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Chapter 1


Sir, we’ve got a problem.
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The heavy rain diffused the city’s lights and beat against the windows of the buildings in the back streets of South Melbourne. A building in the final stages of completion looked, for all intents and purposes, like any other, but its slab walls were 200mm thicker and the glass – bullet-proof, totally hidden by clever design – made this different. 

The ground floor of the Central Police Monitoring Unit (CPMU) looked like any normal business, with the currently-vacant reception lobby, offices and retail outlets. The upper levels, however, were somewhat out of the ordinary. Boxes of scientific equipment for the new Advanced Forensics Department that would soon call the building home littered the first floor. All offices were along the external walls, leaving the central section of the floor for the high tech Clean Room area. 

The second floor, conspicuous for its lack of windows, was a large server farm. This was the heart of the CPMU monitoring system. Over time, data feeds were to come in from all the security and traffic monitoring infrastructure across the state. The designers had struck a deal with the Victorian Government to access the data from every monitoring site state-wide. It was one of those deals no-one ever heard about.

Inactive at present, hundreds of screens littered desks, with a massive monitor wall spanning the entire end of the building. When brought online it would accept feeds from the massive communication links in the building. 

Among all the inactive technology one area was live. The third floor, walled off in one corner, had a solitary doorway with a keypad, optical and fingerprint scanners controlling entry. Behind this an airlock led to a second door, monitored by facial recognition software, giving access to a small, highly complex monitoring station where one or two staff monitored security for the most critical installations. Designed to replace any security control room in the state if needed, nationally monitored sites would eventually be accessible as well. 

This area was as state-of-the art as any military communication centre. Its decor was normal, but the plasterboard lining hid 30mm concrete slab walls lined with 15mm hardened steel plates, making it the strongest control room in the country.

Rain droplets made long tracks down the heavy glass front doors, forming large puddles on the barren footpath. Peter Jacks, cursing the rain, looked away from the front door monitor and turned his attention back to the wall of monitors requiring his input. Keying his access code Jacks waited for the machines to respond. The section titled ‘Lakeside’ showed that all the alarms were secure. He moved on to the next sectors as the phone rang. Jamming the phone between his chin and shoulder he continued to key details into the system.

“Yes, Greg, the vehicle tracking is live. Bugger of a night to get rostered onto the booze bus rotation! Let’s hope this rain stops soon. We can’t send you home to your new bride with a cold, now can we?”

Laughing to himself Jacks, looking down at his ever-increasing mid-section stretching his shirt buttons, remembered what it was like to be young and fit. Now he was stuck in an office at the mercy of attention-seeking technology. Although only watching a few sites until everything came online, he reminded himself how important this facility was. Jacks, one of the few cleared to work at the complex, had to be there. 

Then the voice in his ear brought him back to the present. 

“Sorry, Greg, just daydreaming. No, I can’t make it this weekend, but good luck anyway!”

“Call me tomorrow. I found some more cross-references on Sam’s database and we need to discuss them. No, I can’t discuss it now – I have to check in with Lakeside. Bye!”

Replacing the phone on its rest, Jacks turned his attention to the beeping panels in front of him.
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The weather was making life awkward for three men huddled several floors up in a derelict building nearby.

Trying to shelter from the rain blowing in through the large glassless window, they pressed hard against the graffiti-covered walls that were a testament to the lack of respect the local youth held for property. 

On a pile of waterlogged cardboard lay the bloodied body of a vagrant. He’d been dispatched when the current occupiers arrived, having identified his home as best for their needs. 

One man peered out of the opening and cursed as he tried to see their target through the teeming rain. 

“Damn, can’t see shit with this rain! Bloody Melbourne weather: 29 degrees, thousands at the beach, and now 14 degrees and rain. Next thing you know we’ll have snow. You two get ready; we can’t afford to miss the next break in the weather.”

On the barren concrete lay two plastic cases about 1.5 metres by half a metre. Their lids were colour coded, one with a yellow square and the other a pair of yellow and red triangles. Next to them sat two cylinders, each about 2 metres long with matching colour codes, sporting a pistol grip, cheek pad, and a night vision scope and laser sight. The completed units were ready for their associate to inspect.  

After completing the inspection the man reached for a thermos flask, offering it to the others, who accepted, letting the strong black coffee warm their icy bodies. 

The rain cleared a little. One man returned to the window and signalled. The others moved the devices to the window.

Pointing through the light drizzle at a squat four-storey building 100 metres away, the man said, “Right, let’s get this done.” 

Tapping the man holding the yellow coded device, he used a hand-held laser pointer to highlight a specific place on a grey concrete wall some 100 metres from their position. 

“There – you must hit there. No lower, or the angle will be too steep.”

Turning to the second man. “It’s critical you fire through that opening as soon as you can see inside. You must hit that inner wall. If you miss and hit the building we’re screwed, as we don’t have another one of these.” He was pointing to the red and yellow coded weapon.”

They took up positions, targeted the laser dots on their designated spots. Confident the small laser dots were not obvious to anyone on the street, they rechecked their targeting. 

