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One
“Severe electrical storms approaching, Captain," reported First Mate Alex Reardon. He double-checked the reading on the computer-enhanced radar scanner. The monitor showed a digital image of the nearby coastline. Red blotches covered sections of the computer map, indicating thunderstorms.
Captain Stanley Briggs shot Reardon a look of disdain through his gold-rimmed glasses.
"I don't need that fancy piece of electronic genius to tell me that." He returned his attention to the windscreen. "Just look out there and you can see for yourself."
Black clouds roiled in the darkening, late afternoon sky. As Reardon watched, the clouds quickly consumed the South-East Queensland coastline some twelve kilometres away in a matter of minutes, almost obscuring it from view. Lightning shot down from the black mass in savage bolts, some of which would have certainly struck the ground. Low groans of thunder rumbled across the sea.
"She's a doozey," commented ship's navigator Jason Stone, having twisted in his swivel chair to eye the approaching tempest.
The cabin of the bridge was quickly becoming gloomy. Reardon hit a switch on the wall and several overhead fluorescent lights blinked on. The First Mate's balding pate gleamed under the artificial glow.
"Reardon," quipped the captain. "What's the exact direction in which the storm is headed?"
The First Mate smirked. "I thought you wouldn't need the computer to tell you that, Sir."
"Just get me the course," Briggs said curtly, still watching the horizon intently through the broad, three piece Perspex windscreen.
Reardon's smirk disappeared as quickly as the lightning flashes outside. "Yes, Sir. Right away." He studied the scanner's information readout on the right side of the computer screen. "It's headed on a north, north-easterly bearing at thirty-two degrees, Sir."
Briggs nodded grimly. "There's no chance of avoiding it. The beast is headed right this way. We'll just have to ride it out."
Reardon glanced through the windscreen at a small island seven kilometres off to starboard. He stared thoughtfully at the computer screen again, which informed him the island was called South Stradbroke. Behind the island, he noted, were relatively protected waters.
"May I suggest, Sir," he said, stepping over beside the captain, "that we move into the protected waters behind Stradbroke Island." He nodded toward the small green land mass.
Briggs thought about it. As he considered Reardon's suggestion the wind swung around to the south-west and increased in tempo to forty knots. He watched as it churned up the sea in front of the Privateer; a small seventy-five foot cargo ship. After what seemed like an eternity to Reardon, the captain nodded. "I'd say that's a sound idea." He radioed the pilot and ordered a twenty degree course change to starboard.
The cabin lights grew brighter as the outside world became darker. Angry bolts of lightning shot down from the clouds in an almost rhythmic pattern, branching off into several forks and striking the ocean surface. Blown way ahead of the storm, the first drops of rain hammered into the windscreen.
Reardon lit a cigarette. He'd always hated storms as a kid, and he realised he still did as he watched the nervous tremor in his hand that held the burning match. He puffed on the cigarette hungrily as Briggs radioed the pilot again with another course change.
Night had come early with the arrival of the storm. Briggs hit a switch on the console that activated two powerful spotlights mounted on the roof of the bridge. He rotated the right spotlight with a small joystick on the console until it was pointed in the direction of South Stradbroke Island. The island was not yet close enough to be reached by the powerful beam. Briggs kept the left spotlight aimed in front of the bow, illuminating the ship's path.
Reardon's cigarette had burned down to a length of smouldering ash. He stabbed it out in an ashtray and immediately lit another.
The captain glared at him with distaste. "Remind me to sue you for passive smoking when I develop diseases from your stinking habit."
Reardon was used to his captain's remarks now regarding his addiction and he easily shrugged them off. He staggered as the vessel rolled on a sharp swell. The cigarette dropped to the floor and rolled under a chair as his hand went out to steady himself. He'd retrieved it just as a squall of hail hit the windshield and roof with the sound of someone unloading a truck full of gravel on top of a tin shed.
The high-speed rotating windshield wipers were at full power. They did little, however, to clear the field of vision. The rain and hail was far too dense and the wipers were rendered virtually useless.
Briggs radioed the pilot with more course adjustments as the ship swayed like a drunken sailor. The wind howled through the air vents, driving rain through any minute opening in the boat's structure it could find.
Reardon returned to the weather radar screen and searched out the pulsing blue light that indicated the position of their ship. With a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach, he noted they were only just entering the storm's front. The worst was yet to come.
As if on cue, a bolt of lightning shot down from the heavens and struck the sea not two hundred metres in front of the Privateer's bow.
"Shit that was close!" Stone exclaimed, his eyes wide with excitement.
Reardon eyed the dark sky ahead with anticipation and foreboding. He sensed what was coming a moment before it happened and he tensed.
There was a blinding flash, followed instantly by a deafening crack of thunder. The Privateer shuddered and convulsed under the impact of the lightning strike. She yawed to starboard, temporarily out of control. The lights dimmed and flickered, then went out, plunging the ship into total darkness.
A large swell hit the boat broadside. Everyone on the bridge was thrown to the floor. Reardon skidded along the linoleum on his back, his progress halted when his legs crashed into a wall. Before he had a chance to get to his feet, the Privateer was struck by another wave. This one crashed into the stern, twisting the ship back the other way until its bow was once again pointing into the teeth of the storm. The boat steadied and rolled comfortably over the next swell. Reardon gripped the edge of the console and hauled himself to his feet.
Rain and hail continued to bombard the windscreen relentlessly, only now they couldn't see a thing with the lights out and the wipers not functioning. A gust of wind hit the windshield with such force that Reardon automatically ducked, fearing the Perspex was going to implode. But the windshield stubbornly held firm against the onslaught of nature.
Reardon searched a cupboard beneath the console and quickly found what he knew were there. He removed two waterproof flashlights and switched one on. Flashing it around the cabin in a sweeping arc, he located Captain Briggs leaning over the now-lifeless console, staring calmly out at the storm. Briggs didn't glance his way as Reardon thrust a flashlight into his captain's hand.
"We need to radio for help, Sir," Reardon pleaded. The boat shuddered under the impact of another wave but maintained its course, the twin diesel engines still humming away steadily. "We may not make it through this."
Now the Captain looked at him. "Nonsense. I've ridden out worse storms than this one."
Another finger of lightning shot down from the sky and struck the sea near the stern of the Privateer. The vessel lurched forward and dipped into a trough. Both Reardon and Briggs were slammed against the console.
Stone, standing somewhere in the darkness, noticed it first. "The engine's have died."
Reardon and Briggs listened intently above the howl of the wind and rain for the comforting and familiar hum that was no longer there.
Reardon shone his light on the captain. "We have to radio for assistance now. Without engines we lose all control. We'll be at the mercy of the storm."
Briggs shook his head. "We can't. Without power the radios are down."
"They have emergency battery backup!" Reardon insisted.
The captain shook his head adamantly. "The storm will pass. Then we'll fix the engines, restore power and move on."
"But-"
"I won't radio for help!" Briggs hissed in Reardon's face. "No one can know what we carry down in the hold. No one but us and those who are supposed to know. Is that clear?"
Reardon stared hard at his captain. Eventually he sighed and nodded in assent. "I just pray we don't go down...Sir."
"Instead of praying, try doing something useful. Go down to the hold and check on our cargo."
Reardon nodded and started walking off in silence. Stone unrolled a nautical chart of the area and studied it under the Captain's flashlight. As Reardon opened the door and stepped from the bridge, he heard Stone say to Briggs, "There looks to be a shallow line of coral reef several kilometres off that island, Sir." Reardon put that thought, and the possibilities it conjured up, out of his mind as he made his way down to the cargo hold.
He swayed and staggered and stumbled with each swell that struck the ship. The Privateer was adrift, floating aimlessly, waiting to be drowned by nature's fury.
Back on the bridge, Briggs said to Stone, "Get on the radio and send a coded message to Control, stating our position." The ship's navigator eyed him quizzically. "Just in case," Briggs added.
Stone nodded obediently and snatched up the radio, flicking a switch on the unit to engage battery backup power.
* * *
Reardon entered the tomb-like blackness of the hold, guiding his way with the flashlight beam. The cargo bay was empty bar a large metal container. He swept the beam of his light along the container's seven metre length. The top was made of two hinged doors secured in the middle with a hefty padlock. Taking some keys from his belt, Reardon held them under the light and selected the correct one. He fumbled with the lock for almost a minute. Every time he inserted the key, the yawing vessel would throw him off balance. Finally he got it open and strained to lift one of the heavy, cold doors.
Inside lay the monstrosity they'd traveled halfway around the world to deliver. It hadn't moved an inch, still resting snugly in its bed of straw and foam padding. There was a small metal box nestled beside it. Reardon removed the box. It wasn't locked, just held shut with a latch. He set it on top of the container and opened it. Inside was a remote control handset. He removed it from its foam padding and shone the light on it. Reardon dared not touch any of the many buttons, fearing what he might awaken.
The rumble of thunder was nowhere near as loud and ferocious way down in the hold. But the hiss of the outraged sea sounded far more savage. As Reardon shone the flashlight beam into the large container once more, the Privateer suddenly shuddered violently.
There was the piercing sound of screeching metal. The vessel lurched upwards. Reardon was thrown backwards onto the steel floor, where he slid into a wall for the second time that night. There he sat up, the remote control still in his grasp but the flashlight gone. He sensed, rather than saw, the water flooding in through a gaping tear in the ship's hull.
A wave forced the stricken vessel further up onto the reef. The Privateer screamed in protest again. As the swell abated, the boat slid back into the sea with a tremendous howl, the action peeling the hull clean off the bottom of the ship.
The heavy container with its mysterious cargo was first to disappear to the sea floor, the doors unlocked and swinging freely as it descended to the sand.
Water rushed into the hold with the force of a tidal wave, crushing Reardon to a lifeless pulp against the stern wall. As he died, his hand twitched in a reflex reaction, the thumb pressing a button on the remote control handset.
The container settled to the bottom, its contents still intact. As it hit the sand, two red lights blinked on inside the metal box. The Privateer landed on the sea bed eighty metres away, where it quickly settled into its lonely, watery grave.
Two
THE NEXT DAY:
It only knew one thing, and that was to kill.
Hanging buoyant twenty feet above the sea bed, it sensed some slight vibrations off to the left. Swimming fluently through the sun-filtered water, the thing homed in on the source of the disturbance.
The dolphin kicked lazily a metre below the surface, her powerful tail propelling her along with graceful ease. Its sleek body glistened in the sparkling clear water. Sensing something approaching from below, the mammal paused to look. Then, in a sudden flurry of panic, the dolphin scooted out to sea with several hard kicks of its tail.
Responding to its internal programming to hunt and kill, it set off in pursuit of its fleeing prey. Possessing superior underwater speed, it caught up with the dolphin in a matter of seconds. Extending a supple but mechanical arm, it rose toward the tiring mammal, a razor-sharp blade glinting in the sunlight.
With nothing left in reserve, the dolphin could do little to evade the rising monster from the sea. The twelve inch blade penetrated the dolphin's soft underbelly and twisted. Viscous fluid oozed from the wound as the blade withdrew, followed by a worm-like string of entrails. The blood was green, sea water having filtered red from the colour spectrum a few feet below the surface.
The mammal convulsed as the blade was plunged in again, this time near the tail. It sliced a neat gash clean right up to the snout. The dolphin literally peeled away in two halves like a filleted fish.
Sensing that all life had left its prey, the thing swam down into deeper water in search of another kill.
Three
The four metre runabout was powered by a fifty horsepower outboard. It's red hull cut a clean path through the glassy surface as it made its way seaward from South Stradbroke Island.
Sheridan McCabe sat in the passenger seat while her brother, Gene, was positioned behind the wheel. The two Americans were in Australia on a scuba diving holiday, their first break in many years.
Sheridan glanced at Gene through dark sunglasses. "Are you sure there's a reef out here?"
Gene shrugged. "That's what the map showed." He powered the boat down almost to idle speed and scanned the calm water, searching for any hint of the reef. He saw none, the task made more difficult by the placid sea. "If there was a bit of a swell, or a breeze, it might chop up the water around it." He shrugged again. "But there's nothing." Gene glanced at his sister resolutely as he eased the throttle lever forward. "We'll find it."
"Maybe we should have brought along a guide," she suggested, knowing the comment would strike a nerve. And it did.
"I don't need a guide. If there's a reef out here, Gene McCabe will damned well find it eventually."
Sheridan smiled. "Yeah. The key word being eventually." The smile slipped from her face when she noticed a blemish on the glass-like ocean surface about fifty metres away. She pointed off to her left. "What's that?"
Gene put the craft in neutral and stood up. "What? I don't see...Oh, yeah. I see it now. Looks like a rubber tube." He engaged the engine again and cruised slowly toward the object. When the runabout was almost abreast of it, he slammed the lever into reverse and brought the boat stationary beside it. "Is it a tube?" he asked his sister.
"I think it's a fish." She leaned over the side of the boat for a closer look, almost gagging when she saw exactly what it was. Sheridan eased back into the boat and sat on the deck.
Gene noticed her paled expression. "Is it a fish?"
She shook her head. "No. Not a fish. It's a dolphin....What's left of one."
Removing an oar from a pocket along the side of the boat, Gene managed to bat the dead mammal in closer. The dolphin was floating with its back to the sun. Its entire underbelly had been dissected from underneath and folded upwards. Steeling himself in preparation for the gruesome sight, he propped the oar under the animal and flipped it over. What he saw didn't end up as gruesome as he'd expected. All the innards had since floated away in the sea, probably consumed by fish and other predators. He was surprised the dolphin's body hadn't yet been seized upon and eaten.
Having recovered from her bout of nausea, Sheridan moved over beside her brother for another look.
"What do you think happened to it?" she wondered.
Gene studied the neat edges of the severed flesh and came to a conclusion. "Fishermen," he stated. "Damned Aussie fishermen killed it. This poor thing's been cut open with a knife and gutted like a tuna."
"Why would someone want to do that?" said Sheridan, brushing the hair away from her face as a light breeze suddenly wafted across the water.
He shrugged, bemused. "Beats the hell out of me. Maybe they do that sort of thing around here for sport?" Gene thrust the dolphin carcass away from the boat with the oar and stood up in the deck.
The north-easterly breeze whipped up a light chop on the water's surface. Gene noted a more tumultuous chop forming in a relatively straight line about two hundred metres east of their position. He pointed. "There's our reef."
A few minutes later the anchor was being tossed overboard on the mainland side of the coral. Gene and Sheridan climbed into wetsuit vests. Gene's skinny arms protruded from the neoprene like bars of a coat hanger. Sheridan zipped up her vest over a red one-piece swimsuit that hugged her feminine curves. Both slipped into fins and face masks with snorkels attached, and strapped weight belts around their waists. When Gene had shrugged into his scuba tank, he assisted Sheridan with getting into hers. They checked each other's tanks and air supply. When satisfied all was functioning correctly, they each sat on opposite sides of the boat, preparing to drop into the sea.
Sheridan looked across at her brother and smiled.
"What?" he said.
"Your mouth looks all gummy with the mask pushing down on your lip."
"So does yours," he told her. "You ready?"
She nodded and jammed in her mouthpiece. Gene did likewise and they both simultaneously flopped backwards into the water.
Sheridan entered the depths amid a flurry of silver bubbles. When they'd dissipated and her vision cleared, she found a small puddle of water floating inside her mask around her nose. Tilting her head skyward, she pushed down on the top right-hand corner of the mask and blew air out through her nose. The air was forced out of the mask, taking the water with it. With that done, she looked around for her brother.
Gene was hovering about ten feet below the surface, waiting for her to join him. She kicked nonchalantly downward. Feeling the pressure building in her ears, she pinched her nose and blew out. After two squeaky pops her ears cleared and the pressure was gone.
Together they swam down to the sea bed some forty feet below the surface. The water was warm and clear. Gene did a pirouette and guessed her could see for perhaps thirty metres or more. He gripped his sister by the arm and pointed toward the wall of coral not far away. Hand in hand they kicked over to the reef for a close inspection. Sheridan found a rock lobster in a crevice and prodded it with her finger. The critter shrank away from her touch and disappeared inside the reef. She smiled at its retreat and water leaked into her mask. Once again she had to clear it. She then kicked parallel to the reef and skimmed inches above the sandy bottom.
Gene followed in her wake at a leisurely pace, studying the reef niches for any interesting sea life. An angel fish darted out in front of him. It paused, small eyes looking curiously at the strange intruder clad in blue and black rubber. Then it flicked its tail and swam off into the blue.
