hear you, brother. So, we better assume they’re on the ground and act accordingly. It looks like they’ve taken a direct line from Batom east to the border. So, let’s dogleg south and then cross the border further down,’ Vince directed. It’s time to get the fuck out of here!


James nodded then indicated to the rest of the patrol that he was changing direction; he turned and commenced heading south.


Vince gave a field signal to the patrol that there was enemy on the ground. He signalled a change in direction to the south.


The patrol was moving at a reasonable pace, taking the opportunity to make space between the enemy location and themselves. Vince was aware that the next one to two kilometres were crucial in maintaining a zero residual footprint and knew that the enemy patrol that had been inserted was not after them, but most likely looking for the patrol that Vince’s team had just ambushed the day before.


It was highly unlikely that they would think that there was any foul play, but rather that there may be a communications issue. They would not have seen the bodies at the ambush site, as the bodies had been dragged off the track and camouflaged from detection. Nevertheless, Vince had to assume the enemy was on the hunt and he would have to operate accordingly.


The patrol had moved another 750 metres along a spur heading south when Vince signalled the patrol to execute an LUP. The patrol was resting in the LUP when they heard three consecutive shots in the distance, northeast of their current position. Then, they heard another three gunshots coming from the south, within 500 metres of their LUP.


James gave Vince a smile, a smile that was a message in itself ... ‘It’s on!’ That smile said it all.


Let’s get this show on the road.


Vince moved to each member of the patrol and briefed them on the current enemy situation, as far as he understood it. Then he told them about his intentions to head east to the border from their current LUP. He updated where the primary and alternate RVs were; re-emphasised just in case the world turned to shit. The next two kilometres would potentially be the most dangerous.


He was glad that the patrol seemed pumped and ready for the task ahead. 


1546hrs


The patrol had spent the best part of the last hour making their way east when James froze, signalling the rest of the patrol with the ‘thumbs down’ signal – the enemy were on the chase, again.


The patrol froze in place and watched their arcs.


Vince slowly made his way to James. ‘What we got?’


‘Fifty metres, straight through there ... next to the dead tree trunk and where the sunlight hits the open area, maybe a track. I saw three soldiers walking right to left.’ Just as James finished telling Vince, another four soldiers passed by the same area.


‘Good work, James,’ Vince replied. ‘Stay here and maintain observation. I’ll brief the lads.’ As he turned to head back to brief the patrol members, a shot rang out!


The whole patrol went into a crouching position.


Then another two shots were heard.


Vince put up his hand, ordering the patrol to freeze. In the distance, some 300 to 400 metres north, three shots were heard. The patrol had not been compromised; the enemy patrols were signalling each other, no doubt vectoring the two groups to one location, north of Vince’s location.


For the next 30 minutes, the patrol observed the area. In the distance, rotors could be heard – further to the south, but they started to get louder.


Vince moved the patrol closer to the track and put in a hasty LUP and told the patrol to cover him and James as they moved forward to have a closer look. James took up a position close to the track as Vince moved forward. 


Noise to the right ... panting sounds, like someone out of breath.


Vince froze as the enemy soldier, a straggler, made his way up the track; the soldier looked to his left and locked eyes with Vince.


The soldier stared in disbelief and scrambled for his weapon that was slung over his shoulder. As the soldier’s hand went up under the sling on his rifle, James reached out and pulled the soldier off balance and slid the blade of his knife into the man’s ribcage, puncturing his right lung. Then in a blur, struck again; the blade entered the soldier’s throat, cutting deep into his larynx – the tip of the blade passing through the C4-C5 vertebrae, severing his spinal cord.


Vince moved forward quickly and covered the track. ‘Grab his arm,’ he ordered James.


The two dragged the lifeless body away from the track.


The patrol had moved forward and taken up firing positions as both James and Vince camouflaged the body.


‘Psst .... Hasty track crossing,’ ordered Vince.


The patrol moved across the track, executing the obstacle crossing with precision. As Alex crossed, he covered any sign or marks that would indicate their presence. Vince pointed the direction – 1610 mils – and the patrol moved off, heading for the border ….


Six hundred metres to go! Vince was mentally counting down.


The sound of the Huey was getting closer, and Vince halted the patrol until it had flown by. The chopper passed the patrol’s location, and it was apparent the crew was using the track as their reference. 


A few minutes later, it sounded as though the Huey set down in the vicinity of where they dropped off the enemy patrol earlier that day. The light was beginning to fade, but Vince wanted to push on, so he signalled James to pick up the pace.


For the next hour, the patrol made good ground under the primary jungle canopy. The daylight then began to fade to a point where any movement was no longer tactically sound, so Vince executed an LUP to give the men a well-deserved rest.


‘Vin, sorry about that, I had no choice but to kill him, he’d have compromised us further,’ James said.


‘Mate, your actions were spot on. If you hadn’t dispatched him, we’d all be running across the border with some angry motherfuckers on our tail. It was an encounter that was purely by chance. He looked up at that very moment, and the rest is history. Good job, by the way. Your knife skills have improved,’ Vince replied with a grin. I’ve trained him well. He couldn’t help but feel a sense of pride.