“Right, on my mark, 3.... 2....1.... now!”

The projectile sped from the first device, homing in on its target, and a massive explosion left a gaping hole in the side of the building. Seeing a clear path into the building, the second man fired. The projectile disappeared though the smoke shrouded opening and penetrated the targeted internal wall before it detonated. The resulting fireball and intensity of the subsequent pressure wave were such that most of the building's walls and internal structures succumbed, sending debris and flame a considerable distance.
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“See you next week, Greg. ‘Bye!’” Peter Jacks hung up the phone, refocusing his attention on the alarm panel, before being jolted in his chair as the building shuddered. Even in the secure room, he felt the severity of the first rocket’s impact.

“What the...,” were Jack’s last words.

The control room imploded as the second rocket detonated, engulfing him in fire and fragments as the explosion enveloped the control room, tearing it and the unfortunate man to pieces.

The building’s third floor erupted into a massive ball of orange and yellow flame. Shock waves from both explosions ripped through the reinforced walls with the concussive blast wave, reaching the three men in the building opposite.

The man running the crew looked away from the carnage and turned to his team.

“Well done, gentlemen. I think that’s achieved the required result.” 

The others nodded in agreement. “Now just to make sure they don’t find any evidence, we need some added security.”

“Boss, we’re out of explosives. There’s not much more we can do.” 

“Don’t be so sure.” Reaching into his jacket, he produced a mobile phone. 

“Plan B,” and dialled a number, letting it ring several times.

Moments later, a massive blast emanated from within the CPMU’s basement carpark, spewing flame, debris and dust from the carpark entrance and the vents in the building walls.

The entire structure shuddered as the front and left side of the complex caved in. The cascading steel and cement pancaked the floors down onto each other. Somehow the northern corner remained intact, standing resolute like an ageing rampart tapering up to a narrow tip pointing skywards.

The remains of each level were only identifiable by the remnants of each floor’s slab that swung wildly in the air, supported by the odd piece of reinforcing bar and twisted metal.

They watched in awe at the unfolding destruction. 

“Interesting what two trucks filled with explosives can do when placed next to the major supports in the basement car park. We planted them yesterday, disguised as contractor vehicles. I think we should leave now, before it becomes crowded with angry cops.”

One of Stowne’s men turned and pointed to the destroyed structure.

“Hey, boss, why did we freeze our backsides off up here when you could’ve done it all with that bloody bomb? I don’t get it!”

Stowne nodded, “You’re right, it may have done the job, but we couldn’t take that chance. The building’s design was such that it may have remained intact to some degree after the large bomb detonated. By attacking the room on the third floor we ensured that the structure – our primary target – was destroyed. Not to mention compromising the stability of the upper floors so they would collapse when the truck bombs detonated.“

“Any more questions?”

The man shook his head as they gathered up their equipment and headed outside, where they loaded everything into a silver station wagon. The car moved off and into the stream of traffic that had slowed to a crawl as people gawked at the burning building. One man turned from the steering wheel to look as well.

“Isn’t it amazing how people love disasters? Like moths to a light globe. Wouldn’t you agree, Mr Stowne?” 

Stowne, sitting in the passenger seat, nodded in agreement, then pointed to an upcoming corner. 

“Turn right here and go down to the docks so we can dispose of these weapons. Then we’ll pick up your money. We can’t afford to hang around here in case someone saw us leaving that building.” 

Stowne watched the gathering crowds out of the rear window. They soon became another speck in the evening traffic.
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The mobile’s ring cut through the darkened room. The sleeping man’s breathing became restless as he stirred. Alert and now fully awake, he sat upright, focused on the clock displaying 3am and cursed, realising he’d only had 90 minutes’ sleep.

“Christ, what now?”

David Parker rolled off the bed, ran his hands through his hair and fumbled for the lamp switch on the side table. The harsh light burned into his tired eyes as he retrieved his phone from the pocket of a dropped jacket. Noticing the broken lampshade, he mumbled, “must fix that.” Placing the phone to his ear, he realised he’d missed the call. Realising he’d left the air conditioning on overnight; he grabbed a dressing gown. He was about to try calling the number he’d missed when the phone rang again.

“Yes? Who wants me now?” 

A young man’s voice, stressed, spluttered. “Ops Control here. Sir, we've got a problem.”

Parker shook his head to clear his thoughts. “This better be good, son. I only left there two and half hours ago.” 

The background commotion meant something was amiss. He heard, “Give me that phone,” a muffled protest, then a familiar voice. 

“David, it’s Paul ... someone’s hit the CPMU.” 

Parker staggered backward onto the bed. “What? How bad, Paul?” 

The extended silence said everything. 

“How bloody bad is it?” Still Parker heard nothing. “For God’s sake, Paul, answer me!”

Again silence, then Paul, straining to contain emotion, spoke again. 

“It’s bad, David. Terrible.”

“There’s nothing,” Paul paused again, “just nothing left! Nothing but rubble.” 

Parker, his head in his hands, stared at the floor, having dropped the phone on the bed in shock. 

“David, are you still there?” 

