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The threats were real despite their subtlety. They were constant and they were very, very personal. They began with a phone call out of the blue. The farm manager seemed quite shocked after he received the reply. He had rung to ask whether the family had visited because there was a fresh wreath of dried wildflowers on of the graves in the family cemetery. An unsigned handwritten card was attached. All it had said was, “Sorry for your loss. Time on earth is so shorter than you think.” 

Sarge couldn’t account for the flowers on his late uncle’s grave. He had checked with his cousins, including Frank in Italy, and they were as equally confounded by the event. When he had called his farm manager back, he asked if he could check with some of the locals as they might have seen someone in the area. The family homestead was vast on the outskirts of Croydon in outback far north west Queensland. It was well off the main road and the family grave area was extremely secluded.

The next strange incident occurred when he was woken up from his sleep by a light coming in through his bedroom window. He thought that was extremely strange as the bedroom faced onto their own private lagoon and from the angle of the light the person using it must have been high up on the rocks on the entrance to it. That was impossible was the first thought that crossed his mind and he blinked again and again to see if he was imagining it. He and his partner Sarah lived in their own piece of paradise south of Cairns. Years before lived in just a beach shack down a forgotten road that led to the pristine beach. He had used an inheritance to buy all the land surrounding the beach and the private road that led back to the main highway. The lagoon’s passage out to the sea was almost impassable and the rocks that ringed the entrance were impossible to scale from the ocean side. The only way to them was a trail through the rainforest and that trail went right past the house which was adorned with all sorts of sensors. Sarge, a former police detective and someone who enjoyed playing with electronics, had gone way overboard on security.

Sarah had lain sleeping oblivious to the light. Their two girls had not woken either as their bedrooms didn’t face the same way. To prove he wasn’t just imagining things, Sarge had grabbed his phone and snapped a photo, or at least what he thought was a photo. Though mechanically minded, he was a technophobe and managed to hit the video button instead just as he was caught in the beam of the light that seared through the uncurtained window. The light began to flash in short staccato bursts before stopping altogether and leaving his bedroom again inky blackness.

Leaving Sarah and her soft snores, he went out into the study to look at the photo he had taken, wondering whether this was a ‘Close Encounters’ moment. He swore silently when he realised that he had shot a video, but something about the flashes he had recorded struck him. Realising that it seemed like a message was being transmitted, he wished he had the skills his grandfather had. Sarge had been named after him and for years had cursed that fact. He had been named after both of his grandfathers but preferred the nickname Sarge which he had been given because of his position held at the Cairns Police Station. He had risen to second in charge at the station and had retired early as Chief Inspector but was still called Sarge even by his partner and friends. Anyone calling him Bernard Wilfred was unlikely to forget the evil stare from this nearly two-metre-tall giant of a man. 

His grandfather Wilf, Sarge had found out long after his grandfather had passed away was an unsung war hero from the Second World War and had worked undercover in the Pacific Islands in direct contact and at times conflict with the Japanese. His grandfather Wilf would have been able to read that message which Sarge assumed was in Morse code. That proved to be true as he found out in the morning at the naval base in Cairns. The message had been repeated three times. He felt numbed by it. No alien craft would have transmitted such a simple message. “Use your remaining time wisely” flashed across his mind for the remainder of the day. He did use his time wisely he thought as he went through the surveillance footage from the hidden cameras around his house. He had trekked out to the entrance of the lagoon and examined the rocks where he believed the light had come from. There was no evidence of anyone being there and there was nothing on the video either. Prudently he kept it to himself as he didn’t want to alarm Sarah or the girls.

If he hadn’t had the video footage and taken the time to get the message translated, these first two messages might have been dismissed. The first as just some thoughtful anonymous person honouring his late uncle. The second as an hallucination or a bad dream. But it was the third thing that really hit home, when his eldest daughter, Katie, burst into his study in her now characteristic petulant seventeen-year-old style and began abusing him for embarrassing her in front of her friends. His partner, Sarah and pre-teen daughter, Eloise, were not far behind and were just as furious. His blank look didn’t go down well. Sarah’s voice cut through the angry terse words of the two girls.

“Look, I know you know nothing about computers and all the apps on them but I didn’t think you could be that stupid and that hurtful,” she said.