As he continued to follow Sheridan along the wall, a sudden thought struck him. Something was odd. Something was amiss, out of place. At first he wasn't sure what it was, what was missing. But then he realised. Apart from the rock lobster and the angel fish, they'd seen no other sign of life. No sand crabs, no bream or squire or rock cod. Not even a pilchard. Such an absence of sea life around a coral reef was unheard of.
Thoughts of the mutilated dolphin crept into his mind. He shrugged them aside, deciding there was no connection between that incident and the lack of fish. Unless, of course, the fishermen responsible had somehow managed to frighten away almost every living thing on the reef. He doubted that.
Sheridan had stopped swimming and was presently digging in the sand at the base of the reef. She removed half a seashell and, disappointed, tossed it aside. It was then that she saw the flash of movement out of the corner of her eye. Nothing defined, just a blur of motion.
She turned quickly to her left and scanned the water, fearing it may have been a shark. Her searching eyes found nothing but empty sea. Adrenalin pumped through her veins. She looked above to the surface and spied Gene kicking toward the sunlight. Sheridan saw him pause and do a pirouette. He appeared to be looking for something. Maybe searching for what she had glimpsed? She kicked off from the bottom, suddenly feeling vulnerable and lonely down there, and swam towards him.
It struck when she was only twenty feet away. She saw another blur of movement, so quick she barely had time to register it. Next thing she knew Gene's legs and lower torso were sinking toward her. His upper body was rising to the surface. Sheridan found herself swimming through a dense and murky cloud of her brother's blood.
Unable to comprehend what had happened, she panicked and kicked with all her strength for the surface above and the safety of the boat. She somehow realised in her state of terror and confusion that she was rising faster than her exhaled air bubbles. But she didn't care. She'd rather risk the bends than stay in the water with whatever was down there.
As she rose toward the hull of the runabout, something bumped into her shoulder. She screamed into her mouthpiece. When she saw what had touched her she screamed again.
Gene's head, lulled to one side, the lifeless eyes wide open and staring vacantly at nothing, was brushing against her flesh. She pushed the grisly sight away and broke the water's surface.
She ditched the tank in the water and heaved herself over the edge of the boat. It rocked from side to side from the radical movement. Sheridan collapsed in the bottom, panting heavily and shivering, her flesh covered in goose bumps.
There she laid waiting, expecting whatever had killed her brother to come after her next.
A half an hour later she still lay there, unmoving, having now fallen into a shock-induced sleep. The little red boat floated by the reef, drifting aimlessly back and forth on its anchor rope with the pull of the tide.
Four
An hour later a man-mountain, dressed in lycra shorts and a muscle shirt, strolled down the eastern beach of South Stradbroke Island.
Adrian Marsh was big for age twenty. Constant gym work and a little help from artificial substances had transformed him from a bamboo shoot to the Incredible Hulk. He worked afternoons and evenings at the island resort's night club, keeping the party-goers under control.
Last night had been a particularly hectic evening. Several fights had broken out just after midnight. His jaw still smarted from a fist that had collected him during the second skirmish. He rubbed the tender spot as he walked, and wished he didn't have to work again tonight.
Feeling tired and lethargic, he broke into a slow jog in a bid to wake himself up. After a few minutes at a leisurely pace, he was almost down to the southern tip of the island. It was as he gazed out over the water that he noticed something odd being thrashed about by the surf.
He stopped jogging and walked to the water's edge. The thing looked like a limp, rag doll the way it was being tossed around by the waves. Adrian strode into the water up to his powerful thighs and waited for the object to gradually be pushed into the shallows. When it was within reach, half covered in sand and white water, he grabbed what looked like something made of rubber and dragged it up onto the beach.
It wasn't until he had it on dry land that he took a good look at what he'd found. When he did, he threw up.
* * *
Sheridan awoke to the hum of an engine. Her eyes flickered open, only to be greeted by the blinding glare of the sun. The exposed flesh of her face and legs had turned dark pink with sunburn.
She felt something nudge the boat, causing it to rock. The engine noise was still present, only closer now. Sheridan looked up into the weather-hardened face of a man who was leaning over the side of a much larger vessel that floated alongside the runabout. Curly tufts of brown hair protruded beneath a blue cap. Above the peak of the cap was a badge saying Water Police.
"You okay there?" the man asked her, his brown eyes friendly in the rugged face.
Sheridan sat up and experienced a dizzy spell brought on by the exposure to the hot sun. She bowed her head between her knees for a moment before answering. "I think so." She glanced around the boat, confused. "My brother. He's-"
"It's okay." The man climbed down from the police vessel into the runabout and helped Sheridan into one of the padded seats. "My name's Detective Myers. What are you doing out here? Where's your brother?"
With eyes glazed she pointed over the side and said softly. "Down there."
"Is he scuba diving?"
She nodded. "We both were."
The policeman raised his eyebrows. "Were? You got tired and came back up?"
Sheridan shook her head. "No...No, nothing like that."
Nodding his understanding, the man sat down on an ice box in the centre of the boat. He lit a cigarette and offered one to her. She accepted. "Perhaps you'd better tell me exactly what happened out here today," he suggested in a soothing tone.
Slowly the American tourist filled him in, starting with their dive on the reef and ending with the lightning attack on her brother by God knows what.
She was shaking now. He gave her another smoke to calm her nerves. "I know this is a difficult time, but I need to ask you some further questions. You say you don't know what it was that attacked your brother Gene."
"No," she replied, staring out at the water.
"But you did see something," he pressed.
"I did see something, but I don't know what. It all happened in the blink of an eye. The thing was just a blur."
There was activity on the police boat. Two young constables were suiting up in wetsuits and diving gear. When Myers nodded at them, they dropped feet first into the water. Myers returned his attention to Sheridan.
"Did you see any sharks down there before the attack?"
She shook her head, adamant.
"A whale maybe? Or a barracuda?"
Again she shook her head. "Uh, uh." She looked Myers in the eyes. "That's just it. We hardly saw any sign of life down there at all. I can't even recall spotting one fish. The only living thing I saw was a rock lobster hiding in the coral."
Myers lit another cigarette and glanced out over the water. He had something to say and was procrastinating. Finally he looked squarely back at Sheridan. "We found some remains. Washed up on the beach over on the island." He nodded in the direction of Stradbroke. "They could be that of your brother. My divers are searching for more below." The detective paused. "We need you to identify the remains."
Sheridan sat there and silently nodded.
* * *
The two police divers stood on the sand at the base of the coral reef. So far they had yet to find the missing parts of Gene McCabe.
Officer Daniels, the tallest of the two, indicated for his partner, Officer Wilkes, to follow him along the reef. Daniels kicked ahead, Wilkes tailing a few metres above and behind. As they rounded an outcrop of rock, Wilkes felt the back of his neck tingle and goose bumps rose on his flesh. He glanced behind as he continued to follow his partner. At first he thought he glimpsed something; a flicker of movement. But when nothing materialised, he decided it must have just been his imagination.
Suddenly Daniels stopped swimming and hovered in the water, scanning left and right, searching for something. Wilkes got his attention and raised his eyebrows in a questioning manner. Daniels shrugged, shook his head and resumed swimming along the reef.
Another twenty metres on and Daniels stopped abruptly again, causing Wilkes to crash into him. Daniels gripped his partner tightly by the arm and pointed toward open water.
Officer Wilkes strained to see what his partner obviously could. After a few moments and seeing nothing, he shook his head. Daniels arm rotated a few degrees to the right. Wilkes followed his line of sight again and saw movement; nothing defined, just a blurry motion akin to watching a wave undulate from below through a face mask.
As they watched the blur shifted, moving relatively slowly. It changed course and came towards them. Both men instinctively dove to the sand. The thing kept coming with increasing speed. When it was within ten metres, it unexpectedly diverted sharply to the right. Wilkes turned and saw it speeding after a small reef shark.
The next second both men were racing each other for the surface and the safety of the police boat.
* * *
Adrian Marsh watched the little red runabout make its way toward the beach. A small crowd of tourists and resort personnel had gathered on the sand. A sheet had been draped over the legless body and was being watched over by two policemen dropped off from the boat.
He heard the sound of a helicopter approaching and looked up to the cloudless sky. It wasn't one helicopter, but two. The first one to land on the southern tip of the island was a police chopper. The second belonged to a local news crew.
The runabout drifted into shallow water. Myers leaped out and Marsh gave him a hand to drag it up onto the sand. Sheridan climbed over the side and was led slowly up the beach to the sheet-covered corpse. Marsh helped the police keep the crowd back a respectable distance as Detective Myers pulled a corner of the sheet back.
Sheridan took a quick look at the face of the corpse and nodded. "That's Gene, my brother," she murmured in a whisper.
* * *
Two hours later in the resort grounds, Detective Myers made a statement to the media that were present.
"We have concluded," said Myers firmly, "that the victim was mauled by a shark...A very large shark."
Five
TWO DAYS LATER:
The night club was crowded, but not standing-room-only. Dance music thumped from a powerful hi-fi through quality speakers. Swarming mostly with young women, the dance floor at the far end of the club was an energetic hive of activity and virtually dripped with sexual urges. Entertained males looked on from the sidelines, idly sipping drinks and enjoying the show; some hoping for a miracle and to get lucky.
Just off to the right of the dance floor was a bar. A young man, barely twenty, was behind it serving drinks. To the left of the gyrating dancers stood a bouncer, arms folded, keeping a watchful eye on things.
Gus Edwards was a tall, well-built black man. His genetics included a mix of African, Tongan and white Australian. He wore his hair trimmed short and was dressed in a black suit. The ebony skin of his face gleamed under the flicker of strobe lights.
A girl walked past him with a mischievous smirk on her lips. As she passed behind him, she pinched him on the butt. Gus turned and smiled as he watched her disappear into the crowd. The smile quickly slipped from his face when he noticed something untoward going down at a nearby table.
Brushing aside a pair of drunks, Gus strode purposefully over to the table where two young men sat doing a deal. The one on the left was well-dressed but wore his hair in a disheveled mess. The other was just an average looking eighteen year old who looked no different to a hundred others he saw in the place every night. As Gus approached, the well-dressed one slid a sachet of white powder across the table. In return he received a wad of cash which was quickly stuffed into the pocket of his jacket.
Gus said nothing, he just seized Messy Hair by the scruff of the neck and hauled him to his feet.
"What the fuck are you doin', man?" Messy Hair demanded.
Still saying nothing, Gus responded by twisting the young man's arm behind his back. He then roughly escorted him through the crowd on the dance floor over to the bar.
Sitting on a stool in a corner behind the bar, watching the girls perform on the floor, was another well-built man. He was in his mid-thirties, with sandy-blond hair and a sun-tanned face that contrasted well with his white shirt.
Gus addressed the man on the stool. "Caught this clown selling coke, Ben."
Ben Logan's expression darkened, his blue eyes narrowing in anger. He abruptly stood up. "Let's escort this gentleman outside."
Logan moved out from behind the bar and walked briskly through the crowd toward the exit at the other end of the club. Gus followed, pushing the struggling young man ahead of him. Outside he tailed Logan down some steps. When he reached the footpath, Gus slammed the man up hard against a concrete wall. Logan moved in close and stared fiercely into the drug dealer's face.
"My club doesn't have a lot of rules," Logan said, his voice low and even. "But there are some. No fighting. No fucking." His voice took on a more menacing tone. "And no stinking drugs!"
At that moment a taxi pulled up outside the Surfers Paradise night club. A leggy and beautiful blond stepped out of the car, her curvaceous figure accentuated exquisitely in a hugging, black spandex dress. Sheridan McCabe noticed the confrontation and paused to watch how it unfolded.
"I don't know what you're talkin' about, man," the dealer said cockily. "I don't use drugs."
Logan replied, "Maybe you don't, but you sell 'em, don't you, scum?" Clenching his right fist, Logan buried it in the young man's stomach. As he doubled up in pain, Logan grabbed a handful of his hair and pulled him up straight until they were looking eye to eye. "If I ever see you in my club again, you won't be walking away from here like you're going to tonight. You'll be taking an ambulance...Do you understand me, fuck-face?"
Logan nodded down the street. "Now get the hell outa here." As the man slowly walked away, Logan added. "Have a nice evening."
The man turned and offered, "Fuck you!" He kept on going, walking ramrod straight, trying hard to maintain some dignity.
Sheridan, still watching and wearing a bemused expression, shrugged and climbed the stairs to the club entrance. There she was ushered inside by the doorman.
Logan turned to Gus. "Stick around out here for a while and make sure that piece of shit doesn't come back." When Gus nodded, Logan trotted back up the steps and into the club.
Sheridan had made her way to the bar near the dance floor. She took up residence on a vacant stool and waited for the barman to approach. When the barman saw her, he smiled and came right over.
"What can I get you?" he asked above the throb of the music.
"A glass of chardonnay, thank you."
"Sure thing." The barman poured her a glass in a quick and practiced manner and placed it in front of her on the counter. "That'll be five-fifty, thanks."
Sheridan handed him some money. When he returned with her change, she quizzed, "I'm looking for a Mr. Ben Logan. I believe he's the owner of this club. Is he in?"
"He sure is." The barman nodded to his left where Logan was just sliding in behind the counter.
Sheridan raised her eyebrows when she recognised him as the man from outside, the one she'd witnessed beating up on some young kid. Her emotions hardened a little. She wasn't sure she liked or trusted his type.
The barman said, "That's him." He smiled as he turned his focus to his boss. "Someone here to see you, Ben." He indicated Sheridan, then moved swiftly off to serve another patron.
Logan took in her beauty as he stepped over to her. There he leaned his elbows on the counter and asked, "Do I know you?"
Sheridan tried to ignore the penetrating stare of his dark green eyes. She shook her head and sipped some wine. "No, but you soon will." She glanced about herself. "Is there some place we can talk away from this music?"
Logan nodded. "Follow me to my office."
He came out from behind the bar and led her down a hallway beyond the dance floor. They passed by the toilets on the left and arrived at a closed door. Logan opened it and allowed her to step into his office. Then he followed her in and closed the door behind him. Inside the music was still audible, but far from deafening. They could comfortably talk at a normal volume.
Sheridan took in the surrounds, noticing the office was only sparsely furnished with a bare desk, a single chair on one side and two on the other. There was a filing cabinet behind the desk, and against one wall was a couch with a small palm tree hanging over one end of it.
Logan collapsed into the single chair. Sheridan seated herself opposite in one of the other two. Logan sat there watching her, hands clasped behind his head in a relaxed manner and waited for her to state her business.
Sheridan took a pack of cigarettes from her purse and placed a menthol between her lips. "Do you mind if I smoke?"
He shook his head. "Knock yourself out. I don't have an ashtray handy, but you can use my rubbish bin." He handed her an old four litre fruit juice can with the lid cut off.
A gold cigarette lighter, studded with one-point diamonds, was produced from her purse. She flicked it and lit her smoke.
"Do you always treat your customers that way?" she asked. He offered her a bemused look. "Like out there in the street a few moments ago."
Logan sat forward now. "Oh, that. The guy was dealing drugs in my club. I won't stand for that."
"Very commendable. I've heard that about you, that you stand up for what you believe in." She exhaled and blew smoke toward the ceiling.
Logan couldn't help but think she looked sexy the way she pursed her lips when she exhaled. "Before we go any further, it might be nice if I knew something about you. Like your name perhaps."
Sheridan was chagrined. "Oh, I'm sorry." She extended her hand across the desk. "Sheridan McCabe."
Logan shook it. "Ben Logan."
"I know."
"So it seems." He leaned back in his chair again. "So what can I do for you, Miss...Is it Miss?"
She nodded. "But just call me Sheridan."
"Okay, Sheridan. How do you know who I am?"
"You come highly recommended." She ashed her cigarette. "I understand you moonlight - if I can put it that way - as a hired mercenary."
Logan eyed her suspiciously. "Who or what gave you that idea?"
Sheridan felt a little uncomfortable. "Maybe I should start at the beginning."
"Maybe you should," Logan agreed.
After taking a deep breath, Sheridan related her experience of a few days before. Her eyes misted over as she spoke of her brother's shocking and savage death. When she finished, she lit another smoke and sat there in silence, her eyes darting about in an agitated manner.
Logan watched her for a bit, not quite sure what any of this had to do with him. He felt sorry for her, but didn't see how the event was any of his business.
"Do you think it was a shark?" he spoke finally.
She shook her head adamantly.
"Then what?"
"I don't know," she admitted. "And I can't rest until I do know. That's why I'm here. There's something in the water out there. I want you to find out what it was that killed my brother and destroy it."