Parker picked up the phone. “I’m here, Paul.”

“David, Peter was on duty...” a long pause followed. “I’m sorry, mate, but I thought you’d better hear it from me.” 

Parker’s body shook as he struggled to keep control. 

“I’ll be there in 40 minutes. I want a full debrief when I get there.”  

Parker dropped the phone and collapsed backwards on the bed. Realisation of what he’d just been told sank in. The shaking, now more violent, overtook him as tears washed down his face.
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The silver wagon stopped at the end of the pier. The three men unloaded the weapons from its tailgate. Peter Stowne watched as the weapons had their barrels filled with heavy gravel to overcome any buoyancy issues and were re-secured in their cases. The cases were then tied to an old V8 engine block. 

Stowne, a tall, willowy individual with light brown hair and well-weathered skin scarred from too much sun, looked more like a jackaroo than a city boy. The cases were lowered over the edge of the pier, swinging on their tethers just below the decking. They would then roll the engine block off the pier, taking them to the depths of the Yarra River. 

This area was a favourite with drug dealers for deliveries, sales, exchanges and more. It sat on the edge of the dredged shipping channel. It was a place where drugs could be left in the depths to be recovered by divers hidden from anyone above the water. 

The other men, brothers who had entered illegally, were both superb killers, taking great joy in their profession. One stood up from the engine block, calling out to Stowne, “Ready to go.” 

He realised he was looking down the barrel of the silenced 9mm automatic. 

“Stowne, no!”

He tried to gain cover from a bollard at the end of the pier, but Stowne was faster. Two rapid shots struck him in the chest and throat. The man spun, landing on his back, motionless. 

His brother, now alerted to his sibling’s fate, tried to dive for cover behind the car, drawing a weapon as he did. Stowne saw the movement, turned and fired, striking him in the upper body. He walked to the man, now face down, unable to move and groaning in pain. 

“No leaks!” Stowne spoke as he shot the man in the head. 

Stowne dragged the bodies to the edge of the pier, tied a rope from the engine block to their feet, their hands to concrete bricks, and eased them over the edge. They swung like broken puppets until he pushed the block into the water, where it dragged its grim load to the bottom. 

He sent a brief text from his phone, “Demolition complete, garbage disposed of.”

The reply came quickly, “Good work, Stowne. I’ll be in touch.”

Stowne removed the phone’s SIM card, broke it in half then threw it and the mobile into the water. Using a bucket on a rope to draw up water, he washed away the remaining blood from the pier. Satisfied he had removed all visible traces, he picked up a gun that had fallen from a body and threw it far out into the river, knowing it would vanish in the deep mud on the bottom. 

Returning to the car, Stowne drove away from the pier complex as the new moon, a silent spectator to the evening’s brutality, hovered over the Melbourne skyline.
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Chapter 2


You said ‘had’...
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It was 4:00am when Inspectors Parker and Edwards arrived at what remained of the CPMU. They were stunned by the damage to the complex. 

Dave Parker and Paul Edwards had been friends since school. Their love of sport and both being highly competitive saw them compete alongside or against each other for years, including a side bet on who would outscore the other on their final academy exams. Parker won by a single percentage point and he never let Edwards forget it.

If one took up a sport, the other would too, or would do something different, then try to convince the other that their sport was better. It was this ongoing oneupmanship that brought them to motor sport. Parker, a keen yachtsman, having sailed all his life, lost a bet with Edwards one evening. The penalty was he had to drive Paul’s rally car at a small country autocross event.

Intent on winning, he drove the wheels off the car, beating his friend, much to Edward's disgust. But the die was cast and he was hooked. Shortly after, Parker sold the yacht to finance his own car. And the rest, as they say, was history. 

Parker, at 201cm the taller of the two, was lean but muscular. A skilled fighter with a 6th Dan black belt in karate and proficient in several other martial arts, he was trained in close personal protection and had done a stint at the FBI's Quantico Training Centre in Virginia. He was an intelligent man and a skilled investigator and communicator who had mastered the art of internal politics. Unlike his mate Edwards, who was a HR rep's worst nightmare in his early days. Still struggling after the breakup of a long-term relationship the previous year, he had relied on Edwards and Peter Jacks for moral support both at and away from work. He was only now coming out the other side and moving on. Well that's what he kept telling himself. And now this.

Paul Edwards was the polar opposite of Parker. A stocky man around 178 cm tall, with legs like tree trunks supporting his massive chest and arms. Genetics had been kind to him, allowing him to maintain his physique without a great deal of effort. He had been a boxer who had mixed it with the best in the ring and on the street and had the bent nose and cauliflower ears to prove it. He was the practical one of the pair and had made his way through the force in more administrative roles. He now oversaw many departments, including, much to Parker's amusement, Human Resources. 

He made Administration his passion after losing a partner to some piss poor planning by an aging chair-bound sergeant. He vowed that would never happen again. He never married, but Parker often chided him about being married to the job, although he always seemed to have a pretty young thing on his arm whenever they ventured out.