Sarge shook his head at a complete loss. It was true he was bloody useless on a computer. He could type. He could find information. He could copy and paste it and then print documents, although he had trouble finding where he had saved them. He could even email, but that was about it. He wasn’t even sure what an app was. The fact that he was staring at the desk top’s monitor when his quiet time had been shattered did little except add to their fury. He had no idea what they were talking about. He hoped someone would explain quickly because he was sure that whatever it was that was the problem, he had not knowingly created it. Katie pushed his wheeled chair aside with him still sitting in it. This was no mean feat as Sarge was a large man who exercised less and visited bakeries more now that he had retired. Katie quickly opened up her social media account and pointed at her Facebook page. There was a picture of her, Eloise and Katie dressed in flowing black costumes, their faces painted and bloody as if they were zombies. They were placing black flowers on a grave with Sarge’s name on it. It was like some macabre Halloween pose.

Sarge blinked when he looked at it. He was a consummate painter and he was impressed with the artwork. He looked again and saw that this was not an old photo, but one taken recently. He could tell by the braces that now adorned Eloise’s teeth; those expensive braces that he had commented on when the bill arrived, saying that surely one Tuscan villa for an orthodontist was more than enough. She’d got them in January before school started and it was now May. Halloween was a long way away.

Katie pointed her finger at him, such was her rage. “You did this. You tagged me on your Facebook page and it appeared on my page. My friends all saw it too because they are linked. How could you? Did you think that you were being funny? Because you weren’t. You were just cruel and I hate you.” With that she left, barely able to stop the tears and headed to her bedroom. Eloise was perhaps even more forthright. Her little hand left a red imprint on his face before she followed her sister out.

Before Sarah could yell at him or slap him harder than his daughter did, he got in first. “I don’t have a Face Thingy Page. I don’t know how to make one. As for the photo, well I know nothing about how to use photoshop. I can barely use a digital camera. You know that. This isn’t up to me. If I have suddenly got a page then someone has faked one and joined me up. I would never do anything to embarrass you or our daughters, not even in jest.”

Sarah sat down on the old couch that didn’t match the décor of the house at all and was only allowed to stay in the study because Sarge had insisted it come from the homestead in Croydon. She immediately regretted it. She had much less meat on her bones than Sarge and the springs that were almost through the leather, caught her by surprise. Sarge was right, she thought as she ruefully rubbed her backside. He was right on both counts. He dearly loved the three of them and would never hurt them ever. He was also thick as two planks when it came to technology.

Sarah walked over to the computer and searched for Sarge on Facebook. He was not down as Sarge of course. She found him under Bernard Wilfred Downs. The page was new and there was the picture. He had three friends, just her Katie and Eloise. That was strange as Eloise wasn’t listed on Facebook. She was too young, even though she acted way beyond her years. To see herself listed as a friend shocked her as she had not even received a friend request. Somehow someone had hacked into Facebook and created a page for Sarge and overridden the security on her and Katie’s pages. This was serious and she tried to explain in the simplest terms to her partner what had happened. He in turn told her about the wreath and the lights. She apologised profusely and said that she would explain it to the girls, but that right now he should be ringing the police station and talking to his best mate, the new Chief Inspector and his former junior colleague, Nat Johns.
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“Do you have any known enemies?” 

Sarge looked balefully at his closest friend apart from Sarah. He knew that Nat was going through the basic questions that he should in a case such as this. Sarge shook his head and realised that he was now just a ‘case’ like so many others. He hoped he wasn’t going to be marked down as a nut case. That was something he had unconsciously done when he was in Nat’s shoes many years ago. The fact that Nat was the one interviewing him, he should have been grateful for. His problem had developed into something that probably wouldn’t have been passed up to the senior levels in CIB at this stage. Perhaps, he thought, if he answered Nat’s questions appropriately, then it could all be nipped in the bud and he could go back to his life as a retired police officer and occasional consultant.