Logan shrugged. "Why choose me?"
She stabbed out her second cigarette in the bottom of the fruit juice can. "Like I said, you come highly recommended. I asked around locally, looking for an experienced diver who knew the area and your name kept coming up. I also know you have a highly-equipped boat."
"So why the bit about my being a mercenary? What does that have to do with this?"
"I don't know. Those skills might also come in handy. Who knows?"
Logan watched her light yet another cigarette.
He asked, "Do you always chain smoke?"
Sheridan smiled tightly. "No. Only when I feel stressed."
"Were you there when your brother met his demise?" he politely queried. "I mean, did you actually see him attacked?"
She answered slowly, "I saw it all, yet...I didn't really see anything."
Logan frowned. "What exactly does that mean?"
Sheridan swallowed a lump in her throat. "Gene was about twenty feet above me, swimming for the surface. I was following him up and that's when it struck." She shrugged in bemusement. "All I saw was a blur of motion, like a part of the water had come to life. Next thing," she paused to dab at her eyes with a tissue, "the bottom half of his body was dropping towards me and his upper half was floating towards the surface."
She tossed the tissue into the can and shrugged again. "That's about all I can tell you. That's all I saw. Like I said, I saw everything, but yet saw nothing. This thing's really eating me up inside. Apart from grieving for my brother and the shock from seeing him die, so much mystery surrounds what actually happened to him."
Logan nodded his understanding. "Do you think the police really believe that a shark took him."
"I don't know. I don't think so. I don't see how they could."
"I read the story in the paper," said Logan. "It didn't reveal much, just said an American tourist was taken by a shark off South Stradbroke Island. There's nothing unusual about that. It happens from time to time." He leaned forward on the desk. "But sharks don't usually cut their victims in half. They generally latch on, thrash around in the water and tear them to shreds, then finish the job by eating them. They don't usually leave their victims to float around in two clean halves-"
He stopped short when he noticed the horrified expression on the young woman's face. "I'm sorry," he offered quickly. "I didn't mean to go on like that. Not with what you've just gone through. It was totally thoughtless and I apologise. Sometimes when I'm talking about things I know I get carried away and speak very clinically. I didn't mean to sound so callous."
Feeling like a totally insensitive pig, he got up. "Wait here and I'll get you another drink. White wine, was it?"
"Chardonnay," said Sheridan, her expression having relaxed somewhat with his apology.
Logan disappeared into the club and returned presently with another glass of wine and an ice cold glass of beer for himself. He placed the wine in front of her and she immediately took several extended sips. When Logan had reseated himself, he drank from his glass and watched her from over the foaming head.
She was a classic beauty, he decided. Her blond hair, blue eyes and sun-tanned skin would have blended right into the Gold Coast scene. He would have thought her a local if he didn't already know that she was an American tourist. She had high, almost proud cheek bones, a smooth jaw and a small, petite nose above lipstick advertisement-quality lips. However, beautiful or not, he would let that in no way affect any decisions he made regarding her problem.
He took another mouthful from his glass and placed it on the desk.
"So you want me to go out there, hunt down this mysterious...beast, creature, animal, whatever it is, and kill it."
She nodded and lit a fourth cigarette. "I'll pay you of course. I have money."
"Well, I should certainly think so. I wouldn't lend out my services and equipment for free to a perfect stranger. I'm not trying to be callous again, but to me this is business. I'm not personally involved."
Sheridan sat there thinking a moment. She wasn't sure how much she should offer him for the job. She considered asking him to name his price, but quickly dismissed that idea. He could rattle off any ridiculous figure. Eventually she made an offer.
"I'll pay you five thousand Australian dollars to hunt it down and destroy it."
Logan looked at her stunned for a moment, then he smiled broadly and shook his head. "I'm sorry, lady. I'd like to help you, but not for that amount. That'd be lucky to cover fuel for my boat. Apart from that, this thing that killed your brother sounds highly dangerous. I'm not about to risk my butt for a measly five grand."
Feeling embarrassed, Sheridan said curtly, "Then how much do you want, Mr. Logan?"
"Fifty," he replied immediately.
She frowned.
"Fifty thousand, Miss McCabe."
Sheridan sighed and shook her head. "I'll have to think about it."
"Well, don't think about it too long." Logan picked up his glass and took a drink. "The longer you procrastinate, the less chance we've got of finding the killer...whatever-it-is."
Sheridan stood up. "Have you got a number I can reach you on?"
Logan slid a business card across the desk. "That has my mobile number on it. You can reach me on that any time, day or night."
She slipped the card into her purse. "You'll hear from me tomorrow if I want you to pursue the matter further," she said in a clipped, business-like manner.
Logan nodded and replied confidently, "I'll speak to you then."
Sheridan turned and strode quickly out the door, closing it rather loudly behind her.
Six
At eight AM in mid-summer the sun was already quite high above the horizon. Cutting a smooth path through the pellucid water toward the rising sun, the fourteen metre motor launch gleamed white and pristine.
Logan stood behind the wheel in the towering fly-bridge, keeping a keen eye out ahead for the reef which lay submerged and dormant just below the smooth surface of the ocean. He wore sunglasses to ward off the morning glare and a vinyl canopy kept the heat of the sun off his bare shoulders.
Sheridan stood beside him, dressed casually in a blue bikini top and black shorts. She briefly took in Logan's fit and muscled physique as he gently guided the craft away from the shores of South Stradbroke Island. His only clothing, white shorts, contrasted strikingly with his deep coastal tan.
"We're getting close to the spot now," Sheridan told him.
She heard the chink of glass on glass and turned to see Gus Edwards climbing the fly-bridge ladder, three small bottles of lemonade clasped between the fingers of one hand. He, too, was shirtless and in excellent physical condition, his ebony skin stretched taut over bulging muscles. Gus handed round the drinks. He twisted the cap from his own, took a long swallow and then rubbed the cold glass over his sweating forehead.
"Man it's hot," he complained.
Logan grinned. "You should be used to it where you come from. It's a wonder you're not shivering from the cold."
He shrugged nonchalantly. "I've acclimatised."
The craft slowed noticeably as Logan eased off the throttle lever. It's speed dropped to just above idle, the pitch of the diesel engine humming low and deep like a steady bass beat.
"I just remembered something," Sheridan said suddenly. "I'd forgotten all about it, even when the police questioned me." Both Logan and Gus eyed her expectantly. "The other day, just before we dived on the reef, we found a dead dolphin floating on the surface. Its body had been slit from head to tail and peeled open. Gene assumed a fisherman had done it, but now I'm not so sure."
Logan drank some lemonade to ease his arid throat. "You think what killed your brother could have been responsible for the dolphin as well?"
"It's highly possible."
Turning to Gus, Logan asked, "Have you got the sounder on down below?" Gus nodded. "Then let's go downstairs and see if anything shows up on the scanner."
They climbed down to the spacious deck below and stepped into the cabin through an open door. The interior was decked out with thick carpet in a living area equipped with television, a video, DVD player and hi-fi system, and several plush built-in couches on either side. The small kitchen, or galley, adjoined the living room. It was decorated with all the modern conveniences. Beyond the galley an open doorway and staircase led down below to the head and sleeping quarters. Steps either side of the doorway climbed up to a raised interior bridge.
Logan mounted the stairs on the left hand side. His first manoeuvre was to flick a switch on the console to transfer control of the vessel from the fly-bridge above to the interior bridge. When that was done, he made sure the throttle lever was set to neutral, then turned his attention to a forty-five centimetre screen mounted just left of the expansive windscreen. The screen was actually a computer monitor rather than an ordinary depth sounder screen. All the images sounded back from the depths below could be computer enhanced by issuing a few on-screen instructions with the use of a mouse and computer keyboard. Currently the image was in standard mode. The screen showed a blue outline of the sea bed, with a few gentle rises indicating small ridges of sand.
Gus and Sheridan joined him in the control room.
"Anything showing up, Chief?" Gus said, looking at the monitor.
"Nothing but sand," informed Logan.
"I hope we find something," Sheridan put in.
Logan glanced her way. "If there's anything there in the vicinity of the reef, we'll find it."
A pained expression crossed Sheridan's face.
"What did I say?" said Logan.
She shook her head. "Nothing, really. It's just that some of Gene's last words sounded similar to what you just said then. I hope they won't be some of your last words."
Logan grunted unappreciatively and eased the throttle lever forward a touch. "You're not exactly filling me with confidence and goodwill here."
"Sorry," she offered. "Maybe I should just keep my thoughts to myself."
"Only if they're not productive ones."
She turned and walked down the steps. "I'm going outside for a smoke." When she was gone, Gus said to Logan, "I know you don't mean anything by it. I know you pretty well and it's just your way. But maybe you could be a little more sympathetic towards her. She's just lost her brother. She doesn't mean to be negative and depressing."
Logan nodded his assent. "Yeah, you're right. I just don't want someone reading me my last rights just yet, that's all."
"Everything will be cool," Gus was optimistic. "If there's something out there we can track it with this." He touched the computer monitor. "Chances are you won't even have to get wet."
Logan grinned. "Sensitive new age and logical. An unlikely combination," he said facetiously.
Gus returned his smile, his teeth bright white in his dark face. "I don't know about the sensitive new age part. Not many women have ever labeled me that."
At that moment the reef showed up in the top right corner of the monitor. Logan clicked the right mouse button on the screen, which served to zoom in fifty percent and enhance the reef's latent outline. He then guided the craft around to port until it was lined up parallel to the reef. Once in position he trolled the boat slowly along the western side of the coral.
Sheridan came back in and helped herself to a cup of coffee from a pot that was simmering on a hotplate in the galley. When she'd filled a cup and added milk, she went back outside again without saying a word.
Gus watched her swaying butt as she stepped outside. "It's a pity she doesn't like you, man. She's got one of the nicest butts I've ever had the pleasure to lay eyes on. And that's just a part of the package."
Logan shrugged with disinterest. "I've got no claims on her. Try your luck."
Gus shook his head. "Uh, uh. Somehow I get the feeling she might not be in the mood for any on-board romance."
They scanned the water on the mainland side for half an hour without the sonar detecting anything other than the coral and the sandy bottom.
"Not even a school of fish," Logan noted. "This is going nowhere. I'm gonna try on the seaward side."
He increased power until the engine throbbed and the craft sped along the reef until it disappeared off the screen. Then he brought the launch around in a wide arc to starboard and eased off the throttle again until the boat was trolling slowly once more.
They maintained a steady course until they reached the end of the reef, then Logan brought them round hard left and followed a straight line some thirty metres east of the coral ridge. He continued riding that pattern until they were a hundred metres seaward of the reef.
Gus suddenly tapped Logan's shoulder and Logan put the boat in idle.
"I saw a flicker of something at the top of the screen as you made the last turn. Take her back south again and see if we can find what it was."
Logan spun the vessel around until the bow was nosing south and cut a slow path through the water. He'd traveled not more than sixty metres or so when Gus was tapping him frantically on the shoulder again.
"Got it!" he said excitedly. "Take her a few degrees to port and I'll see if I can enhance the image somewhat." Gus issued a few commands to the computer. The on-screen image zoomed in and enhanced until the outline of the object was clear and defined. He announced, "We've got ourselves a boat down there. And a fresh one I'd say. She looks pretty intact."
"How big?" Logan quizzed, keeping his eyes on the water outside the windshield.
Gus checked some figures on the screen that estimated length and beam of the sunken vessel. "Between twenty and twenty-five metres long by ten to twelve metres across the beam at its widest point."
Logan brought the launch to idle and cut the motor. He pressed one of the many switches on the console and engaged the anchor winch, sending the heavy metal claw down to the sea bed. When that was done, he studied the image of the boat on the monitor.
The outline was quite sharp already, but Logan wanted a closer look so he zoomed in some more until the entire screen was taken up with the image of the stern half of the ship.
"What do you make of it?" asked Gus.
"Not sure," he replied, shrugging. "I thought I knew every sunken relic in these waters. And I haven't heard of any boats going down recently."
Gus suggested, "Maybe the storm uncovered it the other night. That happens."
"It happens, but it's not very likely. If that ship down there had been totally buried under sand, one storm hardly seems enough to exhume it totally." He rubbed thoughtfully at his chin. "No, I'd say you were spot on the money before. She's fresh. The obvious question now is: Why didn't they send out a mayday call?"
"Who's to say they didn't?"
"They can't have. If they did," Logan pointed out, "a rescue attempt would have been launched. And that would have been covered by the news media. But I've heard nothing." He rubbed at his chin again while studying the screen. "No, a shroud of mystery surrounds this baby."
"You going down for a look?" Gus asked.
Logan nodded.
"I'll come with you."
"No. I want you to stay topside and keep scanning the area surrounding the ship. If that thing that killed Gene McCabe comes back, I want to know about it."
Logan disappeared below the bridge into the sleeping quarters. Just outside the master bed suite there was a door that opened into a storeroom. He stripped out of his shorts down to his bathers and struggled into a mid-thigh length wetsuit with short sleeves. Gus aided him in carting the necessary diving equipment up to the deck.
Sheridan was sitting in the sun on a padded seat, gazing idly out over the ocean. She turned her attention to the two men when they appeared and asked, "What's going on?"
Logan filled her in as he donned his equipment. He strapped on a weight belt and squeezed his feet into fins. A knife in a sheath was tied to his calf and from the weight belt he slung a waterproof torch. Gus handed him a mask; not an ordinary dive mask, but one that was a full-face glass plate with a tiny radio transmitter embedded in the plastic just below where the diver's mouth would be. The face plate was attached to a waterproof rubber hood with small earphones on either side. Extending five centimetres from the top of the face plate was a waterproofed aerial. Logan attached a specially designed regulator hose to a scuba tank, then screwed the other end to a valve on the bottom of the face plate. He slipped into the communications mask, tested the air intake, then the communications.
Gus was holding a transmitter receiving unit, not unlike a walkie-talkie. He spoke into it. "You're coming through loud and clear."
"So are you," replied Logan.
"You all set?"
Logan nodded. He climbed over the transom and down a short ladder to a diving platform. Stenciled on the stern of the boat in bright blue lettering was her name: SEA WASP. Logan stood on the platform a moment and adjusted his air tank's harness straps. Then he turned, gave Gus the okay signal and dropped feet first into the sea.
Gus quickly returned to the interior bridge to monitor things on the scanner. Sheridan trailed him inside.
Three metres below the surface, Logan waited for his entry bubbles to dissipate. When they had he performed a slow pirouette to take stock of his surrounds and make certain no predators were lurking nearby. He saw nothing but water, not even a fish.
Logan looked down toward the bottom, the large face plate giving him a tremendous panoramic view. The sea was as clear as aquarium water. He estimated the depth to the sea bed to be some fifty feet. He'd need to make a short decompression stop on the way up. On the bottom lay the ship he'd seen on the computer screen. It was definitely fresh and appeared to be intact.
He kicked down toward it and soon recognised the boat as a small cargo carrier. As he neared the bottom, he spied pieces of scattered debris littering the sea floor. He swam down to one and studied it closely. It was a jagged plate of thick steel. He checked another, larger piece and found it to be the same. Logan skimmed the bottom and made his way over to the stricken vessel. He approached from the bow and saw a gaping hole at the bottom of the prow that disappeared into the sand. The iron plates on the sea bed were obviously pieces from the hull, he realised.
As he swam along the starboard side, Gus's voice suddenly came through the earphones as clear as if he were talking beside him on board the Sea Wasp.
"How's it going down there, mate?"
"No problems so far," Logan reported. "I'm just investigating the ship now."
"I know," came Gus's reply. "I can see your image on the scanner."
Logan nodded to himself. "Yeah, of course you can." He swept a hand along the smooth, white painted steel of the vessel's side just above the ship's draw; the point where it submerges to in water when afloat. "She's been gutted like a mackerel. No doubt she washed up onto the reef in bad seas."
"Has she got a name?"
"I haven't sighted one yet. I'm just swimming round to stern. There might be one painted on her there." He glanced behind him, saw nothing but water and the side of the boat. "Anything unusual showing up on sonar?"
"No. Nothing but you and the boat."
Logan felt relieved with the news. He'd been tense without even realising it. It was a comfort to have someone above keeping an eye on him. He kicked around the stern and saw, in black lettering painted eighty centimetres high, the name of the ship.
"Got an ID on her," he said into his mask. "She's called the Privateer. She's certainly no pirate ship out of the galleon era, though. I'd say she'd be lucky if she's five years old, judging by her condition." He kicked up towards the railing. "I'm gonna take a look on deck."