Both men had become candidates for senior management positions but refused, preferring to supervise their respective areas and get their hands dirty whenever they could. Eventually the Commissioner suggested it would be in their best interests to take up the new roles. They relented, but only after some serious bartering that resulted in them being able to stay more hands-on.

As they surveyed the damage the realisation that their friend was dead sunk in, and neither man was able to speak.

A legend in the Force, Peter Jacks has a reputation as a man’s man who would help anyone, whether a member of the Force, the public or, in certain circumstances, the odd crook. He’d received more bravery awards than any other officer, and many other commendations for service to the people of Melbourne.

He had met Parker and Edwards in their early days of competitive rallying. Jacks, by then retired from competition, was still an exceptional driver, having competed in events across Australia. He’d taken a shine to both men, becoming their mentor and friend. They were both excellent drivers, but Edwards developed into a better co-driver and he and Parker became a team. 

When they joined the police force Jacks mentored them during their formative years and beyond. An intelligent man with varied skill sets, he had been part of the development team for the CPMU from the outset. He became the Officer in Charge after its completion. During this phase Jacks was guiding the career of another officer, again as mentor and friend. 

The urgent warning calls and the sight of men running from the shattered building broke the silence as several large sections of its remaining corner succumbed to the damage. They crashed down onto the rubble below as the sound of falling masonry grew to a deafening crescendo. The first wall tumbled, engulfing an abandoned fire truck. The second followed, collapsing into the street. Small spot fires erupted as live embers in the debris ignited, fanned by wind from the falling wall. These were short-lived, as the debris from the second smothered them as soon as they started. As the dust cleared, emergency personnel moved back to the building to check the area and their equipment.

Parker heard the faint but all too familiar sound of an approaching car. He turned to Edwards, who spoke first, “Greg!”

“No doubt. I’d know that motor anywhere. Wasn’t he working tonight?” Parker’s mood became more subdued. “I figured he’d be here before us. “Did you tell him?”

“Yes, but he was delayed. The booze bus broke its steering gear, returning to base. He had to babysit it until heavy haulage turned up and arrange transport for the others. He wasn’t at all happy about all that!”

The deep-throated roar of Weber carburettors and the note from a well-tuned exhaust system resonated as the car drew nearer. The engine’s note changed with every gear change, and powerful lights illuminated an intersecting road. Then the street was awash with light as the car turned into it at high speed. The car’s tyres screamed as the driver pushed them to the very limits of adhesion. A slight correction, then the car straightened and the engine roared as it sped along the street towards the two men, its driving lights washing everything with vibrant white light. As it neared the two figures, the driving lights cut out. The car dipped as the driver braked, stopping next to Parker and Edwards, the engine’s noise reverberating off the nearby buildings.

Greg Blackwell shrugged off his safety harness, slipped his legs over the roll cage and onto the road. He slammed the door, acknowledged the men and turned to where the CPMU had once stood. He took a half-staggering step towards the front of his car, then stumbled, supporting himself on the body, as both Parker and Edwards grabbed his arms and seated him on the bonnet. 

Fighting back tears and his body’s wish to be ill, he screamed out in an outburst that so was out of character, “That was my shift! I should in there, not Peter!”

“Peter arranged a shift change so I could do some car preparation and get some rest before Saturday’s event. My replacement went down with food poisoning and you,” pointing to Parker, “were on secondment for the week, so he took the shift.” 

Staring into the rubble, Blackwell just shook his head. “I spoke to him at 1900 hours. That’s when he told me he was doing the shift. It can’t have happened more than a minute or two later, as the dispatcher was sending people here at 1905 hours.”

Senior Constable Greg Blackwell also met and became friends with Jacks through rallying. Blackwell was already a cop when they met, and Jacks saw his potential early on. Jacks was grooming him to take over the reins of the CPMU when he retired the following year. Branded a rising star of the Force, he took no crap, but also supported anyone needing help. This was something he passed on after receiving help from an internal support system made up of senior officers, including the Commissioner, to support officers struggling with private issues. It was one of many programs the boss had instituted before and during his time as Commissioner. 

Blackwell’s ‘youthful’ enthusiasm inspired Parker and Edwards to team up again in later years and return to rallying. It also allowed them to work alongside their mate Peter, whose mantra was giving back, assisting novice competitors develop their skills.  

Blackwell was a few centimetres taller but similar in build to Edwards. He was a keen bodybuilder. martial arts competitor and triathlete. With a reputation for tenacity, he was highly respected by both his peers and the criminals he had sent away. Many felt his reputation would soon equal or eclipse that of his mates, Parker and Edwards.

Edwards, having left the group to go to a nearby food station set up to support the emergency crews, was now on his way back.

“It’s not your fault, Greg,” said Parker, speaking more like a father than a friend, trying to ease some of his own pain and that of Blackwell. 

“As near as we can figure, he never knew what hit him. I know it’s not much comfort, but it is better than him being trapped and dying amongst that lot over there.”

Edwards had rejoined the group with his load of food and drink. 

“Here you are. I think we all need this,” he said as he passed coffee around to the men. “Sorry, no milk, but this might help.” 