That retired police officer status had caught him out a couple of times despite the years he had been out of the force. Not being able to go straight into the CIB through the back entrance, but having instead to go to the front counter and explain who he was there to see, rankled a bit. Luckily Nat knew he was coming that evening and was waiting for him. Nat had dropped everything after hearing the tenor of Sarge’s voice on the phone. His mate was well over six foot and just shy of 130 kilos and it took a lot for him to be scared, but Nat sensed Sarge’s fear and suggested that they should meet. As Nat was working late ensuring everything was ready for the prosecution for a case going before a magistrate in the morning, he asked Sarge to come in to ‘the shop’. Given that Sarge didn’t want to leave Sarah and the girls on their own, they were in the same room and added bits and pieces of what they knew, which was very little.

“I can give you a long list of the people whom I have clashed with over the years and probably even recite the number of years they have spent behind bars, but I’m sure that you can get that from the computer thingy on your desk. Apart from that, there is probably no-one else. I assume it is me that they are targeting. Butter wouldn’t melt in the mouth of my girls.... Not!”

Katie and Eloise looked at each other trying to work out what that meant. They weren’t lactose intolerant, but having a lump of butter in their mouth sounded gross. Sarge continued, “Sarah, as you know works at James Cook Uni, but unless she is creating a germ warfare agent at the moment, I can’t see that she would be the centre of the threats. And they are threats. I have no doubt. They are indicating that I need to get my house in order pending my early demise. I am not keen on leaving early as I promised myself not to leave any inheritance for my girls to squander. My bank balance is a bit too healthy at the moment to blow it quickly.”

“Do you think that might be a possible reason why you have been targeted? We could be looking at extortion here,” Nat asked.

“My finances aren’t all that well known. We don’t flaunt what we have. Yes, the house and land are worth a fair bit, but people know that already. All other income that is known by others is from Sarah’s salary and my superannuation. We don’t have any fancy cars. Nor do we take overseas holidays which, I know, is impossible during this pandemic. There have been no demands made as yet, but although it is unlikely, maybe it could be extortion,” Sarge responded.

“We are rich?” the girls chorused together. “You wouldn’t know it with what we get to spend,” Eloise said grumpily, He’s as tight as a ....... Oh, I don’t know.”

“The words you are looking for are ‘duck’s arse’, I think,” Sarah added, “But if he wasn’t, just think how much more of spoilt brats you would be.”

Katie gave her mother the slit eyed look as she felt that there was only one spoilt brat in the household and that person was much younger than her.

“So, what do you want from us, apart from us to investigate?” Nat asked, “We could provide intermittent protection and send a patrol to call in irregularly. I have already asked our cyber security experts to try to track down how the Facebook pages were hacked.”

“This person or these people, know where we live. They know where I came from. They have shown that they can get access to us at any time. So, it is unlikely that even twenty-four-hour protection is the answer. They know that I would report this and that probably you would be the one in charge of any investigation. That puts you, Jess and the twins also in the line of fire and for that I apologise. I only realised that as I drove here. There is probably nothing we can do until a move is made and we get some idea of what this person wants. Frankly the problem that I have is that normally I could be objective about this, but because it is so very personal I can’t. I just don’t know what to do.”

It was not often that Nat had seen his friend so vulnerable and bereft of ideas unless he was on a plane or a boat, where all Sarge’s brain functions seemed to be willing himself to not think about the weight of a plane and gravity, and the things that lived beneath the waves that would devour him when the boat sank. However, this was much worse. Nat decided to allay some fears.

“Jess and the boys are down in Brissie with Liz and Michelle and their tribe. I suppose that you have lost touch with Liz, but she and Michelle have just adopted a second. Liz is so busy that Jess has gone to help out Michelle. By the way Liz thinks that moving there instead of us sharing the top job here was a brilliant idea. I’ve heard word that she’s a gun to become an assistant commissioner in the next five years. And that is despite her being taught by you. I’ll have a word with Jess and Liz later, and my family will be watched over like you wouldn’t believe. I can’t, and wouldn’t dare, tell you what to do. But whatever you want, I’ll make it happen. As much as it pains me to say, you are still held in such high regard, such that if I didn’t do all I could, I wouldn’t make it out of the station alive.”

“For now, we’ll just go home. There’s no point panicking. This person could have done something to us before now, given the trespassing at our place and his bypassing the security. He, or she chose, not to. It doesn’t mean that nothing will happen. I just get the feeling that there is more to play out in this. I am not about to put mantraps around the house, nor make it fortress Downs/Blake. This person may suspect that is what we will do, or that we will run and hide, or that you will offer surveillance. So, perhaps what we should do is call the bluff and try to put the bloke off his game,” Sarge suggested.