"Be careful up there," Gus warned. "Don't snag yourself on anything."
Logan swooped over the railing atop the ship's stern. Skirting around a pair of winches that raised and lowered anchors, he passed over two large steel doors that he figured opened to the cargo hold. The doors were locked tight. Swimming on, he kicked toward the structure in the forward centre deck that housed the bridge. He passed some unbroken windows around to the front, where he also found the expansive Perspex windscreen still intact.
The windscreen was on about a seventy degree angle, allowing some sunlight to penetrate inside. He put his face up close to the glass and peered in. All the light would enable him to see was the dashboard console and the ship's wheel. Beyond that the cabin was in darkness.
Logan kicked back from the Perspex and took in the atmosphere of the ship. It looked kind of lonely sitting on the bottom of the ocean, totally void of life and no longer able to serve its purpose. Logan, himself, felt quite the opposite. He was quite at home underwater, enjoying the subtle massage the gentle pressure of the sea at that depth exerted over every part of his body. The undersea world was tranquil; quiet and serene. In normal circumstances, without the headset, all he'd be able to hear would be the sound of his own breathing.
The radio abruptly crackled to life and Gus's voice came through. He sounded a little anxious.
"Ben. I've got what appears to be a medium-sized shark on the scanner, approaching the Privateer from the port side."
Logan, hovering over the ship's bow, remained calm. He turned in the direction Gus indicated and saw a dark, shadowy figure slowly advancing toward him from the deep blue.
"I've got it in my sights," he acknowledged. "I'm slowly moving for cover, just in case he's not friendly."
"Can you see what sort of shark it is?"
"Too far away to tell yet, but it looks like it could be a tiger. I'm gonna see if I can get into the ship's cabin. Keep a tight eye on him in case I lose sight of it."
"Will do. Watch your back."
The shark loomed closer, and with one flick of its powerful tail, swam behind the cabin. Logan saw he'd been right. It was a three metre long tiger shark. There was no mistaking the brown stripes near the gills.
He crouched on the deck in front of the windscreen, waiting for the slick creature to reappear. It did, circling the cabin and passing him not more than four metres away. The single, emotionless eye on the left side of its head stared curiously at him as it slid by. Logan saw no ripples of agitation along its supple flesh, no indication the shark planned an attack.. But still he took no chances. Edging as slowly as a snail around the side of the cabin so as not to attract its attention, Logan found a door that opened into the bridge. He kept the predator in sight the entire time. The shark was still circling the cabin inquisitively as Logan opened the unlocked door and sneaked inside.
The door was quickly shut behind him. Inside, he found himself consumed by darkness. The only comfort came from the bright ocean view out the windscreen. He swam toward that view. When he reached the windshield the shark made another pass. It didn't appear to see him.
Gus came on line again. "Shark's now moving away from you and is headed out to sea."
"I hear you," Logan replied. "Let's hope he doesn't come back."
"Where exactly are you now?" Gus wanted to know. "I've lost track of you on the screen."
"I found my way into the bridge as planned. I'm about to switch on my light and have a nosy around in here. See what I can find."
"You need a hand down there?" Gus asked hopefully.
"No. Stay put. I still need you to keep an eye on the area."
"Sheridan could do that."
"No, she can't. She doesn't know the equipment like you do. She wouldn't know what to do if something happened or went wrong." He then realised she'd probably be listening in too. "No offence, Sheridan," he added.
Logan unhooked the torch from his belt. When he switched it on, he jumped.
The very first thing he saw was the bloated face of a dead seaman staring at him not more than four feet away. Logan swallowed and took a deep breath, settling down from the initial shock. He wondered why the man hadn't tried to escape, then soon realised why. The torch beam followed the man's right arm, which was extended on a grotesque angle. At the end of the arm the hand was wedged tightly between the console and a heavy cabinet that had sheared its bolts and shifted when the boat struck the reef.
Upon that discovery another thought crossed his mind. What about the rest of the crew? Surely some of them had managed to dive overboard before she sank, or escape from below? And if so, why hadn't there been any reports of the tragedy from survivors, or reports of a body or two washing up on a beach somewhere? The thoughts just served to add more to the mystery.
He shook his head to brush them aside, not knowing the answers.
With the torch beam he scanned the bridge cabin in search of more bodies, but found none. Not sighting much else of interest, he swam through an open doorway at the end of the cabin and found himself in what looked to be the communication's room. Several intact radio transmitters lined a shelf on one side. One had a headset dangling from it a few centimetres off the floor. Logan swept the room with the light and discovered no bodies.
There was a staircase at the end of the room leading down into the bowels of the ship. Logan shone the light down the stairs and, when he saw nothing dangerous he could snag himself on, kicked down. The steps arrived in a narrow corridor. He went left in the eerie dark and opened a door set into the right wall. Shining the torch beam inside, the light played on two bunks and he realised that end of the corridor probably housed all the crews' sleeping quarters. And possibly the captain's too.
Logan searched the tiny room, finding nothing other than clothing and personal effects. He failed to find anything that mentioned a crew member's name.
Continuing down the corridor he entered another room and scoured it. By the time he reached an open door set into the wall at the end of the hall, he'd still discovered nothing to get excited about; except the bloated body of another corpse. Logan kicked into the final room.
He knew instantly that this one was the captain's quarters. The room was twice the size as any of the others, with a larger, more comfortable looking bed in the centre. On one side a doorway led into an ensuite. The other side of the room was taken up mostly by a large mahogany desk.
A few bits of soggy paper floating nearby piqued Logan's interest. He carefully snared one with the thumb and forefinger of his left hand and held it under the torch light.
It was a fuel docket from a marine supplier in Gladstone, Queensland. Logan let it float away and seized another. This one just had some blurred, abstract figures scribbled on it. He let that one go, too.
In the desk there was a drawer. Slipping it open he shined the light inside and found nothing but a single book. The book was sealed in a plastic sandwich bag. It was black with one gold word printed on it. When Logan read the word he smiled.
He unzipped his wetsuit and slipped the book inside the rubber, then zipped it back up again.
At the other end of the corridor he discovered another staircase that went even deeper into the ship. He kicked cautiously down it and arrived in the hold; only the hold was now missing a floor. He was surrounded by four walls and was standing on the sea bed.
If the ship had been carrying some cargo in there, it was now lost somewhere in the sea. He decided he'd take a look around outside before surfacing.
Logan checked his diver's watch and saw he'd been down nearly twenty minutes. He made his way back up to the bridge, bid the sailor trapped between the console and the cabinet goodbye, then slipped outside.
He hovered just above the deck and glanced around.
"Any sign of the shark on the scanner?" he asked Gus.
"Absolutely none," came the instant reply. "Where are you now?"
"Up on deck, just outside the bridge."
"You coming back up now?"
"Not yet. I want to have a bit more of a nosy around near the ship. See if there's anything else lying around in the sand down here."
"Why?"
"Why not? I still haven't discovered anything that gives us a clue as to what killed Sheridan's brother. That's what we're here for. Not a salvage job."
"Fair enough," Gus agreed. "You're the boss. I'll keep an eye out for the shark; just in case he's getting a bit peckish and wants to make another appearance. But I'd doubt he'll be coming back. If he had a good enough look at you before, he would have realised you weren't anything he'd fancy eating."
Logan grinned. "Thanks for the compliment."
"Anytime."
The radio went quiet and Logan was once again engulfed in silence.
He swam seaward of the Privateer, skimming along only a few metres above the sand. Logan kicked back and forth in a grid pattern, searching for what, he didn't know. Maybe something that had been in the cargo hold?
After five minutes he stopped and looked back towards the sunken ship. He saw he was a good sixty metres away from it now and decided to head back. Might as well take a look on the other side, closer to the reef, he figured. He swam along the Privateer's length up to the bow and beyond, which was pointing the way to the reef. A hundred metres on and he came to rest at the bottom of the coral wall.
"I'm now at the base of the reef," he informed Gus. "Have you still got me on sonar?"
"Yep. I've set it to wide scan. I'm even picking up most of the reef, and the ship's still on screen as well. Have you found anything?"
"Not yet. I'm gonna follow a bit of a grid pattern between the reef and the boat. See if she dropped anything when she was gutted."
"Don't be too much longer," Gus warned. "You're runnin' short on time."
Logan checked his watch. "A bit of time left yet. Talk to you soon."
He commenced scouring the sea bed in the same grid pattern as before. Still he saw no fish. The only sign of life he'd sighted since dropping into the water was the shark, and a small sand crab he'd passed over on his last grid line.
About twenty metres out from the reef he spied something protruding from the sand. As he drew nearer it materialised as the corner of a box. It was sticking out about a foot from the sand, with about two feet of its edges showing.. Logan studied the box and saw it was made of steel. He commenced digging in the sand where he figured the centre of the box would be. After about a minute he found himself enveloped in a sand cloud and unable to see more than a metre or two. He waited for the sand to settle. When it had, he found he'd uncovered nothing but more sand. Still no bottom of the box and no contents.
It was then that he saw something he'd missed before, with his attention being attracted to the larger object.
Something else protruded from the sea bed about five metres away from the box corner. He kicked over to it and took hold, preparing to try and wrench it from the sand. It came out easily, being only small. Logan studied it. It was a rectangular, black plastic object with a short aerial poking out of the top. The face of it was covered in buttons. It looked to him like some sort of remote control transmitter.
But a transmitter for what? he wondered. What was it doing out here? Did it come from the ship? Did it fall out of the large metal box? Did the box come from the Privateer's hold?
Logan shrugged to himself and stowed the transmitter inside his wetsuit next to the book.
At that moment Gus's voice boomed through the earphones. He spoke urgently. "Ben. I think you'd better get back up here, and fast."
The sound of anxiety in Gus's voice sent adrenalin pumping through Logan's veins.
"Why? What's up?"
"Something's just appeared on sonar. Something big."
"It might be the shark coming back," Logan replied.
"No way. It's much bigger than that. And I ain't never seen a shark this shape before."
Seven
General Chorkov was a immense man, weighing in at some hundred and forty-five kilograms, of which about sixty kilos were body fat. He possessed a head like a bowling ball with ears. Behind his back his subordinates referred to him as 'fluffy'; a nickname derived from the fact that Chorkov had only one small tuft of white hair protruding from the centre of his scalp.
Having been in the Russian Army for two decades, Chorkov had witnessed many changes. Changes in the guard, in the ranks and, more importantly, in technology. But, even though they'd made advances in that area, as each day went by the Russian Army floundered further and further behind the technology of the Americans. It was something he'd decided recently to make a personal project of: To find some way of leapfrogging the Americans and getting one up in the race for military superiority.
Sitting in his swank Moscow office with its lush red carpet and well stocked bar, Chorkov drummed his fingers on a large desk while he waited for Captain Vladik to respond to his summons.
On his desk sat a box of fine Cuban cigars, sent to him regularly by a friend in Havana. He lifted the lid and selected a cigar. First he sniffed it and nodded with satisfaction, then lit it with a lighter made of platinum.
Eyeing the cigar that slowly smoldered between his fingers, Chorkov smiled. Life in the Russian Army had been a profitable one. There were many pies to stick one's fingers in, and he had his in every pie he could find.
There was a sharp knock on the door. It opened to reveal Captain Vladik. He stood there smartly dressed in full military officer's attire.
Vladik was a short man, standing in shoes at only five feet, six inches. What he lacked in height he made up for in build. A fitness fanatic who visited the gym at least five times a week, Vladik was very well muscled and looked stocky in clothes. He possessed the finely chiseled physique body builders sought after, though he wasn't quite that massive.
Without a word from either man, Captain Vladik shut the door and took a seat opposite his superior. Chorkov puffed on his cigar and eyed Vladik's immaculately combed short black hair, below which was a face shaven so smoothly it would rival that of a baby's.
As he always did, Chorkov offered the captain a cigar. And, as always, Vladik refused.
"No thank you, Sir," said Vladik, in a clipped and refined tone.
Chorkov smiled and sat back shaking his head. "Are you always so prim and proper?"
"You know I am, Sir."
Now the general nodded. "Yes." He took an extended puff on his cigar. "What I've called you in here for is an update on our little project."
"You haven't read my report, Sir?" Vladik asked, looking a touch disappointed.
"No, I haven't. You know I don't much like reading through paperwork. Not when I can simply have someone tell me what I need to know." He picked up Vladik's unread report from his desk. "Though I'm sure you did a very thorough job in writing it up."
"Yes, Sir."
"So, the last report I had from you was that the American cargo ship was docked in a port on Australia's east coast. Did she unload her cargo there?"
"No, Sir. The Privateer just stopped for refueling. She then continued on a southerly course."
Chorkov had learned some time ago, from his intelligence source within the United States, that a small cargo ship was transporting a new military product to Australia for further testing. The only problem was, he didn't know what the cargo exactly entailed, or where precisely in Australia it was headed. His plan was to infiltrate when the cargo arrived at its destination and have one of his men gather technical data on the new and top secret product.
One other interesting fact that he'd learned from his American source was that the product was not a project of the U.S. Government, but was a privately-funded venture conducted by a syndicate of wealthy American businessmen.
"And where is she now?" Chorkov asked.
Vladik suddenly lost some of his stiff composure and actually looked uncomfortable; something Chorkov had rarely seen in the man.
"We don't know, Sir," Vladik admitted, dropping his eyes to the desk top.
Chorkov was dumbfounded. "What do you mean, you don't know? You've been tracking that ship by satellite ever since it left Mexico."
The young captain shrugged. "It vanished from our screens," he checked his watch, "some eighty-six hours ago."
Chorkov exhaled a burst of angry cigar smoke. "That's more than three days ago. Why wasn't I told of this sooner?"
"You were, Sir," replied Vladik calmly. "It's all there in my report, which has been on your desk for two days."
The general was incensed. "I don't need you to tell me how long it's been sitting on my desk, Captain! Couldn't you use a phone to let me know?"
"We were hoping to re-establish contact, Sir."
Chorkov nodded his understanding. "Yes, so you wouldn't have to inform me that you'd lost the damned thing!"
"I don't believe it's entirely our fault, Sir."
"No? And how do you figure that?" the general wanted to know.
"The satellite was picking up heavy atmospheric disturbances in the ship's area just before we lost contact." He paused and sucked in a deep breath. "We believe she sank in a storm."
General Chorkov sat back in his chair and thoughtfully smoked his cigar. His shoulders slumped defeatedly. "This is a major setback, Captain. I'm most disappointed. If the ship did indeed sink, then you must have the co-ordinates of your last visual contact with her."
Vladik looked uncomfortable again. "Not exactly, Sir."
"And what does that mean?" Chorkov tried to remain calm.
"Because of the severe electrical disturbances in the area we were only receiving staccato images. All technical data was coming through intermittently. We can't be certain of her exact final resting place."
"But you have a general idea."
"A vague idea. She could have gone down anywhere in a hundred square kilometre radius. If you were thinking of conducting a search for her, Sir, that would be an extremely vast area to try and cover discreetly."
"We have to try," said the general.
Vladik suddenly looked confident again. "There may be a better way."
"I'm listening."
"Just before we lost contact with the ship, we managed to pick up a coded message she sent back to Mexico. We believe it was a message revealing her exact co-ordinates; a message sent as a precaution in case she came to grief."
"And the exact translation of the message?" Chorkov asked, although he already knew the answer.
Vladik shrugged again. "We're still working on it, Sir."
"Well, I want you to keep working on it day and night until you know exactly where that ship went down." When Vladik got up to leave he added, "I don't want to see your face in here again until you do know."
Eight
“It's coming right at you," Gus warned.
Logan looked all around him. "Where? I don't see anything."
He started slowly backing toward the reef some twenty metres away, his head snapping left and right.
Gus came through again. "Do you see it?"
"No. Which direction is it coming from?"
"It's coming from the north, about thirty metres out from the reef. Can't you see it?" Gus said in disbelief.
Logan looked north and still saw nothing but open water. "No. I can't see a thing."
Gus was incredulous. "You must see it. The thing's gotta be twenty feet long. Damn it, open your eyes. It's only about thirty metres away from you."
"I'm telling you I don't see shit."
Logan continued backing toward the reef, the nearest place that might offer some degree of protection. He'd just reached the coral when Gus's voice came on air again.
"Whatever it is, it's slowing down."
"Is it still coming my way?"
"You still don't see it?" the other man yelled from above. "Christ, it's nearly on top of you."