He produced a none-too-small flask from his jacket and poured a generous amount of amber fluid into each cup. Parker and Blackwell managed a smile as their friend filled the cups. Paul Edwards’ brandy flask had almost as big a reputation as Edwards himself. 

Edwards put the bags of food on the ground. “I know. I don’t feel like eating right now, but it’s going to be a long night, so tuck in if you feel the need.”

Parker turned to the ruined building and lifted his cup high. “Here’s to you, Peter,” then lowered his cup and drank. The others followed suit as a grey-haired gentleman in a long navy raincoat approached the group.

“Better hide your flask, Paul,” Parker muttering under his breath. “Here comes the boss!”

“Don’t worry, Dave, I met him when I was at the food truck. He’s just coming over for a refill.”

Commissioner James White was a career policeman in his early 60s with retirement in his sights. He was well respected by the members, the public, most politicians and even the media, the latter because, unlike his predecessor, he made communications with them as open as possible. The one exception to that rule was his refusal to be drawn into his granddaughter's very public and controversial departure from the force. 

All commissioners wanted to leave a legacy and the CPMU was going to be his. Now, with it reduced to a smoking pile of rubble, he knew they would be coming for him. Like circling vultures above a dying animal, just waiting to pick at the corpse as they jockeyed to be his replacement. 

As he approached the waiting group, he passed a small group of senior officers who had no reason to be there other than to be seen.  

“Vultures,” he thought to himself, acknowledging them as he passed.

Reaching Parker and the others, he already knew he would approve their plan to investigate. There were no better officers and he could trust them. They were going to, anyway, so why fight it? He noted Blackwell was with them and thought he was he was an excellent inclusion. With their help, he may still survive this and rebuild his legacy before the vultures did too much damage. 

He knew they were one member short to make the team complete, but it remained to be seen whether that person could be drawn back into the fold. Only time would tell. 

Parker felt the evening chill for the first time. He pointed to a small police transport nearby. 

“Grab the Commissioner. We can brief him in comfort. Greg can hear what he’s supposed to and play deaf to the rest.”

Parker saw Greg become uneasy. 

“Greg, Paul and I already know we’re going to try to investigate this and, whether or not the boss likes it, so are you. Just play dumb, use your head, and he’ll approve it, okay?”

“Sure, Dave. Though how can you be so certain?” 

Parker’s steely look said it all. “He knows he couldn’t stop us even if he bloody well wanted, so he’d rather we worked on it from the outset than do it through back channels. He’ll let us do it our way, so you’re on the team as of now. This way, we’re one team and you’re not on your own. Right Greg?”

A sly grin appeared on Blackwell’s face as the three moved to meet the Commissioner.
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With the Commissioner’s briefing complete and having being given tacit approval to investigate the incident pending an official announcement later, the others were about to move off to make other enquiries on-site. 

Greg spoke out, “That man is so stoic. His project is in ruins, an old friend presumed dead, and all through the meeting he never missed a beat. I couldn’t do it.”

Parker felt an explanation was is in order, “Hold up guys while I tell Greg the boss story.”

“I know this one, Dave. The cop who transformed much of the force and his ‘rock star’ grandchild.” Giving everyone a knowing wink as he did.

“Let Dave speak mate, you only know the sanitised version. Not many know the rest.” Edwards waved them all back to their seats. 

“But that’s not where the stoic bit really stems from.” Parker paused, trying to decide how much more to tell. Then, having made a decision, continued.

“While achieving all that, he still had his own issues to deal with. Gordon, his  16-year-old, had met a young girl "Jo" on a holiday camp one Christmas. They were stunned when one evening, she turned up on their doorstep explaining she was pregnant by Gordon. Her family had wanted her to terminate and then threw her out for refusing. In desperation and with nowhere to go, she had come to Gordon for help. 

White and his wife took "Jo" into their home, as it was apparent to all that although young, the pair were very much in love. Gordon and Jo married in a civil ceremony, but being under 18, they needed parental approval and Jo's parents couldn’t ‘Sign her away’ fast enough!  

His wife stopped work to help Jo during her third trimester. They had an agreement. She would look after the child after its birth so Jo could finish her schooling. Gordon insisted on contributing what money they could towards the household finances through part-time work, which White duly invested for their future. 

After completing their education, Gordon followed his father into the police force and Jo became a respected graphic designer and artist. Working from a home studio at the rear of White’s house allowed her to manage work and family.

One evening two senior officers, both family friends, knocked on the Whites door. As soon as James saw their expressions, he knew what was to come. He had delivered too many death-a-grams in his time not to recognise the look. 

The news almost destroyed him. Returning to his new posting in Ballarat, a tree weakened by extreme rain had fallen onto the highway, crushing Gordon’s car. He and Jo had died instantly, but miraculously, their child was unharmed. 

With the help of the force and some investments he'd made for his son's future, White and his wife took on the responsibility of raising their grandchild.” 

––––––––
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“Now you know the whole story, Greg. But it doesn’t leave here!” Parker cautioned.

“Lips are sealed, mate.”