“You are going to put your family as bait?” Nat asked incredulously.

“They already are. They are being dangled in front of me, expecting me to react. That Facebook hacking made that very clear. It said that he could get to them, wherever and whenever he wanted. That’s his game. I don’t want to play by his rules, because his rules mean he gets to dictate what the outcome will be,” Sarge said logically.

Sarah looked at him aghast as did Katie. Eloise was still wondering why her father had for the first time in her memory, not known what to do. Sarah’s eyes questioned Sarge and he returned the look with a very determined, stubborn stare. Sarah was unsure as she wanted to protect her kids, but the longer that she looked at her partner, the more she realised that there was no real way they could be protected without being locked away with a fulltime police presence and even then, whoever was doing this could merely wait. She chose not to say anything. Katie had the childlike confidence in her father that she always had. He was solid, reliable and sensible. He would have only made this choice in their best interest. Still, it unnerved her somewhat. Everywhere they went, they’d be looking over their shoulder. She wondered whether Auntie Liz and Auntie Michelle wouldn’t mind some more interlopers.

Nat had not missed the unspoken acceptance of the family. He understood the reasoning, but didn’t know whether, if the boot was on the other foot, he would have chosen the same course of action. He didn’t raise any possible doubts or objections. He would do what he could. He knew that he couldn’t handle this alone and he had no-one under him who could assist. So, he was glad that he would be able to call upon the wisdom of Sarge. Nat knew that Sarge had skin in the game and that might cloud his judgement, but as long as he was aware of that, then he felt confident whoever was behind this had picked on the wrong person to get even with.

He smiled at the girls and explained to them that he and Sarge would work together to resolve this as quickly as possible, but if they noticed anything unusual at all, they must say. “Anything might be a clue,” he added, “Although I am a bit unsure whether your detective skills are up to it. I mean, you even missed the fact that was staring you in the face. There was no way your father could have done the hacking of Facebook. He has trouble getting past the password login when a computer opens up.” Nat turned to Sarge, “Are you still using ‘password’ as your password?”

Sarge looked offended, but Sarah grinned, for she knew that Sarge had graduated to using capital letters to type password and even a single digit after it.
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Sarge sat in his study and wondered whether he had made the right decision. The urge to keep everyone at home, locked up and safe was almost overwhelming. Yet it was what whomever was doing this to him and his family would have expected. The attacks had been blatant and corralling everyone in the one spot made them easy targets. Reluctantly, almost tearfully, he had ushered his family off on their normal routines. The two girls were now in their classrooms at the secondary school. Katie, doing her final year, would have suffered the most had the family just run and hidden away for months. Her sister would have seen it as an adventure and something to relieve the boredom that had already set in, as she had begun her secondary school phase of her learning. Eloise was going to be far more of a handful for her teachers than Katie ever was. 

Sarah had tutorials with students at the uni. Professor of Marine Biology seemed such a strange title when he thought about his partner. She was really two people and probably even more. She could run rings around him on most subjects, but chose not to. When she was that other Sarah, the university lecturer, she took on a completely different persona. She knew her stuff, knew how to pass it on to others, knew how to encourage and stimulate other people's thinking. Last year, during the pandemic, face to face time with her students was cut and online learning took place. She had taken over his study, brought in high quality video equipment and worked from home. He had got to witness first-hand just how good she was. 

It was hard for his children during the occasional lockdown where schools were shut and they had to learn from home. Sarge had gained a much healthier respect for teachers as he was the one left to keep his two very wilful daughters on track. For university students it was much harder. Theoretically, they were independent learners who should have been able to take it all in their stride. Some could, most couldn't. They needed the support and guidance to follow the complex lines of study they were involved in. For Sarah's students, they needed lab time, time out on the reef and the sharing opportunities with other students that suddenly were taken from them. Many fell by the wayside. Even the graduation ceremony seemed hollow as it was done on line. Sarge had sat quietly in the corner and watched Sarah's involvement in that. As good as her speech was, it was a guest speaker who held his attention. The speech by the wizened old man was spellbinding. Sarge had an almost photographic memory and even now he could recall most of that speech. He turned on the computer and scrolled through to the bookmarked video clip and began to watch it once again. 