Logan's scuba tank bumped into the coral. He slithered his right hand down to his calf and unsheathed the knife he'd strapped there. As he looked back up he saw something; a glimpse of movement just out in front of him. A blur of motion. In the blink of an eye, what he'd seen had vanished.
"I think I just saw something...I don't really know what. It's disappeared. I can't see it now."
"It's gone past you, heading south," Gus reported. "No. Wait a minute. It's turning around and coming back."
Logan saw it approaching, like a portion of the water curling up and undulating towards him.
"What the hell is it?" he said, more to himself than Gus.
"It's picking up speed."
"Yeah, I can see it now. You're going to have to create a diversion so I can get back on deck."
"Like what?"
"I don't know," Logan said quickly as the mysterious object bore down on him. "Something to attract its attention so its mind's off me."
If it has a mind, he thought.
It suddenly came at him with lightning swiftness. Logan threw himself back against the reef, slashing the knife out in front of him in an savage arc. The blade clanged into something hard, sending a shudder up Logan's arm. The knife blade was now bent at a ninety degree angle. He tossed it aside as the seemingly moving portion of water came back for another pass.
His eyes caught a glint of sunlight reflecting off something shiny a moment before he felt a burning pain in his thigh. Logan looked down and saw a ten centimetre gash across his leg. He glanced around for his attacker, but the thing was out of sight again.
Even with the headset on he heard it; the sound of the Sea Wasp's engine firing to life.
"You're not leaving me here, are you?" he said into his mask.
"I'm just bringing the boat in closer to you," came Gus's reply.
"You got a plan?"
"I've got a plan."
"I've lost sight of it. Is it still on the scanner?"
There was a pause of silence, then, "No. I can't see...Hang on. It's coming straight down toward you off the reef!"
Logan didn't bother looking up. Instinctively he dove to the sand and rolled under a slight overhang in the coral wall. Something crashed into the outcrop a split second later. Chunks of coral rained down, clanging on his scuba tank. The sea bed churned up in a dust storm of sand, cutting visibility to nil. Logan felt his nerves tingling all over. What the hell was this thing?
He said frantically to Gus, "You better do something quick. I don't think this thing likes me somehow."
"I'm...to...action." Gus's response came through in static bursts, the transmission interfered with by the turmoil.
The sand cloud started to abate. Logan could see for about three metres through the murk. He watched, mesmerised, as several heavy indents formed in the sea bed. They were shaped sort of like flippers, only much larger. The fronts of them were pointing right at him.
What the hell is this thing I can't really see? Logan thought again. He was breathing hard and fast, waiting, anticipating the strike he was sure would come. He couldn't lie there like a lame dog, he decided. He had to make a dash for the surface.
When the sand cloud had almost settled he decided to make a go for it. Just as he was about to go, his ears detected a faint sound coming from the surface. The indentations in the sand moved, turning sideways to the reef. Then there was a flurry of activity and more sand was kicked up to cloud the water.
Logan figured that was his cue. He rolled away from the reef and kicked like fury towards the hull of the Sea Wasp, which Gus had brought in almost directly above him. He was running low on air, and he should have paused for a decompression stop on the way up as well. But circumstances didn't allow him that luxury. His legs kicked like a hundred metre swimmer, his arms pinned at his sides so he cut through the water torpedo-like.
The surface wasn't far now. Fifteen feet. Ten feet. All the while he expected something to snare his legs from underneath. Five feet. His head broke the surface some ten metres astern of his waiting boat. Logan did a quick freestyle over to it. Gus was there waiting. He bodily hauled Logan over the transom and into the safety of the deck. Logan lay there on his side, gasping and heaving like a landed fish.
He looked up into the grinning face of Gus.
"That was fucking close," Gus said. Then he helped Logan out of his scuba tank and head piece.
Sheridan bent down over him. "Your leg," she gasped.
"Just a scratch," said Logan, not bothering to look at the wound. It felt numb and wasn't hurting all that much.
"Like hell it's a scratch," she told him firmly. "It's going to need stitching."
Logan sat up, glanced briefly at the wound, took off his fins and weight belt and stood up. "It'll have to wait." He strode off toward the cabin.
"Where are you going?" Gus asked, following him in.
"I want to track that mother down there, before it gets out of range."
The two men stepped onto the bridge, where they were joined by Sheridan. Logan immediately pinpointed the thing on the monitor. It was an elongated shape and measuring, according to the computer readout, some five and a half metres long. The thing appeared to have arms and legs and a long, curved head. It looked for all money like a mechanical man.
The mysterious sea creature was swimming about a hundred metres north of the boat. Logan looked out the windscreen in that direction and saw some bright yellow thing thrashing about on the surface.
"That looks like the-" he began.
"Life raft," Gus finished for him. "I inflated it, fired up the outboard and sent it on its way. It worked to perfection, if you don't mind me saying so. It only took that thing down there five seconds to lose interest in you and nail it."
Logan praised, "That was good thinking. I knew there was some reason I had you on the payroll," he joked.
The longer he stood there, the more the pain in his thigh increased. He was aware now of a sticky warmth oozing down his leg to the knee cap.
"Do you have a first-aid kit?" Sheridan queried, eyeing the gash with concern.
Logan nodded over his shoulder. "In the galley, in a cupboard above the sink."
He thrust the lever forward and the Sea Wasp moved toward the thrashing life raft. The boat was about twenty metres away from it when the raft was suddenly still, bobbing up and down in the water like a ravaged marker buoy. Logan guided his craft up beside it and cut the motor. "Gus, check the scanner and see if the beast is still in the area."
"Yep. Got him. Heading north-east at a hell rate of knots."
Logan fired the Sea Wasp up again and put it in full throttle. The boat surged ahead, its bow rising up out of the water like a speed boat. Gus called out the directions while Logan worked the wheel.
In the meantime Sheridan had returned with the first-aid kit and was busy attending to Logan's leg as he drove the craft. "That will hold it for a while, but it will still require stitches," she said when she'd finished patching him up.
He offered his appreciation without taking his eyes off the water ahead. A check of the speedometer told him they were traveling at sixty knots. "This thing, whatever it is, sure can move."
"It's takin' a wide swing to the right," said Gus. Logan adjusted direction and arced the boat hard to starboard. "Now traveling south, south-east and picking up speed. Keep up with it, Ben. It's nearly going off the scanner."
"I'm trying. Engine's pushed to the limit now. She's built to be a leisure craft, not a power boat."
"It just flashed off the screen. No..wait..it's back again, now heading due south."
Logan swung right twenty-five degrees. Off to starboard, South Stradbroke Island was zipping by in the distance. Behind the highrise-studded skyline of the Gold Coast, toward the mountains in the distance, a thunderstorm was brewing. Logan glanced at his gauges. Engine temperature nudging the red line, fuel down to just under half a tank. "Have you still got a fix on it?" he asked.
"It keeps flickering on and off."
"Have you got it in wide scan?"
"Yes. Damn thing's just going too fast. We can't keep up with it." Logan continued the chase, pushing the craft to its maximum, but Gus eventually shook his head. "It's gone, Ben. Scanners haven't picked it up for the past couple of minutes."
With the news Logan immediately dropped the throttle back to cruising speed and let the engine cool down.
Disappointed, he thumped the wheel with his hand. "Shit."
* * *
An hour later the Sea Wasp had entered the protected waters behind South Stradbroke Island and was cruising the calm surface of the Broadwater. The thunderstorm had built and was swooping down from the mountains toward the coast. At least thirty other craft were heading back to their moorings around the Southport Yacht Club.
As they passed Fisherman's Wharf on the left, a jetty with a complex of specialty shops and restaurants with water views behind it, Logan eased down on the throttle and guided the Sea Wasp through an array of pleasure and fishing vessels towards his mooring on one of the jetties.
On the journey back he'd filled Gus and Sheridan in on his experiences; first diving on the Privateer, then his run in with the invisible sea creature. No one quite knew what to make of it all.
Logan maneuvered the launch up against the pier and Gus leaped onto the jetty to fasten the mooring ropes. The wind whipped at his short hair as he tied the ropes and the first drops of rain began to fall. He went back inside to find Logan staring out a side window at the oncoming squall.
"I say we might as well stay on the boat until the storm passes," Logan suggested. They adjourned to the living area where Gus and Sheridan took seats. Logan went to the bar to get some drinks. He removed two stubbies of beer from a small fridge. "What can I get you, Sheridan?"
"Just a beer will be fine."
Logan took out another beer and removed the caps. Then he sat down beside Sheridan on a couch and handed out the drinks. Sheridan put a cigarette in her mouth and asked, "May I?"
Logan shrugged agreeably. "Sure." He fetched her an ashtray, then resumed his seat, still dressed in his wetsuit. He took a sip of beer and said to Sheridan without turning, "Do you think that thing out there today was what killed your brother?"
She slowly nodded. "It sounds like it." She turned to look at him. "What you described sounds exactly the same as what I saw...Or think I saw. I'm not really sure if I saw anything. All I know is my brother was killed before my very eyes by something; a thing that looked like a blur in the water."
Logan shook his head. "In all my years of diving, I've never encountered or experienced something like that before." He looked at Gus. "I wouldn't have had a hope down there if it wasn't for you keeping me up to date on where it was. And your brainstorm of a decoy." He smiled. "I might even give you the night off tonight."
Now Gus grinned. "Sorry. As much as I'd love a night off from that hell hole you call a club, there's this babe I was checking out last night. She said she'd be back tonight."
"Think you might be in with a chance?" said Logan, eyeing his friend mischievously.
Gus nodded and drank some beer. "Yeah. I think I might be."
"I hate to be the sour grape," Sheridan cut in. "But if you boys are finished with your male bonding, I'd like to continue our discussion. I am paying you after all."
"Sorry," Logan offered. "Just trying to lighten the mood. What I don't understand is why the thing showed up so clearly on sonar, but yet you can hardly see it in the water."
"It's like its camouflaged," noted Sheridan.
"Did you ever see that movie, Predator?" Gus asked both of them. They nodded. "The space creature in that movie had the ability to camouflage itself to its surroundings."
"Are you saying this thing's from outer space?" Sheridan eyed him incredulously.
"No. But it's possible this creature, whatever, camouflages itself in a similar way. Where it comes from or what it is, I can't tell you. Apart from on sonar, I haven't even seen it."
"Well," Logan said with a sigh, "we didn't catch and kill that thing down there, but I did find a couple of other interesting items down below. One inside the Privateer, the other in the sand near the reef." Logan unzipped his wetsuit and pulled out the book and the hand-held transmitting device.
Gus said, "I was wondering what that bulge was in there. I knew your chest wasn't that big." He leaned closer. "What have you got?"
"I'm not sure what this is yet," said Logan, holding up the transmitter. He put it down on the coffee table and picked up the book. "But this I found in the captain's quarters. It's his diary."
Nine
The stainless steel drawer slipped open and an icy wisp of mist wafted out from the refrigerated chamber. Detective Myers stepped back as coroner Allan Bell efficiently transferred the sheet-covered corpse from the drawer to a waiting trolley. When the move was complete, the heavy drawer was slammed shut and the trolley wheeled over to a work bench.
Myers had been there a number of times before to watch autopsies performed, but it never got any easier. He wondered how Bell did the job day in, day out. It wasn't a line of work he could ever choose. Playing with corpses wasn't his favourite hobby.
He sniffed the air, detecting the scent of disinfectant mixed with formaldehyde. The place looked and smelt clinical. Certainly not a cozy atmosphere. No point in decking the lab out in carpets and comfortable surrounds. Everything in the room was designed to be sterile and easily cleaned.
Coroner Bell whipped the sheet off to reveal the legless corpse of American tourist, Gene McCabe.
Bell took one look at the body and said, "Definitely no shark attack victim here, Detective. Not like I'm telling you something you don't already know."
Myers shrugged. "Is this the first time you've seen it?"
The other man nodded. "Reggie picked up the parcel and Anita showed him to his air-conditioned room. First time I've laid eyes on him."
The policeman shook his head. "You have such a sympathetic way with words, Allan. You might do well to go into the greeting card business."
The coroner didn't even offer a twitch of a smile at Myers' attempt at sarcastic humour. "As you've no doubt been told a thousand times throughout your career, you can't afford to get personal about your work." Bell went to a cabinet and removed a package wrapped in plastic. He broke the packet open and commenced stuffing his very white hands into some surgical gloves. "You still haven't answered my question," he reminded the detective without bothering to look at him.
Myers was bemused. "What question was that?"
Now Bell did look at him, then nodded down at Gene McCabe. "About him not being a shark attack victim. Why did you file him off as one?"
"That's not your concern."
"Then why am I conducting an autopsy on him?" asked Bell pointedly.
"So you can determine what the cause of death actually was."
Bell looked McCabe up and down. "I'd say that answer's pretty bloody obvious."
Myers shook his head. "I want a clue as to what killed him and how it was done."
"Then you've come to the right place." Bell bent down and studied the end of the torso where it had been severed from the hips and legs. "The great Doctor Allan Bell will give you the answers you seek."
Again Myers shook his head. He was used to getting mucked around by this guy. It happened every time he came in there. The guy was a bit of a loony tune, but very proficient at what he did. If anybody could give him answers, Bell could.
After a moment's scrutiny, Bell straightened up. "I can tell you right away what instrument was used for his unwanted surgery." He nodded, as if confirming the finding to himself. "A knife blade. A very sharp one." He grunted. "Certainly wasn't done by any shark's teeth."
Myers forced himself to take a closer look at the fleshy red and yellowish stump where McCabe's hips were once joined. "How can you be so sure it was a knife blade?"
"Just look at how clean the cut is."
"Must have been a damned big knife to sever him in two like that."
Bell shrugged. "An eight to ten inch blade would have done it," he mused. "But more likely it was something bigger. The cut's so neat and tidy it would have had to have been done with a minimum of sawing involved." He glanced at Myers. "You say he was scuba diving when it happened?"
"That's right."
"Well, then, I'd say it definitely took place in the water as suspected. The water keeping the body buoyant and virtually weightless would have aided the killer in performing such a neat separation. You still haven't found his other half?"
"No. It'd be long gone by now. The sharks and fish would have finished it off." Myers was about to pull out his cigarettes and light one, then remembered where he was and tossed the idea aside. Fucking constrictive government regulations.
"Pity. I would have liked to examine both pieces."
Myers raised his hands, palms up, in an empty gesture.
"Did your divers find a knife down below?"
The detective shook his head.
"Was our friend here wearing his scuba tank when he was found?"
Again Myers responded negatively.
"Did you look for it in the water?'
"No."
Bell shook his head in derision. "You're not conducting a very thorough investigation, Detective."
"I'm not here to answer to you. You're not my CO."
"The scuba tank," Bell went on as if not hearing him, "would have hung down to the small of the man's back, below the severance zone. The tanks are made of metal. Any knife sharp enough to cut a man in half would have left a gash in the tank as well. It would have had to. The tank would have been in the direct firing line, so to speak." He shrugged, mocking disappointment. "The tank could have been a very handy piece of evidence for Forensic to examine." He looked squarely at Myers. "Could have led to more answers for you, Detective.
"I can tell you how he died, Detective Myers, and by what. But I can't tell you who killed him." He poked a finger at Myers' chest. "That's your department. Now if you don't mind, I'll finish my examination in private. I'll issue you with my report when I'm done." He turned back to the corpse of Gene McCabe. "Good-bye, Detective."
Fucking know-all, pompous prick, Myers thought bitterly as he left the room.
Now he did pull out that cigarette, and made a point of lighting it before he'd left the building.
Ten
Being a Friday night the club was packed, even at the early hour of nine-thirty. It was a long weekend, which always attracted crowds down from nearby Brisbane to party at the many Gold Coast night spots.
Gus was patrolling in his favourite spot; near the dance floor. It's where all the best looking women seemed to congregate. Logan had taken the night off, leaving him in charge. He relished the opportunity. It meant free reign to chat to as many babes as he pleased.
Once again, for probably the fifth or sixth time in as many minutes, Gus casually scanned the area for the girl he'd met last night. There was still no sign of her. He consoled himself with feasting his eyes on a couple of young ones dancing together not far from him. One of them was quite short, lucky to be five-four in heels. She had bottle-blonde hair and one of the most curvy and radical little figures he'd ever seen. The smooth roundness of her butt was accentuated by a very short and tight red skirt. Her face wasn't something he'd photograph and pin to his wall, but she wasn't too bad looking. But the body! he thought. Her partner was prettier, with curly, reddish-brown hair that hung just past her shoulders. She was clad in a skin-tight black cat suit. Her figure was nice, but just a touch on the skinny side. Gus enjoyed both watching them for their looks, and the way they moved to the pulsing thump of the music.