“Ok, story times over, time we got back to figuring out this mess.” Edwards moved off the seat and exited the van ahead of the others who followed and moved off towards the chaos confronting them.
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Parker approached the smouldering remains of the CPMU. The sight reminded him of the World Trade Centre and bombed-out cities across the Middle East. There was just a pile of smoking rubble surrounding one corner and two sections of wall. What remained after the collapse was unstable, blackened by the fires following the explosion. There was rubble and debris from the CPMU and the damaged neighbouring buildings everywhere. 

There was enough room for a solitary fire appliance, with the rest parked further back. It now stood buried under rubble from the latest collapse. Hoses were strewn everywhere in a bizarre spider’s web as firefighters poured tonnes of water onto the wreckage. 

Parker saw a solitary figure near some rubble and made a beeline for him. He ignored the more senior officers onsite, trying to attract the man’s attention. Oblivious to their calls, he walked straight to Paul Edwards who was leaning against the front bull bar of a nearby fire unit. 

Edwards, unable to keep his cup still as his massive hands shook, felt the burning coffee slop over the edge. Seeing Parker ignore the other officers, he thought to himself, “The brass will love that!”

“How, Paul?” Parker spoke as he approached. 

“I don’t know. I just can’t figure it out.” 

“Christ,” Edwards dropped his coffee as it spilled out again, burning his hands. 

“What do we know?” Parker spoke as he stared at the crazed pile of concrete and steel.

“OK, at the moment we have tentative reports of two quick explosions, then a much larger one a minute later. The place was secure. No-one could get a bomb in.” 

Edwards kicked the now empty cup, sending it spinning across the roadway. 

“Well, Paul, we designed it and damn near built it,” Parker swept his arm across the destruction. “If we can’t tell the brass how their new toy went bang, who can?”

“Maybe he can,” Edwards pointed to an Army officer approaching them from the rubble. As the man greeted Edwards, Parker noted he held the rank of Major.

“Inspector Edwards.”

He nodded and shook the man’s hand. “What do you think, Major?” 

Edwards noted the glance in Parker’s direction. “I’m sorry, Major, you two haven’t met, have you?” 

“Major Burns, this is Inspector David Parker, co-designer of this building. Or what’s left of it.”

The two men shook hands. “Dave’s the only person, other than myself, with total knowledge of the area.” 

“Dave, the Major here is the best explosives man the Army has. If anyone can tell us what happened here, it’s him.” 

“Do you have any ideas yet, Major?”

“I can tell you this much, Inspector, it wasn’t just a bomb that did this to your building.” 

The Major was about to continue when Edwards became agitated. “What do you mean not ‘just a bomb’,” he exploded, “What was it – a bloody firecracker?”

“Steady, Paul.” Parker placed a calming hand on his friend’s shoulder. Edwards calmed a little. 

“Sorry, Major, it’s not your fault. Our mate was in there. Please continue.” 

Burns continued. “I’m sorry, I was unaware. As I was saying, it was not just a bomb planted in that building. The damage isn’t consistent with that sort of attack. The indications are that there was an initial assault on the upper floor by shoulder-launched devices directed against the control room, the only target of any value in the building at present, before the final detonation below.”

“Rocket fire! Major, are you sure?” Parker looked at Edwards in disbelief. “I’ve seen the documentation on a lot of terrorist weapons. I’ve never heard of a couple of rockets destroying a building, particularly one built like this, at least not shoulder-launched and as portable as these must have been.”

“That’s understandable, Inspector. I need to explain that because of my expertise and security clearance, I consulted on the building’s design and intended use during your planning stages.” Before either could speak, “My reasons hinge on two things, we have indications of two explosions in quick succession, targeting the control room on the third floor.” 

He waited for them to absorb what he’d said.

“The upgrades to the structural integrity of the complex and the control room were perfect. Under normal circumstances it would be intact with a few dents in the body work, so to speak. This, however, was also an exercise in upgrading. 

“When a detonation occurs the force is outward from the source. If inside a structure then objects like reinforcing bars in concrete, structural steel, plumbing, etc are all forced in the direction the pressure wave is travelling. You can see that on the upper levels of the remaining structure, with the remains of the floor slabs on the wall’s corner.” Burns indicated the relevant places with a powerful torch. 

“But that large hole,” he went on, shifting the beam to an opening in a remaining section of one wall, “on the third floor is different – the damage is inward, indicating that the explosion originated from the outside.

“My feeling is that two rockets designed to penetrate walls of reinforced buildings were used. I’d best describe them as mini-bunker busters. Against a normal building these would cause significant damage. Experience tells me the attackers knew firing two rockets into the walls would not achieve the desired result, so they used the first rocket to punch a hole in the wall, firing the second a moment later, allowing them to target the control room via the new opening. It’s a technique used by snipers to fire from behind glass. Prior to the kill shot, their spotter shoots out the glass with a shot gun, the sniper fires a fraction later through the hole. With no impediment from glass, kill shot percentages improve significantly.”