"Years ago, I learnt that I was of little consequence in the big picture of human existence and indeed human existence amounts to less than a grain of sand on the vast beach that spans time and space in what we laughingly call the universe. 

Each one of you however, has a tiny role to play and you will probably never know the impact of what you are doing. That is a sad fact, but you must face it anyway. Into the minds and hearts of all of us crawls an insidious creature and that creature is called doubt. For some, it is just a fleeting glimpse, barely noticeable and often arrives just as we are leaving our physical presence. For others, it lives within us for long periods and eats away from the inside until we become just a shell of who we once were. 

It is voracious as it chews up and distorts memories and as we try to cast our mind back our view is through the prism of doubt. We focus on the faults, the mistakes and even the meaningless of our existence. Life becomes full of regrets about the wrong turnings that have been taken. And we begin to question if what we are actually experiencing is real. That fuzziness that has taken over from what we were once certain of, makes us question what we are doing here on earth and perhaps whether our 'life' is just a figment of our imagination. 

All desire for material wealth is thwarted and the urge is built to discover why we are here and what our purpose is. We no longer collect 'trinkets' as we think of them; those things that once determined how successful we have become. Eating and drinking and other basic things needed to survive are not dwelt upon. They are just means to an end that is not known. Entertainment and leisure pursuits bring less and less joy as escapism seems such a waste of precious time and thought. Interaction with others tapers off as we try to wrestle with ideas that are beyond our understanding, even though we don't acknowledge our limited intelligence. We search for answers where there may be none. Things might be just the way they are and no amount of questioning why leads to a satisfactory resolution. It is the not knowing why that both drives us and haunts us. There are times when we wish that our brain was able to rest, days when we can just enjoy what life has to offer. We envy those with the mental agility to be able to control their minds focus, or those who do not suffer from the doubt that plagues us. Life would be so much simpler and so much more enjoyable.

You need to question everything including yourself. There is so much misinformation and disinformation out there for you to wade through. In my day we used to believe the printed and published word, and we were told that there was a big difference between fact and fiction. That we learned later was a falsehood that should have been challenged. We were naive though. Today anyone can publish, and facts can be manipulated to frame an opinion. This just doesn't happen in academia, but in all aspects of life. Everyone has different motives and these need to be brought into the debate. You will have your own and, if university has taught you anything, I hope that it has allowed you to step outside yourself and realise your own bias, your own-coloured judgements and your own limited understandings. Some call me a philosopher or a poet, but I have no title. I am just a person who likes to encourage people to think, because it is that thinking that determines who we are, our purpose and what impact that we can have in the microsecond of time that we are alive. We tend to shape our lives around images that have been portrayed to us of what we should be. You should question those images, just as you should question the motives of those who seek to influence us. For many people in the world, just being alive is a daily challenge. Just getting enough food to eat is a monumental task. They have no time for higher order thinking. You are blessed to have that time. Hopefully a handful of you will go on to create something wonderful that gives these other people the time to think. Then they will truly be alive.”

Sarge hit the pause button as a tear began to well in his eye. He knew what was coming next. Up until then, the voice had been quite soft and at times almost tremulous. Sarah had explained afterwards the circumstances behind why this speaker had been chosen for the graduation. To the best of anyone’s knowledge, he had no credentials to speak of and his selection was something that had come out of the blue. It started with the vice-chancellor receiving a handwritten letter. Ordinarily she would have dismissed it as she would have done with many emails she received, but because it was handwritten, she read it. It captured her attention and she called in the head of philosophy and handed him the letter. It was then passed around various department heads.

The letter began, “Life is all about thought and thought is all about life. These things are what need to be explained to your students...” It went on for a number of pages and the letter was unsigned. Only the vice-chancellor and the head of philosophy were moved enough to do something about it, although the others also thought that the words in all their simplicity were very powerful. The vice-chancellor asked that they be incorporated in the graduation ceremony somehow, but realised that they would carry more weight if the person who wrote them, said them. So began a search for the anonymous author.