He moved away for the moment and eased himself between the crowd at the bar. When he had the young barman's attention, he ordered himself a scotch on the rocks. The barman eyed him dubiously at first, then shrugged and poured the drink. Gus took it with him back to the dance floor and continued watching the show. He wasn't normally allowed to drink on the job, but he was sure Logan wouldn't mind him having one or two. After all, he'd saved his boss's life today.
The two girls soon noticed his attention was focused on them. They smiled to each other and thrust their hips more vigorously to the music, accentuating every body movement for his benefit. The blonde one edged closer to Gus and danced not more than a metre from him, swinging her hips from side to side in a provocative manner. Her partner was facing him and she smiled. Gus smiled back and sipped his drink.
As the song gradually died out, the girls stepped off the floor and stood either side of him, so close he could smell their delicious perfume. The blonde one asked, "How about some drinks. I'll have an orgasm."
"Make that two," her friend put in with a lewd smile.
Gus just grinned and shook his head. "You're not shy."
"That wouldn't get us what we want," replied the blonde. She looked him up and down. "And we know what we want."
Gus escorted them over to the bar where he ordered their drinks. He thought about inviting them into Logan's office, but decided against it. He'd better not push it. Already he was drinking on the job. Logan wasn't just his boss but a good friend. He didn't want to get in the shit with him and lose his trust.
"My name's Julie," said the prettier one.
"And I'm Tina," the blonde quickly added. "Tell me. Is the old cliché about black men true? I've never had the chance to find out for myself."
Gus smiled. "Wouldn't you like to know my name before you start getting personal?"
"Not until I get an answer to my question." She looked into his eyes, smiling. Her hand wandered up and caressed his hard chest through his shirt.
"In that case you probably won't get to know my name until about four-thirty in the morning, when I get off work and have had a chance to show you first hand."
"Sounds good to me," said Tina sweetly. She moved off to the dance floor.
Before following her friend, Julie added, "We'll be waiting."
Gus took a deep breath and went back to the bar for an ice cold beer. He needed something to cool him down after that encounter. Two girls at once. He was sure glad now he didn't take the night off.
* * *
The restaurant overlooked the warm, twinkling lights of the boats on the Broadwater. Logan peeled his eyes off the picturesque scene when the waiter approached the table. The middle-aged man handed both he and Sheridan menus.
"Would you like to order a pre-dinner drink?" he asked.
Logan studied the wine list. "How about a bottle of-"
Sheridan cut him off. "I'll just have a martini, thank you."
The waiter nodded and wrote it down on a pad. He turned to Logan again. "And you, Sir?"
Logan put the wine list aside. "A Crown Lager, thanks."
"The drinks will be here shortly. I'll leave you to peruse the dinner menu." The waiter turned and hurried off toward the bar.
As promised, the drinks arrived in a matter of minutes. Logan sipped his beer while Sheridan lit a cigarette. She glanced out over the water, absorbing the scenery. "The night club business must turn over good profits to be able to afford the boat you've got."
Logan nodded. "My club does all right. But it didn't pay for the boat. My other job financed that."
"Your mercenary work?" She exhaled smoke towards the ceiling. "Isn't it illegal to be a mercenary?"
"It depends on what kind of work you're involved with. Some assignments would be considered bending the law."
"Or breaking it."
He shrugged. "Sometimes. Most of my work actually comes from the government. And if the assignments they set me require me to break the law, then...basically it's condoned and overlooked."
She smiled. "So you can legally do something that's illegal."
"Pretty much. It's a bit of a paradox, I know, but that's basically how it works." He drank some more beer. "So what about you, Sheridan? Do you have a job back home?"
"I run a company in Los Angeles. We produce computer software, both programs and games." A sense of loss and regret came over her then. "Gene was our chief programmer."
Logan noticed her discomfort and decided to tread carefully with any further questions. Sometimes it was almost difficult to remember she'd lost her brother only a few days ago. She was one cool lady. "I hope you don't take this the wrong way, but you seem to be handling your grief pretty well."
She stabbed out her cigarette and took a drink from the martini glass. "People deal with grief in different ways, Mr. Logan. This is not the first time I've lost someone close to me. My parents were killed five years ago in a terrorist bombing while holidaying in London. I have emotions. I feel things but I don't always show them. I guess it must be the hard-nosed business woman coming out in me. But I am human," she added.
"You smiled a while ago. I know it's probably difficult to smile under the circumstances, but it's pleasant to see. You have a very warm and pretty smile."
She blushed just a little and quickly hid her face behind her martini as she took another drink. "Thank you."
The waiter returned. "A you ready to order yet?" he asked politely.
"A couple more minutes," Logan told him. The man nodded and moved to the table beside them. "We haven't even glanced at the menu yet," he said to Sheridan. Logan picked up the folded, laminated sheet. "Would you care for an entree?"
"Just a garlic bread would be fine." She quickly looked over the menu. "And I'll have a Fisherman's Basket for the main."
Logan nodded. "I might join you in that."
When he'd finished taking the order at two more tables, the waiter returned. Logan ordered some garlic bread and two Fisherman's Baskets, along with another round of drinks.
Sheridan lit a second cigarette and finished off her martini.
Logan toyed with the idea of asking her another question concerning her brother. He decided he would, figuring getting her talking a little about him might help her. "Did your brother have a family?"
"A wife and kids?" She shook her head. "No. He had a girlfriend, but it was pretty casual. I don't think she'll be too heart broken. She wasn't exactly a caring bitch, if you'll excuse my language."
"I take it you don't much like her."
Sheridan screwed up her nose as if detecting a foul odour. "She was selfish. The only reason she was interested in Gene was because he had money."
"And what about you." He looked at her ring finger and saw that it was bare. "Do you have a man in your life?"
She eyed him suspiciously. "This isn't going to result in some sort of come-on, is it?"
Logan raised his hands in innocence. "Not at all. I'm just curious."
"No, there's no one in my life at the moment. I've been too snowed under with projects at work to have time to entertain a man. This holiday, what's left of it now," she said bitterly, "is the first real break I've had in four years. Apart from a couple of weekend diving trips."
Two plates of steaming garlic bread arrived. The aroma of the herb mixed with melted butter made Logan's mouth water. He immediately chomped into a piece as the fresh drinks were set on the table.
Sheridan eyed Logan soberly for a moment. "Are you going to continue working on my case?"
Logan thought about it. "I can't really see what I can do. There's something out there. No question about that. Something mysterious and bizarre. But I can't catch what I can't see. And if I don't know what it is we're dealing with, I don't see how I can set some sort of a trap for it."
"But I'm paying you fifty thousand dollars," she protested.
"You're paying me fifty thousand if I catch and kill the thing. If I don't achieve that, I'll only charge you for my time spent and my expenses." He chewed some more bread. "I'm not saying I won't keep looking into it. I've got the captain's diary which I'll read through later. Maybe it'll give me some clues? The thing out there might have been something they were transporting on that ship. I don't know."
She nodded in concession but didn't look all that satisfied. "I guess you can only do what you can do."
* * *
Captain Vladik knocked and entered Chorkov's office.
"You have good news?" quipped the general, a fat cigar jammed in the corner of his mouth.
Vladik waded through the sea of smoke over to Chorkov's desk.. He placed his mandatory written report in front of his superior. Chorkov swept the report aside, reminding Vladik that he'd rather be told than read.
"We have managed to decipher the coded message and have the co-ordinates that pinpoint the last known position of the Privateer, Sir."
The general smiled a rare smile.
* * *
It was after midnight when Logan finished showering. He didn't bother getting dressed, just slipped into a black satin robe and strode into the kitchen. There he put the kettle on to boil and prepared a mug of strong, unsweetened coffee with a dash of milk. He took the coffee, and the diary, through the living room of his Paradise Waters home.
The living area was decked out with carpet in subtle shades of grey and blue. A massive flat screen television sat atop a cabinet filled with an equally impressive hi-fi system. A black leather lounge swept around the walls in a U-shape, and mounted on the walls behind the lounge were speakers for the hi-fi's surround sound effects.
He opened a sliding door, switched on an outside light and stepped out onto a covered patio. Beyond the patio was a pool enclosed with gently swaying palms. At one end of the pool was a circular bar, sheltered with a thatched roof in the Polynesian style. Steps on the other side led down to a private jetty and a canal. It was only a pity, he often mused, that the edges of the canal were too shallow for him to moor his boat.
Logan reclined in a deck chair and placed the coffee on the tiles beside him. The he opened the diary penned by the captain of the Privateer and began to read.
The first thing he discovered was the captain's name. The next thing he noted was that Captain Stanley Briggs was very vague when it came to recording items and events in his journal. Entries were placed under dates - that was mandatory, like every diary, as the book was set out that way when printed - but the problem was, Briggs failed to reveal the names of any ports or destinations the ship either embarked from, landed at, or was heading to.
What he could glean from the hand-written words was that the diary pertained specifically to the one voyage. Logan flipped back to the beginning and read the first entry in its entirety.
With the cargo finally loaded, we set sail for our destination halfway around the world. I decided to place First Mate Alex Reardon in charge of the damnable beast down in the hold. Reardon has been nothing but a source of constant irritation to me since being assigned to my ship, and if something should go wrong, I have no hesitation in putting Reardon in the front line to bear the full brunt of it.
Logan drank some coffee and skimmed through several more pages. They bore no interesting information, mostly just gripes about Reardon, the crew and the journey in general. Captain Briggs sure sounded like a grumpy bastard, Logan mused.
He read an entry dated three weeks after the initial entry. It was the first time Briggs had mentioned the cargo since day one.
I took my first look at the cargo since we set sail. The abominable thing sends shivers creeping down my spine. I don't know much about it, but I do have some idea of the power of it and the carnage it's capable of inflicting. I cringe at the day this thing ever gets set loose against mankind.
After making himself another fix of caffeine, Logan continued reading the brief inserts. He found nothing more of interest until the last entry.
Finally we've reached the country of our destination. Now we have to bear this damnable heat while we travel for another week to our port of call. I can't wait to get this over with and be rid of this cargo.
Just one more week, I keep telling myself. Not a day goes by now where I don't worry something will go wrong. We've encountered several tropical storms in the past few days. If the ship should go down or get run up onto a reef, I shudder to think what will happen if that thing down in the hold gets loose into the water.
With those parting words from a captain who was most likely dead, Logan slowly closed the diary and lay there deep in thought.
What was this thing Briggs kept referring to? Was it that strange motion blur he'd seen in the water today? Had it killed Gene McCabe? All he knew was that the captain's worst fears had been realised. His ship had indeed been washed onto a reef in a storm. She'd been gutted and the cargo had obviously ended up in the sea. That buried container he'd found most likely housed the cargo Briggs had referred to. And that transmitter-
Logan got up and went back inside. He picked up the transmitter from the kitchen bench where he'd left it. What exactly was this button-covered chunk of plastic? he wondered.
Was it something that controlled that thing out there in the water?
Eleven
Tina and Julie were quite drunk as Gus led them down the carpeted hallway to the door of his fifth floor highrise apartment. The two girls were hanging off him like hungry felines as Gus fumbled with his key in the lock. Tina, the blonde, started nibbling at his ear as he tried to open the door, and Julie's tongue was eagerly probing his lips for access to his mouth. Gus finally got the door open and the three literally fell into the apartment.
Julie rubbed Gus's hardening member through his pants. "I want a drink."
Gus reached a hand around and grabbed a cheek of her firm arse. He roughly brought her close to him. "You've had enough to drink. We've got more important things to do now."
Their lips and tongues met in a wet and slippery embrace. Tina put her arms around the two of them and pleaded, "Let me join in."
Removing his mouth from Julie's, Gus darted his tongue between Tina's parted and waiting lips. Next thing he knew he was being unceremoniously undressed and dragged over to the couch in the living room.
Julie was quickly out of her clothes, her small and jutting breasts eagerly awaiting a man's caress. She stood on the couch in front of Gus. He obliged her by taking a breast in each hand and twisting the nipples.
As Julie received some attention, Tina was busy stripping Gus out of his underwear. His cock sprang out of the material, long, hard and threatening. Tina smiled.
"The cliché is true," she said, eyeing his erect dick with drunken pleasure. "Have you got a tape measure? I want to see exactly how long it is." As if suddenly losing interest in the tape measure idea, Tina descended on him and engulfed the throbbing length in her mouth. She only managed to take it in half way before having to withdraw.
Julie straddled Gus's face and he feasted on her feminine delights like a starving man. Tina shed her clothing piece by piece while working away on his manhood. Soon she was down to her black g-string panties and no bra. Her ample breasts swayed with the firmness of youth. She caressed one of her own nipples as she continued to suck noisily.
"I'm going to cum," Julie suddenly howled while grinding her crotch into Gus's face. Gus lashed her until the last gasp of her orgasm had died with the remainder of night. As she slowly and contentedly maneuvered herself off his face, the first hint of dawn's light was just starting to peek over the ocean horizon. The sun was a dim orb hidden behind a curtain of grey cloud.
Eager Tina pushed her friend out of the way, tore off her underwear and positioned herself over Gus, her back to him. She gripped his fat dick at the base and held it upright as she slowly lowered herself onto it. Her wet lips spread themselves around the bulging head as it gained entrance. With a sigh of delight, she slipped all the way down his shaft until her pubic hair tickled his balls.
What a relief it is to finally have some pussy on my dick again, Gus thought, enjoying the pleasurable sensations she inflicted on him as she slowly rose and fell like a boat on gentle swells.
Having quickly recovered from her orgasm and keen for more, Julie dropped to her knees on the floor and caressed her tongue over Gus's shaven balls. She tasted some of her friend's juices with each thrust. But she didn't mind. It wasn't the first time she'd tasted a woman. She was no lesbian and had no intentions to become one, but she'd indulged in threesomes before - one man, two women - and it was inevitable during the course of the sexual act that her tongue would come into contact with the other girl's fluids.
Tina was thrusting faster now, aided in her movements by Gus's strong hands on her hips bouncing her up and down.
"Oh...God," she gasped.
As soon as she came, her position was taken by Julie, who was desperate to be fulfilled. Julie decided to mount Gus while facing him, preferring to be able to kiss the man she was fucking.
As she ravenously tongued his mouth, Gus felt the tension down below and knew he was building rapidly to a climax. He came the same time she did. And when the tension had died down, Julie slumped into his arms and rested.
Tina was spread-eagled on the floor, relaxing. She looked up at Gus and giggled.
"What?" he asked her.
"You can tell us your name now."
It was pushing nine o'clock when Logan awoke, finding himself on the leather lounge. His leg ached. He looked down at the neat bandage that covered the stitches the doctor had inserted in the wound late yesterday. Sweating profusely from the humid air, Logan ignored the doctor's orders to keep it dry and went out to the pool.
The day was windy and overcast. As Logan stripped down to nakedness and eased himself into the refreshing water, the first drops of rain started to fall. The water was cool and luxuriating, and the sound of the rain spattering on the pool was relaxing. Thunder cracked overhead, but the lightning was high and in sheet form. Not threatening. Even still, he eased through the water and took shelter under the overhanging roof of the bar area. There he sat and watched the storm clouds rolling in over the canal.
The wind picked up then, blowing some plastic garden chairs at the pool's edge over onto their sides. One toppled into the water and Logan fished it out. He then climbed out of the pool and stacked the chairs on top of each other and placed them against the trunk of a palm tree. With that done, he retrieved his robe and went back inside.
In the bathroom he wrapped a towel around his waist, then ducked outside in the rain again to collect the morning paper. Fortunately it came sealed in plastic and wasn't soggy. In the kitchen he peeled the wrapping off and tossed the wet plastic in the bin. He unrolled the newspaper and rolled it back the other way to flatten it out somewhat, then spread it out on the bench top. After making himself a coffee, he sat down on a stool to read it.
Political news made the front page with the bold headline: Kane Moves In For The Kill.
Logan read the first few paragraphs of the piece.
The fight for the country's top job now hangs in the balance. Foreign Minister, David Kane, has made a firm push for leadership after the Prime Minister's popularity slumped even further in the latest opinion polls. Kane has been seeking to oust the Prime Minister for some time, playing on Australians' dissatisfaction on the handling of issues such as economic reform and employment growth.
"I plan to promote local business and industry," said Kane in a press conference yesterday, "with a thrust to increase exports rather than imports."
Political experts predict a change of leadership within the next few weeks.