Rubbing his jaw, he continued, “I’ve never seen it done before but I’m certain it’s how they did it. The expectation would have been to destroy the control room and the floor as well. If left at that, the first and ground floors would be relatively intact.” 

He paused before proceeding, “What I can’t fathom is why they set the later charge in the car park to bring down the rest of the complex. Makes no sense, as you had nothing of any importance planned for those areas. Maybe a statement, or maybe just for effect. I just don’t get it.”

Edwards threw in his two bobs’ worth. “The cop in me says they hoped to hide any evidence of the rocket attack, deflecting our investigations in other directions.” 

Parker interjected, “I reckon you’re right, Paul, and that’s all fine and good, Major, but rockets small and powerful enough to do this damage?” 

Burns now hesitated, “I’m sorry, gentlemen, but that’s classified information.” 

“This prototype, designed for all future classified monitoring and storage facilities, needed us to upgrade the design. Paul and I are cleared to Top Secret,” Parker emphasised the last point. “But if this is insufficient we’ll make the necessary arrangements. Nothing is going to slow this investigation.”

The Major went on, “Developing a close support weapon for suburban conflict has been a priority of the military. It had to be light, compact, shoulder-launched and able to deliver different munitions. The brief was that one or two rockets could be used to neutralise a fortified position or urban structure. You can appreciate the advantages this weapon would have in built-up areas.”

Parker, becoming impatient, stopped Burns, “That’s very interesting, Major, though I don’t see how your experiments can ...” 

“Just wait, Inspector,” Burns cut Parker off, “As I was saying, they developed this weapon just for this type of use, and the Army had a limited number available for operational testing in several armouries here in Victoria.” 

“You said ‘had’, Major, not ‘have’?” Edwards now concerned. 

“Had is the operative word, Inspector. Last week there was an armoury breach and a quantity of small arms, including four rockets, was stolen. We had thought the latter were a bonus rather than targeted, but tonight changes that. Our Intelligence Section feels it was an inside job, but can’t prove anything.” 

“As for this,” the Major gestured towards the ruined building, “According to the evidence I’ve seen on these weapons, I would almost guarantee they used two of our missing items here tonight.” 

Burns finished his observations and a silence fell over the three men.

Parker spoke. “I see. Thank you, Major. Could I have a full report as soon as possible?” 

Parker shook his hand and watched the Major shake Edwards’ hand before moving off. Parker called him back. 

“One more thing, Major – there are more of those out there, aren’t there?”

“Yes, Inspector, and that scares the crap out of me. If they hit a public area, it will be carnage.” He paused. “Take this as gospel – anything you need to find the remaining devices, plus the bastards with them, the Army will provide. I’ll set the liaison process in place this morning and let you know.” 

Burns turned on his heel and moved off. 

“Likewise, Major, anything. Just ask!” Parker called after him. 

Burns didn’t break stride. He acknowledged Parker with a raised thumb and strode off.

Parker spoke again. “Reckon that guy knows his stuff.” 

“Knows it?” Paul, now more serious, “I made a couple of calls when he first arrived. They say he’s so good with explosives that if he worked for ISIS, he’d be the new Ace of Spades. What James Bond would do with a pen or key-chain, he’d achieve with a thumb tack.”

****
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16 hours after the CPMU’s destruction, Parker, Edwards, and Blackwell met at the St Kilda Road police complex.

“Yes, sir... I see.... right. Thank you, sir.” Parker hung up the phone. “We’re on, lads. The Premier and Commissioner have given us carte blanche on this. Whatever we want we’ve got: staffing, equipment and Australia-wide help if needed!”

Edwards and Blackwell acknowledged Parker’s words as they looked over photos of the wrecked CPMU building. The images, detailed and graphic, reinforced their feeling of loss.

“Paul, you’re the best organiser around so start working out our projected personnel needs, and Greg, you’ve won equipment appropriation. Okay?” 

Neither man questioned Parker’s decisions. They accepted he knew what was best and that the buck stopped with him if the investigation went pear-shaped.

“Right, Dave, Paul and I will have it sorted by tomorrow morning.” 

Blackwell grabbed Edwards by the shoulders and gave him a pat on the head. “Right, Paul!” 

Engrossed by the photos on his desk, Edwards just nodded in agreement. Parker noticed a scowl on his face. 

“Don’t worry, Paul. Once the groundwork’s done, we’ll steal someone to run this side of things, then we can do the legwork ourselves. Okay?” 

“No worries, Dave. It’ll be ready by morning, mate.” 

Edwards, grinning slyly, picked up the phone. Parker turned to Blackwell. “This should be interesting.”

“Admin, Inspector Edwards, I want the two best Admin Officers assigned to the CPMU task force from tomorrow. No, not 9am. 7am, and willing to work long hours. Here? No. Spencer Street headquarters.” 

He waited while they looked into his requests. “Nowhere for us? Mate, that’s your problem! Just have Inspector Parker and my offices moved along with the two admin officers to a dedicated office space by tomorrow morning. Seriously? Sure, you check with your boss!” 