It wasn’t that difficult because the paper contained an imprint of Cairns Base Hospital. Eventually, the author was tracked down. He was an outpatient and after much cajoling and the promise of anonymity, he reluctantly agreed to speak.

Sarge composed himself and hit the play button although he knew the words that would follow by heart. The voice came across now more strident and at times with a breathlessness that beguiled the listener. “The secret to thinking is not very complex, but actually doing it takes practice. Our mind does the basics all the time and we have learned to take for granted what it does. We unthinkingly think. We absorb all that is around us and ignore just about all of it, because we are either too focused on what we are doing, or we are incapable of focusing. Thinking involves clearing your mind of all things and making space for new thoughts and taking these on board before the filtering process begins. We mustn’t arbitrarily dismiss them based on our lived experience because we have limited experience. Being aware of your own preconditioned values is essential. The precepts you have need to be dismissed and applied later as you see fit. By prejudging ideas before they are fully explored, gives them no credence at all and shows your own fixed idea of what truth is. Everyone’s truth is different. Questioning those truths and your own, shows that you are indeed thinking and not just giving a patterned response. So, clear your mind, know your own values and the biases they bring and you will begin to really think for perhaps the first time in your life.”

The speaker, from Sarge’s observation, never referred to any notes. His hooded eyes pierced through the screen and you could feel the conviction in his thoughts. He was a remarkable man. True to the vice-chancellor’s word, he remained anonymous and it was only Sarge’s detective skills that led to he and Sarah standing on Four Mile Beach a few days after the graduation ceremony. 

Sarge had marvelled at what you could with video linked communication. The man wasn’t speaking from his book lined study at all. He was in an intensive care bed in the hospice section of the hospital. During the ceremony, all the beeping noise of the machines monitoring him had been turned off. It had taken an all-mighty effort for him to say what he had promised he would say.

There were only a couple of others on the beach; no relatives, no friends, just the vice chancellor, a couple of nurses and someone from the funeral parlour. The old man’s wishes to have his ashes tipped into the outgoing tide on a deserted beach were being honoured. All went well until the wind picked up just as the ashes were being scattered. Some of them ended up in the sand, which the remains of other dead creatures, including coral and shellfish, had created over the millennia. It was the same sand that the man had alluded to that spanned time and space. Despite the embarrassment of the man from the funeral parlour, Sarge thought it was a fitting tribute.

He stopped the video, took a deep breath and took up a pen. He washed all the thoughts from his mind and thought of who might be behind what was happening to him and his family. He began to write.
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He sat in the bar in the pub in Sheridan St. idly watching the people saunter in and out. Some were stayers and looked like they had been there for a while. They weren't under the weather, but their florid complexion and glowing nose had more to do with the contents of the large glasses full of amber fluid and white froth, than the midwinter Cairns sunshine that still burnt the unwary. He wasn't a stayer. He couldn't consume as much as they did. He tended to nurse his beer for a long period. The bartender initially had tried to encourage him to drink more by engaging him in conversation, but with the single word answers that were given in a monotone moved on to others who might help relieve his boredom. 

The midday rush had come and gone. Office workers would rush in and throw down a few glasses of liquid lunch and then head back to work. In Cairns, like a lot of large country towns, if you wanted something done properly or needed accurate information, you made sure that you got it in the morning. 

When he had been much younger, he had haunted this place. Looking around he noticed a few remnants of that time, but much of it had changed. His keen eye saw the dregs of a few makeovers that had been inexpertly done. This was a workers' pub and didn't need the swishness that other pubs sought to gather an everchanging clientele. This pub knew it's market and what that market wanted. Two coin-in-the-slot pool tables and a couple of large-screen TVs tuned to sporting channels was all that was required. Even the top shelf spirits stacked over the bar had a limited range and were not high quality. The owners were not out to impress, merely to make a profit. A regular customer base and slim profits saw a steady income that rarely varied. 