Logan shook his head and flipped the paper over to read the sport. The transmitter he'd found on the bottom of the sea the day before caught his eye. He studied the thing a moment, looking at the lifeless section that was the digital display. Pushing a button on the top he tried the ON/OFF switch again as he had done several times already. Still nothing came to life. He flipped it over and found a battery compartment. Sliding the cover off he exposed a corroded twelve volt lithium battery. Logan slipped the cover back on and went to get dressed.
He returned from the bedroom to the kitchen dressed in cool walk shorts and a simple blue T-shirt. Logan picked up the transmitter and his car keys, then left the house via an entry door to the garage.
The garage was a double and housed two cars. One was a grey four-wheel drive. The other, a deep metallic green Lotus Esprit. The classic car was a nineties model, with a turbo-charged, four cylinder engine capable of producing over two hundred horse-power.
Logan chose the latter and slid in behind the wheel of the Esprit. He turned the key in the ignition and fired up the motor. As it purred and warmed up, he pressed a switch on the dashboard and the automatic garage door opened. Logan put the car in reverse and backed out into the street. By the time he'd put the gear stick into first, the garage door was closing. He waited until it was fully shut before gunning the engine and accelerating down the road.
Leaving the Paradise Waters estate behind, he turned onto the highway via a set of traffic lights and headed south. The many highrise buildings of Surfers Paradise loomed above him like icons on a giant, three-dimensional bar graph. Lining the streets were tourists from all over the country and the world, there to enjoy the relaxed Queensland summer lifestyle. Logan continued through Surfers and drove on into Broadbeach. He arrived at a red light at an intersection. Leading off to the right, the road ventured into Jupiter's Casino. When the light changed green, Logan turned left and parked in a street lined with shops. He got out of the car with the transmitter in hand, switched on the car alarm and strode across the road toward the stores.
Gus had a friend who was an electronics whiz. He was one of those eccentric types who had a true gift for a certain craft but preferred to basically shelter it away from the world, preferring simply to use his knowledge and skills doing mundane electronic repairs. He was a genius with just about anything electronic, but particularly handy when it came to computers and digital equipment.
He entered the electronic repair shop that had a bright red sign above it saying: Electroman - All Electronic Servicing & Repairs. Inside, Logan found Jimmy Adams fiddling around with a computer motherboard.
The man looked up from his work. "Hey, Ben. How's things?"
Adams was a diminutive man with a wiry frame. He wore glasses to aid his work-strained eyes and had a black moustache that linked up with a goatee on his chin. His hair colour was light brown in contrast to his facial hair and was combed back into a short ponytail. At age thirty, Adams could have passed for someone approaching forty. Heavy wrinkles had already creased the skin around the eyes and the corners of his mouth.
"How's business?" Logan quizzed as he approached the counter.
Adams stopped work on the computer circuit board and shrugged. "So so."
"Got time to tinker around with something I found yesterday?"
He nodded. "I'll make time. What have you got?"
Logan placed the transmitter on the bench. "I went diving yesterday and found this lying around on the sea bed. Any idea what it is, or what it's for?"
Adams picked up the transmitter and studied it closely through his glasses, his eyes slightly enlarged by the lenses. He tried switching it on, saw that nothing worked, then switched it off again. "It looks to me like some sort of remote control unit, or transmitter."
"I'd pretty much figured that part out," Logan concurred. "But what does it control?"
"Certainly don't look like the simple kind used for guiding model cars and boats, that's for sure." He raised his eyebrows. "I'll try and figure it out as I work on it. I take it you want me to fix it."
Logan nodded. "For what good it will do, yes."
"Did you find anything else with it?"
"No," Logan lied. Adams didn't need to know anything further at this stage, he reasoned the lie away. At least, not until the control unit was repaired and in working order. He wasn't keen to tell anyone about being chased by some illusion in the water. He'd only mention it to outsiders if and when he had to.
"I'll get on it," said Adams, taking his glasses off and giving them a quick polish with a rag. "No guarantees I'll be able to get it working though. Not after it's been submerged in salt water."
"But you'll try."
"Yeah, I'll try."
"Good. Let me know when you've got it up and running," Logan said confidently and walked towards the door.
"Will do.
"I'll pay you well for your time, but just do one thing for me."
"Name it."
"Don't show it to anybody."
"Why's that?"
"Because I asked you not to," replied Logan firmly, but calmly.
Jimmy Adams nodded in agreement. "Okay. Say hi to Gus for me."
Logan nodded and smiled, then left the man to his work.
* * *
It was confused and swimming in slow circles.
So many sounds, so many vibrations emanating through the water. It stopped swimming, hovering roughly three metres below the rain-dappled surface, and tuned its sensors in on the sounds and vibes, trying to dissect them into individual occurrences. After a few moments it determined it had at least a vague fix on them. The thing then calculated distance and estimated time of arrival.
With a powerful propulsion of its body, it swam off in the direction of the sounds with only one thing on its mind.
It needed something to kill.
Twelve
On a summers' day in Surfers Paradise in the heart of tourist season, the beach would usually be swarming with people. Sun-tanning or swimming to escape the heat, it was one of the most popular beaches in the country.
But not that morning. With the rain still coming steadily down and the leaden sky not offering a hint of reprieve, the sand was all but empty. Not so in the water, though, where at least twenty people were braving the inclement conditions and having a swim. No board riders were out. The surf was flat and calm. Windy as it was when the storm had hit, its aftermath was breathless, leaving behind only the rain. The odd flicker of lightning still flashed out to sea.
Regardless of the weather conditions, the red and yellow flags erected by the Surfers Paradise Surf Lifesaving Club were in position, designating the safe swimming area. A lone life guard sat in a steel tower on the beach. From under the protection of a red and yellow canopy, he kept a watchful eye on the dogged swimmers.
* * *
The vibrations in the water were much closer now. It could sense them growing stronger with every metre it swam.
With the sun obscured by heavy cloud the water was gloomy, but it could see as clearly as if the sun were shining hot and strong in a blue sky. One source of vibrations seemed slightly nearer than the others and the thing homed in on it. It didn't know what it was. All it knew was that it had tracked a living being.
Up ahead, a small form materialised in the water. Eager for action, the thing swam quickly toward it.
* * *
"Throw us the ball!" Dale, a young man of nineteen, called to his friend.
Nathan was a Maori on a working holiday in Queensland. He tossed the tennis ball to Dale, whom was some fifteen metres away in water up to his shoulders. Dale leaped up for the high throw and caught it in his fingertips.
He yelled, "Was that your warm-up throw?" he chided. "Or is that as good as it gets?"
He threw the ball back. It landed short, hitting the water in front of Nathan. A small sheet of spray hit the New Zealander in the eyes as the ball skimmed off the surface and hammered into his chest.
"Yours was no better," Nathan retorted.
"At least it was accurate."
"So was mine."
Nathan tossed the ball back, where it landed in Dale's cupped hands. The moment the ball hit, Dale's face contorted in pain and he let out a yelp.
"Don't tell me that was too hard for ya!" Nathan said with a laugh.
Dale was in no mood to share his friend's humour. Something had him by the leg in a vice-like grip. No sooner was his leg seized and he felt a sharp, prickling pain burn through his thigh muscle.
"What the fuck..." He grimaced and accidentally bit his lower lip, drawing a trickle of blood.
Beneath the water the sea machine had the struggling creature above held tightly in a metal clamp that was one of its fists. It recognised the being it had captive as nothing more significant than a living organism. In a slick movement it withdrew the blade from Dale's thigh and immediately thrust it in again.
It wasn't happy. The water there was too shallow. If it stayed too long it risked detection. And it was told, through its programming, that it couldn't chance that. It would have to find something else to kill.
The sea thing withdrew the blade a second time and stealthily slipped back out into deeper water.
Nathan saw Dale clutching at his leg. The tennis ball floated a few feet from him. Blood stained the water red. With no thought of self-preservation, Nathan swam over to his friend and helped him into shore.
Dale collapsed on the beach, blood streaming from two deep gashes in his right leg. The life guard was on the scene. He took one look at the young man's mysterious wounds and he stripped out of his shirt. He handed it to Nathan. "Press this firmly against the injuries," the life guard instructed, then ran up the beach to the clubhouse to call for assistance.
At the same time, Logan was fortuitously driving north along the Esplanade that overlooked Surfers Paradise beach. He spotted the commotion down on the sand and eased the Esprit into a convenient parking space, where he got out into the rain.
A small crowd had gathered near the water's edge, and as he walked down to the hard sand a police car pulled up in the street. It was followed immediately by an ambulance. Out on the calm water, a Water Police vessel was slowly cruising into shallow water. It anchored just off shore and a rubber dinghy was launched. Logan watched it come into the beach. He saw two men aboard; one steering, the other sitting in the centre of the boat.
Logan found a space in the ring of onlookers and saw a youth sitting on the sand, another dark-skinned youth holding a cloth to the first one's thigh.
"What happened?" he asked an elderly gent standing to his left.
The gent stepped aside to allow a policewoman, followed by two ambulance officers, to pass through to the injured man. "He was attacked by something in the water. I don't know what. Looked to me like he'd been stabbed. No one seems to know what really happened."
Logan felt a pang of tension in his gut. He had a feeling he knew what had inflicted the wounds. Knew, he scoffed to himself. He didn't have a damned clue what it was that was lurking out there. But there was something; something that maybe had been transported from the other side of the world. That was the extent of his knowledge so far. The only other thing he knew about it was that it had the ability to camouflage itself to its surrounds.
The rubber dinghy made it to shore. Logan recognised Detective Myers as he stepped out into ankle-deep water. Being a regular diver and boating enthusiast, Logan had met Myers out on the water on several occasions. He'd even assisted him on a case once.
Myers immediately took charge. He checked on the young man's wounds before the ambulance staff whisked him away on a stretcher, then he turned to the police officers present and said, "Round up everybody who was in the water at the time of the incident and question them. Find out if they saw anything. And check that none of them is carrying a knife." He nodded towards the disappearing stretcher. "That boy's been stabbed."
From a breast pocket the detective removed a small mobile phone and called his men on the boat. "Daniels? This is Myers. I want you to troll the area and see if you can pick up a diver on the depth sounder. Also, tell Wilkes to suit up. I want you to drag him from the back of the boat. He might spot something the sounder misses." Myers returned the phone to his pocket.
The detective must have recognised him as he approached, because he nodded in Logan's direction. "Good morning, Mr. Logan."
Logan nodded a greeting. "Detective. I couldn't help but overhear you say that boy was stabbed." He glanced out over the water. "You think there might be a crazed diver out there?"
Myers shrugged. "Who knows? It's either that, or one of them swimmers over there." He looked further up the beach, where the uniformed police had herded together all the bathers and were currently interrogating them. "Those wounds were definitely inflicted by a knife."
"Is that what happened to Gene McCabe?"
Myers eyed Logan with sudden suspicion. "What do you know about that?"
"Only what I read in the papers."
"Mr. McCabe was taken by a shark," said Myers rather defensively.
Logan picked up on that. "Was he? Or was he attacked by something you can't explain?" He was trying to find out if Myers knew anything more than he did.
Myers stared at Logan long and hard. "I have a lot of work to do, Mr. Logan. I don't have time to play your guessing games." With those words the detective strode off toward the group of swimmers.
Logan decided the man was in the dark probably more than he was. He hung around for another hour. When nothing else eventuated, he made his way through the drizzle back to his car.
* * *
Detective Myers was wet and frustrated as he strode down the hall to the Mayor's office. The last thing he felt like now was to be balled out by the top brass. He knew what was coming when he knocked on the door and stepped inside.
Fifty-five year old Mayor Vincent sat behind his large oak desk. Black rimmed glasses rested on a crooked beak of a nose. His hair was grey and thinning. The neck was thick and his ears stuck out in the cauliflower fashion of someone who had played too much football. And that's exactly what he was; an ex-rugby player from Sydney's west.
The Mayor was alone in the room.
"Don't bother sitting down, Detective," he bellowed in a raspy voice. "This won't take long."
One minute will be too long for me, thought Myers. He stood at the edge of the desk, looking down on the thickset local parliamentary head.
Mayor Vincent looked up at him over the top of his glasses. His eyes were the colour of steel blue-grey. "How are things progressing in the Stradbroke Island case?"
"We're still working on it," Myers offered with a shrug.
"Not hard enough it seems. I've just received word of a second attack on the beach this morning. My guess is the two are connected."
"The first victim was attacked by a shark-"
"Shark, my arse!" Vincent was brusque. "I've read the Medical Examiner's report. That American tourist was cut in half by a knife blade. What shark do you know goes round using a knife to kill its victims? McCabe was killed in cold blood by a person, you idiot. The same person who stabbed that boy this morning."
"With all due respect," Myers replied, biting his tongue, "you can't be sure of that."
"If I say it's the same person responsible, then it is the same person. I want an arrest, and quickly. You understand me, Detective?" When Myers didn't respond he went on. "There's a Mayoral election coming up in six weeks. This won't look good in my campaign. How long do you think we can fool the public with this shark attack story. Everyone down on the beach today knows a shark didn't attack that boy. We can't hide behind this flimsy facade any longer. I want this case solved, and I want it solved yesterday. I don't care if the arrest is legitimate or not. I just want the monkey off our backs before the election. After that, who cares?"
"I can only do my best, Sir."
"Well if your best doesn't prove good enough, you'll be off the payroll and replaced with someone who can do it better. You understand?"
Myers nodded. "Yeah, I understand. Is that all?"
"For now. The next time I have to see you, it had better be to congratulate you on a job well done." Mayor Vincent, face reddened, waved toward the door. "Get out of here."
* * *
The green army jeep drove along the sand of the South Australian beach. Off to the left was the Great Australian Bight. To the right, steep rocky cliffs rose sharply to the mainland above.
Private Eastwood was behind the wheel, caning the little vehicle along the deserted stretch of sand. Beside him sat his buddy, Private Morris. The two were taking a day's R&R from their small military base near the town of Colona, about six hundred kilometres north-west of Adelaide.
Morris struggled to light a cigarette with the wind blowing into the topless vehicle. He finally got one burning and handed it to Eastwood, then went through the hassle again to light one for himself.
Eastwood glanced at Morris, who was still struggling with the plastic lighter, and smiled. "You should get yourself one of them windproof ones."
Morris kept flicking away. "Windproof cigarettes?"
"Lighters, you dope."
"I didn't know there was such a thing."
"Shit, man, they've been around for years."
"I'm not up on the latest. I've been stuck in that hellhole of a base in the middle of nowhere for years. You're lucky. You've only been there three months. Wait 'till you've been there as long as I have. Then you'll be sounding as thick as me."
"It's not possible," Eastwood joked. "I could never get that bad."
Morris finally got his smoke lit and puffed away contentedly. He looked up ahead and saw a jetty extending out into the water. At the end of the jetty there was a large dome-shaped structure out beyond the waves. The other end of the wharf rose up like a bridge over the beach and disappeared over the top of the cliff. "We're coming up on that Yankee marine facility."
They'd passed it many times on their joyrides along the beach, but had never really taken a close look at it.
Eastwood glanced out at the dome, which was made of gleaming steel and glass. Suddenly he smiled. "I say it's about time we took a closer look at that baby. It'd be something to break the boredom." He looked at Morris.
The other man shrugged agreeably. "I'm easy. Let's do it."
With the accelerator jammed to the floor, the jeep's chunky tyres churned up waves of sand as it sped toward the wharf. No vehicles either ascended or descended the jetty bridge, and the only people they could see were two men standing on the pier just outside the dome.
It was a very low tide, the wet sand from the high water mark extending some fifty metres to where the sea lapped the shore. Eastwood made a pass under the highest point of the bridge near the cliff. The shade cast by the structure flashed by in a split second. With a sharp turn of the wheel to the left, sending out a sheet of sand that sprayed the rocks white, the jeep sped across the beach toward the water's edge.
Just near the high tide mark was a ramp that allowed light vehicle access between the beach and the wharf. When the jeep was adjacent to the ramp, Eastwood swung the wheel hard left again and clattered up the solid wooden planking. The deck of the pier itself was about the width of a standard suburban street. It widened considerably down near the dome structure.
Eastwood turned right and made for the dome. Morris sat calmly beside him, smoking his cigarette and enjoying the ride.
They were about a hundred metres away from the broad area where the two men they'd spotted from the beach stood. It was as they got closer that they saw the men were armed with what looked like M-60 machine guns.
The cigarette dropped from Morris's lips and blew off in the wind when he saw one of the men raise his weapon into firing position. Next thing he saw were wood chips cutting a path in front of them as the gun peppered shells into the wharf.