From the LUP, activity was heard in the distance – several shots were echoing up the valley, and the Huey was flying up and down the area of the track, no doubt looking for their straggler.


1835hrs


The jungle’s wildlife was at a crescendo.


The patrol had completed eating and refurbishing their equipment. The distant noise of rotor blades had ceased, but every 30 minutes or so, they heard three signal shots. 


The enemy had clearly not found their missing soldiers. 


Vince did a final check and briefing with each patrol member, discussing how they were and making sure they understood the RVs for the night.


The night dragged on; Vince remained awake for a good part of it, going over the mission in his head. By his reckoning, the patrol was just on the border, if not a few hundred metres across it.


At first light, the patrol pushed deeper over the border and made its way to an agent RV, where they were then driven to an old World War II dirt airstrip, and lay an Advanced Landing Ground (ALG) to bring in a twin-engine turboprop Beechcraft King Air 300 to take them home.


The last few days had been busy, and while the patrol looked in great shape, Vince knew that once the patrol arrived home, they needed a well-deserved break. For Vince, he had already decided to leave the military on his return to look for other opportunities.


The dust from the dirt airstrip swirled in the vortices behind the wingtips of the King Air, as the nose of the aircraft rose off the strip. The pilot pushed the nose over to maintain an altitude of 200 feet above the ground, which would be maintained until entering Australian airspace.


Vince looked rearward to the cabin of the aircraft; all but one patrol member was already asleep.


Alex, his 2IC, nodded at Vince as if to say, ‘another job complete’, then went back to finalising his patrol diary. His look was more than what it seemed; Vince knew that the loss of so many innocent lives in the village at Batom hit the patrol members hard.


The fact they were not permitted to prevent the slaughter but were ordered to ensure invisibility and deniability ground away at their very humanity. The politically correct machine that seemed to be gaining more power in Canberra didn’t have a grip on reality. They thought by sending in Vince and his team, they would make a difference; in reality, the Indonesians would simply send in another team and carry on where they left off – this time with more ferocity.


If there was ever a mission to make them question ‘why?’, it was undoubtedly this mission. 




CHAPTER 2


‘Panama’


BANCO MOSSECA
MARBELLA, PANAMA










JoÚ Devereaux walked up the stairs and into the lobby of the Marbella office of Banco Mosseca in Panama City; the mirrored glass façade of the six-storey building reflected the city around it. The giants of global business filled the concrete and glass castles that were etched into Panama City’s skyline.


For a bank, the lobby was hardly ornate – subtle marble floors, with a few planters evenly spaced leading to the stainless-steel doors of the lifts, which would take Devereaux to the second floor. Banco Mosseca was no ordinary bank; it was the place where you went when you needed the comfort of anonymity, and with over 150,000 registered shell companies under its umbrella in Panama alone, its facade was somewhat indecorous to its actual power.


In the British Virgin Islands (BVI), it had a satellite office, which had over 100,000 registered companies and offices in Cyprus, the Caymans, and Switzerland, just to name a few. Banco Mosseca was reliable and could transfer funds to various accounts in its established countries quickly and efficiently while maintaining obscurity.


As the doors of the lift opened, a female of exquisite form met Devereaux. Her smile broad, her eyes sparkling as she moved forward to greet him.


‘Buenos días señor, mi nombre es Cataleya,’ the woman said, introducing herself as Cataleya.


‘Buenos días Cataleya, mi nombre es JoÚ Smith,’ Devereaux responded, introducing himself using his alias.


‘Encantado de conocerte Sr Smith, cómo puedo ayudarle, señor?’ she replied, saying she was pleased to meet him and how may she help.


‘Cataleya? As in the flower,’ Devereaux asked.


‘Yes, sir, the very same,’ Cataleya replied, in impeccable English and with a winning smile.


‘Well ... that name is perfect for you. The beauty of the flower would most certainly fade in the presence of your beauty,’ Devereaux flirted as he extended his hand to her.


Cataleya reached out to shake his hand and lingered her grip, clearly returning the flirtation.


She was most definitely Columbian, judging by her accent, Devereaux thought. At 180 centimetres, she was very tall for a Central American woman. Her hair extended part way down her back and had a slight wave in it. She had a honey-coloured dye through it, which was ideal for her olive skin. Her light-brown eyes accented her attractiveness and most certainly beckoned attention by anyone in her presence.


She wore a dark-grey Versace business suit; her skirt was short, finishing halfway down her thigh. Her black Louis Vuitton high heels accentuated the shape of her perfect legs, and her white silk blouse was sheer and unbuttoned sufficiently enough to provide a hint of an expensive French black lacy bra.


She is alluring.


‘How may I help you, Mr Smith?’ she asked.


There are so many ways. ‘I have an appointment with the Assistant Secretary, Mr Schneider,’ he replied, gathering his ‘professional self ’ again.


‘This way, Mr Smith.’ Cataleya escorted Devereaux over to a desk where an electronic keypad was located. ‘Please enter your account number here.’ She gestured towards the keypad.


Devereaux reached forward and began entering a 20-digit account number. As he completed the entry, he glanced up at Cataleya to find her staring straight at him, her stare transforming into a smile .... ‘All done,’ he said.
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