The man finally finished his second beer that he had taken into the second hour of his visit to an old haunt, nodded to the barman and headed to the exit. The change in lighting conditions as he hit the street made him squint and almost wince, but a few blinks and he was ready to move on. Just down the road was the Cairns Police Station. He had memories of that, but ones he didn't want to relive, so he headed north along the veranda covered street. His mind was still trying to come up with a rational answer to a question that had been front and centre for years. Do you attack an institution or an example of that institution? It was one or the other. The answer of neither, was not even considered. He had made his choice with the actions thus far. Whether it was the right option, he was still unsure. Having selected his target, now was not the right time to let up on the pressure, but he would have to be extremely careful from now on. He had poked the bear and the bear was now alert. It was time to be more subtle, to lay some false trails and to come at his target from a different angle. How long could he keep this up? For as long as it took, he had assured himself. Eight years of his life had been lost, his family, his friends and a whole lot more. All the money he had had lined a lawyer's wallet, all to no avail. Someone had to pay for that, someone owed him big time. His eight years wasn't warranted. Nobody believed him. Nobody stood up for him. He knew the truth but others looked the other way and took the easy route, leaving him high and dry and sharing a cell with someone who wanted to be more than just friends. There is a difference between revenge and justice but that difference had become fuzzier every time the metal door slammed home and the lights went out. 

The time he spent in solitary was a blessing and he was there frequently. He had shared a cell with numerous people in his time inside. They didn't last long. Most asked to be moved. Some had a detour via the prison hospital on their way. It was all the same to him. From his earliest memories, he found that he could handle himself. Not blessed with height, but slim, wiry and quick on his feet, by the age of fifteen he was known as someone you didn't mess around with. He'd lost his late twenties and early thirties and had to re-establish his reputation in prison during that time and that just added salt to the wound. He nursed that grievance for a few years after finishing his time before acting on it. It had festered and threatened to erupt and so he had headed north, back again to his original stomping ground and begun to plan. 

The reflection he cast in the shop window was of no consequence to him. He was comfortable in his own body and mind. To others seeing it or him, they were surprised that this average height man looked stockily built under the ill-fitting clothes. He carried no excess weight at all and his body was all muscle which was far distant from the stick skinny youth who had troubled the police in his younger days. Troubled them to the point where one of them suggested that a stint in the armed forces might be more rewarding than one in a youth detention centre. He had taken that advice and on reflection, he thought that was where the trouble began. He didn’t take to discipline kindly. However, that was beaten into him just as belligerence was beaten out of him. To cope he vented his frustration in physical exercise and the crude fighting skills he thought were marvellous when he was younger were finely honed now and he had the physique to use them and take down much larger opponents. He was not seeking fights at the moment and so he clothed himself differently, lest he be set upon by the local youths who would be mightily surprised with what would be dealt out to them. While he was doing what he felt needed to be done, anonymity was his biggest weapon.

Given the downturn in tourism, Cairns was full of people seeking work. He had no problems picking up some on his own terms and on his own conditions. He could pick and choose when he worked, but his employers knew that when he was at work, his self-discipline, strength and ability to work tirelessly for long hours were worth two or three men. The fact that he took less money and just cash meant that he was well sought after. He had just finished a two-day 36-hour non-stop stint on a salvage vessel and was going back to his digs for a rest. He wouldn’t work again for a couple of days which would give him plenty of time to enact his next part of his plan. He would trim his beard down to a moustache only and take on another persona. The army and gaol had taught him a lot. His face shape allowed him to be chameleon like and his ability to mimic and impersonate others enhanced that. A visit to an op shop on the way home should see him reappear the next day as someone completely different.

No-one recognised him in his own hometown anymore. He didn’t have to worry about a police car cruising past. He was able to control the fear that had been bred in him as he grew up. Even the way he walked was totally different and didn’t draw attention like his slow almost defiant gait that he had as a young teenager. Now he strode confidently with a purpose and a direction. He was not looking for something. He had found it. The beatings at home as a child had inured him to what he received in the army. All you had to do was survive. He was never beaten in gaol though. The first who had tried it on had regretted it and served as a warning to others. Now he didn’t need his fists, nor a knife. They say you learn a lot in prison and he had. He knew how to intimidate, how to research, how to use technology to his own benefit. Some people graduated with degrees they had studied for in prison. He had graduated to a more sophisticated level of crime and his education came at the expense of the taxpayer. The most satisfying thing for him to have learned was how to channel very effectively his hate.

It was of little concern that his target was innocent and had no real part in what had led to the brutality meted out to him in the army and the wasted
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