"Hit the anchors!" he screamed to Eastwood.
But Eastwood didn't have to be told. He was already applying the brakes until the rear wheels smoked from the friction. The jeep wasn't quite stopped when he slammed the gear stick into reverse and retreated the way they'd come.
Now both guns were firing, blazing a trail in front of the jeep all the way to the ramp, as if trying to push them back. Eastwood didn't waste time reversing past the ramp and swinging down it in the conventional manner. He just turned the wheel and backed the car down to the beach where it hit the sand hard.
Momentarily they were bogged. Eastwood was giving the engine too many revs. Morris looked up. The two men had ceased firing but were jogging purposefully down the jetty toward them.
"Get us the fuck out of here!" he screamed at his friend.
Eastwood came to his senses and eased off the gas a little. The tyres bit. The jeep lurched forward and was speeding up the beach in the direction of the army base. When they were well clear of the dome structure and its unfriendly hosts, Eastwood turned to Morris with a grin and said, "How's it feel to have your first taste of real life military action?"
* * *
Reynolds, operations manager at the marine biology facility, was steaming with fury as he stepped out of the dome onto the wharf.
"What in God's name do you think you're doing?" he yelled at the two men who were returning along the pier.
The men eyed Reynolds nervously as they approached. He was shirtless, tall, lean and muscular. And they knew from experience the man was hard-nosed in everything he did.
"There were trespassers on the wharf," one of them said.
The other pointed toward the jeep receding in the distance. "I think they were soldiers."
Reynolds shook his tanned and robust head in both disgust and frustration. "Spare me from idiots," he seethed. "We're supposed to look like a marine research facility here. Not a damned military base."
"But they might have been coming to check us out," defended the first man.
"Idiots," Reynolds spat again. "Did either of you two morons ever think of using your mouths? They were probably just out here sightseeing. All you had to do was have a chat with them and keep them from coming inside. You could have done that without these." He snatched the weapon from each man's grasp.
"Get the hell inside," he barked. "I'll find something a bit more harmless for you to do. God knows what will happen now. We'll probably have the whole Australian Army come down here knocking on our door."
He kicked the nearest man in the backside as he entered the dome and shut the door.
Thirteen
Ice tinkled in glasses of vodka as they were raised to thirsty lips. And the display spread out before the audience was enough to make any man's throat parched. General Chorkov sat in a comfortable leather chair in a private Officer's Club in Moscow. He had a front row view of the show. Three rare, beautiful and petite Russian girls were performing a sensuous strip tease for some of the select hierarchy of the nation's men of power.
"I hope you don't bust your fly, General," a man beside him said and chuckled. "Maybe we can ask one of the young seedlings to sit on your lap?"
Chorkov turned to the man who spoke, his eyes humourless but his thick lips smiling. He didn't much care for the company of Agent Nureyev, one of the KGB's most esteemed and respected intelligence men. The man had the beady and alert eyes of an untrustworthy salesman.
"I've heard," said the general, "that you've often taken along your wife's pincushion to these shows to cover the bulge in your pants."
Nureyev looked at Chorkov in bewilderment, not comprehending the joke. "A pincushion?" he said incredulously.
General Chorkov chuckled a hearty laugh and shook his head. "Never mind." He signaled a plump but pretty waitress over and ordered, "Another round of drinks, Cheesecake. And make them doubles," he added as he watched her behind sway from side to side in a hugging dress. Chorkov turned back to the agent. "I think I prefer my women like that one. A bit plump. More of them to hold and bite into."
Nureyev grinned and downed the rest of the liquor from his glass. "You're a crude man, General. Personally, I'd like to run my hands over one of those little seedlings out there."
His eyes fixated on the girl dancing closest to their table. She was in the slow and rather tedious process of undoing and removing her bra. When she noticed Nureyev's attention on her, she moved lightly across the floor like smooth silk and dropped the lacy material at his feet. Her two round and youthful breasts bounced up and down in front of the agent's eyes.
Nureyev felt the saliva pooling in his mouth. He had an unstoppable urge to reach out with his tongue and lick one of those delicious nipples. The girl helped him break his inhibitions by grasping his hands and placing them firmly on her tits. Nureyev felt the nipples harden in his palms and it almost felt like he was going to cum in his pants. His wife gave him no sex, and he was usually too busy with work to have time for any on the side. The months of abstinence and tension built up almost to bursting point with one touch of luscious feminine flesh.
He started squeezing and twisting her nipples over-anxiously. His eager actions hurt her and she subtly moved away from him, smiling lewdly as she did so.
Chorkov was laughing again. "I think you'd better get out that pincushion now, Comrade."
The fresh drinks arrived as Nureyev shot the general an icy stare, finally getting the joke. The waitress took away the old glasses, placed them on a tray and moved on to the next table of officers, politicians and agents.
"Word has it," said Nureyev while lighting a cigar, "that you're hot on the tail of some high-tech American equipment you hope to steal." He blew smoke in the general's direction. "What is it exactly?"
Chorkov shook his head adamantly. "Oh, no you don't. That's strictly military business. I don't pry into your affairs."
Nureyev was taking a drink as Chorkov spoke. When the words came out of the fat general's mouth, Nureyev spurted vodka all over the floor in a reaction of astonishment. "You don't pry into KGB affairs? You've got to be kidding, Sir. The military's in our face every other day of the week. And that includes you."
General Chorkov shook his head again and lit his own cigar. "Not this time, Comrade. This is my coup. I don't want you and your so-called intelligence dimwits coming in and stealing my limelight. I instigated this operation," he stated firmly, "and I'll finish it."
"It smells like KGB territory to me. And if it is, I want in. You can take the credit, but I want a piece of the pie."
"Over my dead body," replied Chorkov.
Nureyev was deadly serious. "If that's what it takes."
* * *
Logan's club was pumping with a party hungry crowd. The usual conglomeration of girls packed the dance floor.
Standing at the bar, Logan was a little surprised to see at least thirty guys out on the floor dancing away. It seemed to be a general thing amongst the men that came there to be spectators to the action rather than be a part of it. But not tonight.
Gus had taken the evening off, telling Logan that he had some 'business' to attend to. Logan knew the only business Gus ever had going was a woman or two.
He poured himself a bourbon and coke and gazed out over the crowd, searching the sea of faces. Then he spotted her. She was being swept toward the bar area from the entrance in the channel of movement that always seemed to form in the same spot; like water sweeping around the rocky outcrops of a stream.
Sheridan saw him there and waved. Logan indicated with a flick of his head for her to come in behind the counter. As she did so he fixed her a martini. She lit a cigarette and sipped from her drink.
"How did the inquest go this afternoon?" Logan quizzed.
She sighed and took another drink. "They've dropped the shark attack thing and are now saying he was murdered. Attacked with a knife blade, according to the coroner."
Logan raised his eyebrows. The thing out there carried a knife. His thoughts drifted back to his encounter that morning, then focused on the young man who had been attacked on Surfers beach earlier in the day. Myers affirmed he'd been stabbed with a knife.
"It was a closed hearing," Sheridan continued. "The public and press were refused entrance by order of the Mayor." She took a puff on her smoke. "And I was forbidden to make any sort of statement at all to the media outside. If I did, I was threatened with a charge of divulging vital confidential police evidence."
"Did that threat also come from the Mayor?"
She nodded and finished her drink. Logan immediately poured her a second.
"Excuse my language, but he's an arsehole," he commented bitterly. "He'd rather have lives in jeopardy on the beaches than reveal the danger that exists out there. And all because of the upcoming election. Mayor Vincent's a selfish idiot, plain and simple."
Sheridan smiled thinly. "Sounds like you dislike him as much as I do."
Logan grunted. "Didn't take you long. Nobody likes the Mayor. Nobody except Vincent himself. Word is his wife can't even stand him."
"Then how did he get into office?" she asked pointedly.
"One of the biggest mysteries in political history. He was voted in by the people, sure. But I think he had a little help from high places." Logan looked towards the ceiling, then at Sheridan. He noticed a quizzical expression on her features and he grinned. "No, I didn't mean from God. I meant from the higher than thou political heads of this country. Things in this part of the world often tend to work on the buddy system. It's the old adage of who you know."
"It often works that way back home as well," agreed Sheridan.
"Like I said, Vincent was voted in, but his opposing candidate I'm convinced was a setup. His opposition was just so blatantly obnoxious and dislikeable throughout the campaign that it had to be an act. Nobody campaigning to win an election deliberately sets out to alienate the public the way that man did. Vincent came across as the opposite. The epitome of the congenial leader." Logan finished his bourbon. "He won in a landslide."
Sheridan lit another smoke while Logan prepared more drinks. When he was done, he attracted the attention of the DJ and signaled for him to drop the decibels of the music a notch so he and Sheridan could talk more comfortably.
"My throat was starting to get a little sore from yelling in your ear," she said appreciatively.
"So was my ear," he replied. After a pause, he said, "Is Gene's body to be released for burial now?"
She shook her head somberly. "Not yet. I think they want to hang onto him a bit longer in the hope of somehow finding more clues."
Logan screwed his nose up in distaste. "Haven't they got any heart? What do they need to keep him on ice for now? They've done the autopsy." He quickly realised his mistake and apologised. "Sorry. Here I am talking clinical again about your brother. I seem to be developing a habit of it."
She put a hand gently on his arm. "It's okay. I'm getting used to your blunt ways. You've no reason to talk about him any other way. You never knew him."
He shrugged.
"Will you keep trying to find the thing that killed him?" she asked hopefully. "I don't think the police are getting anywhere."
Logan nodded. "Why not. It doesn't hurt to try." He turned to her. "Listen. Why keep staying at that expensive and lonely hotel you're in? I've got plenty of room at my place. I live there alone. You could use the guest bedroom. It has its own ensuite, so you'd be assured of privacy."
She eyed him uncertainly a moment, wondering if there was some ulterior motive. "There isn't a pick up line in there somewhere, is there?"
Logan raised his hands in innocence. "Not at all. That's not to say that I don't find you appealing. It just seems to make more sense if you're going to be staying a while longer and we'll be working together, to stay at my house. You'll like it. It's got a pool and waterfront views."
Sheridan smiled, brightly this time. "All right, you can cut the sales pitch. I'm sold. Can you give me a hand moving my luggage?"
He returned her smile. "Give a lady an inch and she'll take a mile."
* * *
Sheridan settled in quickly with a late night dip in the pool. Logan opted to stay dry and contentedly watched her slim form from the comfort of a deck chair. He munched on chilli crackers and enjoyed her wet body snaking patterns through the water.
She was certainly easy on the eyes, he thought.
He heard the doorbell chime inside the house. Who could be calling at this hour, he wondered as he reluctantly got up to answer it. Sheridan watched him go, then dove down to the bottom of the cool, refreshing pool.
Logan strode through the house, a little annoyed that he had a visitor well after midnight. He reached the entrance door and flung it open, ready to have a go at the late night caller. It also occurred to him that maybe something had happened to someone he knew. An accident. But when the door opened, Logan said nothing. He was surprised to see the smartly-dressed man standing there in a tailored navy wool suit.
The man carried a leather briefcase in his left hand. He smiled from a handsome face with a sharp nose and chiseled jaw line. His eyes were the darkest of blue, matching the suit. The thick black hair was cropped short and combed in the Happy Days style, part down the side. The midnight visitor extended his right hand.
"Special Agent Logan," he greeted in a quiet and even tone. His face was surprisingly free of wrinkles for his thirty-eight years of age.
Logan shook his hand. "Agent Fleming. I can't begin to say what a hell of a surprise it is to see you standing on my doorstep at this time of the night."
"Sorry about the late hour, Ben, but this couldn't wait. May I come in?" Without waiting for the okay, Fleming stepped inside.
"Please do," Logan said to the man's back as he walked toward the living room. Ian Fleming was here, he thought with a touch of apprehension. That could only mean one thing. Logan caught him up and led him into the spacious kitchen. "Can I offer you a coffee or something?"
Fleming smiled again. "A coffee would be great. Black with two." As Logan fixed the coffees, Fleming glanced out the back and saw the silhouette of an attractive woman drying off near the pool. "I see you have company. Don't tell me you've gone and got yourself married since I saw you last?"
"Not bloody likely," replied Logan, dumping sugar into a mug. "That was only three months ago. The girl's name is Sheridan, and we've got absolutely nothing going. Just in case you're thinking that. She's an American tourist. I'm helping her out with a problem and she's staying here in the meantime."
The agent shrugged. "None of my business. The only thing I ask is that she make herself scarce while we talk."
"How long will it take?"
"Not long."
"I'll tell her to take another dip then." Logan handed Fleming his coffee and went outside. The agent watched while Logan stopped her halfway to the house and spoke with her. He then saw the woman reluctantly go back down to the pool enclosure. Logan returned to the house. "Speak fast," he said to Fleming. "I don't want to be up all night."
Fleming took a seat on the leather lounge in the living room and casually crossed his legs in a masculine style, right calf resting on the left knee. "Has it been three months since your last assignment? Semi-retirement from the AIA sounds like the good life. Cruising along for a while, doing your own thing, then once every few months some bastard from the Australian Intelligence Authority comes along to spoil the holiday. But it keeps you in a fine house. And that boat of yours; you certainly wouldn't buy that with your night club profits."
Logan held up his hands in a gesture of innocence. "I'm not complaining." He sat down a few feet to the left of Fleming and sipped his coffee.
"Being one of the nation's top agents certainly paves the way for a comfortable lifestyle," said Fleming, looking around himself at the surrounds. "And that's only on a part-time basis."
Logan's patience ran out. He liked Fleming, but the guy always tended to ramble on a bit. "Did you come here to preach the benefits of working for the AIA, or have you got some sensible reason for being here in my living room at this ungodly hour?"
Fleming got serious. "Yes, down to business. The reason I'm here, as you've no doubt guessed, is to issue you with an assignment." Fleming snapped open his briefcase and removed something from it. "Here's your plane ticket. You leave for Canberra at eight tomorrow morning."
"It's after midnight now. Does that mean eight o'clock today?"
Fleming nodded. "That's right. Eight o'clock today."
"Doesn't give me much time for sleep and preparation."
"You won't need to take much. The job's not a complex one and everything you'll require will be provided for you when you get to head office tomorrow."
"Today," Logan corrected him.
"Sorry. Today. The assignment shouldn't tie you up for any more than a day or two."
Logan sipped some coffee, then placed the mug down on a coffee table. "What exactly is this assignment?"
Agent Fleming looked reluctant. "It's an infiltration job to acquire vital information. That's all I can tell you. You will be fully briefed on the entire affair within the safe walls of head office tomorrow...I mean, today."
Now Logan was reluctant. "This isn't a good time. I'm already working on something privately. Do I have a choice in the matter?"
The agent gave him a look that said, are you serious?
"As usual, Ben, no choice." Fleming downed the remainder of his coffee and stood up. "So, we'll see you down in Canberra at ten. That's when the briefing starts. I'll arrange for a limousine to collect you from the airport." Fleming started for the door.
"One more thing," said Logan, following him out. "I'd like Special Agent Gus Edwards to accompany me on the mission."
"No can do," Fleming shook his head adamantly. "This is strictly a one man job." He opened the door. "And you're it."
With those words Ian Fleming disappeared out into the night.
Fourteen
MEXICO:
The vast room was filled with computers, monitors, scanners and more than fifty technicians. Benches in the centre of the rectangular room were smothered with circuit boards, wires, transistors, soldering irons and tools.
Two scientists were busy working together on one of the benches. Both were dressed in long white coats. One was in his fifties with receding grey hair and glasses. The other was much younger, thirties, with a full head of brown hair and a healthy pair of eyes that needed no artificial assistance. They were carefully soldering electrical parts to a circuit board. The younger one's name was Robert Black, and he held the parts in place while the older technician, Harry, performed the soldering.
As they were working, the door to the room opened and a man strode in. He had an air of authority about him, and the emotionless facial expression of a Nazi war criminal. The man was of average height with a rather podgy build beneath an immaculately-tailored black suit. He had on a white shirt held together at the neck with a red tie in a Windsor knot. The most striking characteristic about the man was his completely bald and shining head. His pate was deeply tanned from the Mexican sun, as too was his face, and the only other visible bits of skin, his hands.
He approached the two technicians at work on the circuit board and spoke to them with a clipped North American accent. "I need that other transmitter. How's it coming along?"
The pair of technicians stopped work and looked at their superior with nervous apprehension.
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