As he listened to the reply, he mouthed, Bloody bureaucrats.“

“That’s right, the best. I mean they need to be fast, super-accurate at data entry, security cleared, experts on all our systems, but, most of all, be the best-looking. Okay, okay... I never mentioned gender, did I? Right, by seven o’clock sharp. ‘Bye.”

He put down the phone with a cheeky smile. “Would you believe it? I just got told off for being sexist.”

Parker grinned, “Well-deserved too!” 

Edwards just shrugged. “Well, you said we could have whatever we needed!” 

Parkers shook his head in disbelief, “Jesus, Paul, you never change!” 

Edwards just grinned and Parker realised something was up. “OK Give.” 

“Yeah, but when they report me, they’ll get a pat on the back and a gold star. Several of us are testing the system by being purposely obnoxious to see if the staff will stand up and report to HR.”

Parker just shook his head and smiled. “I think we should call it quits for today. It’s been a bloody long day and we could all use a break. I don’t see us getting much rest for a while so let’s wind this up and head off.” 

As they were about to leave, the phone rang. Blackwell grabbed it.  

“Blackwell.” 

His face lit up as he recognised the caller. “Hello stranger! Yeah, he’s here. Hold on a tick and I’ll get him.” 

He put the phone on hold, calling out to Parker. “Dave, it’s Dianne for you. I thought you two broke up?”

“We did. I’ve been trying to reach her all day. I want someone in the media we can trust.”

Picking up the phone, “Hi Dianne. We need to talk. Yes, it’s important! How about eight o’clock at the Carousel Cafe? Usual table. I’ll explain everything when I see you, OK?” His face softened. “See you there. ‘Bye!”

Handing the phone back to Blackwell, a smile rapidly spreading across his face. “Don’t say a thing, Greg. It’s over, OK?”

“Sure Dave, keep telling yourself that.”

“I don’t think the Commissioner got over her leaving the Force and becoming a journalist, let alone not marrying you.” 

Blackwell smiled and grabbed Edwards by the arm. “Come on, Paul, I’ll buy you a beer. I think Dave has enough on his mind without us hanging around.”

“Get out of here, you two, before I forget we’re mates!” Parker shook his fist in a mock threat, his smile betraying his feelings. Parker could hear the two men’s laughter as they walked away from the office.

****
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The phone rang in the small, sparsely lit office. The door opened and Peter Stowne entered. He walked over to a desk littered with car repair manuals and assorted invoices and picked up the phone. He sat down on a chair made from an old car seat bolted to an oil drum, welded to a square steel plate for stability. 

“Stowne here. Yeah, I’m ready. Do you have them?” He reached amongst the scattered papers for a notepad and pen and jammed the phone between his chin and shoulder. 

“Away you go!” Stowne started writing. When he’d finished, he read the message back to the caller. “OSCAR 763921/63 ... Right, got it. Text me if it changes before I need to use it. Yes, I’ll do it ASAP. Goodbye.” 

He hung up the phone, folded the note and put it in his shirt pocket. His preference was old school pen and paper rather than texts and messaging. He knew he had to use tech, but preferred the simpler days. 

Stowne stood, turned on his heel and walked out of the office into a large workshop area that held several cars. His silver Mercedes was parked outside his office and his pride and joy, a 1974 Datsun Violet 710 SSS rally car, was at the rear of the building. Stowne had meticulously restored it to replicate a Datsun works rally car. 

The Datsun sported a red, white and blue colour scheme, gold Enkei mag wheels, 2 litre 240bhp motor and a close ratio gearbox. It had a top speed of 190Km/h.

It was one of the best historic rally cars in the country, some said the world, and Stowe’s ability as a driver meant he and the car were competitive worldwide. The restoration was such that he had refused several six-figure offers from overseas because he just loved driving it. No electronics, sequential gearboxes or other mod cons. Just a brute of a car that you either mastered or it bit you. 

A pair of navy blue, overalled legs stuck out from the rear of the car. Stowne stooped to look under the car, giving the leg a gentle tug as he did. “Knock off time, Joe! You’ve done enough for today. I’m off to see someone about sponsorship. Will you lock up?” 

A muffled reply followed, “No worries, boss! I’ve just about finished the diff repair.” A tool hit the ground. “Christ, just what I needed, a bloody spanner in the left ear-hole. You sure you don’t want me to finish fitting the new extinguisher system?”

“No need. We can test with a portable and fit it before the event. Go home, mate. Remember you’re supposed to knock off at five in the afternoon, not the middle of the night.” 

“Great idea. Someone should tell my boss that!” Joe’s voice becoming sarcastic. 

“I’ll remember that next time you want a pay rise. See you in the morning!”

Stowne, now in the car, heard Joe singing, “Who Wants to be a Millionaire,” with a final chorus of, “I Do! I Do! Please!”

Backing out of the building he made a phone call and recognised the voice at the other end. “Thompson, I’ll pick you and Davidson up in 20 minutes. Okay, I’m leaving now.” 

As he drove away from the workshop, the large illuminated ‘Stowne’s Motor Sport’ Aluminium Fabricating & Roll Cages Our Speciality sign grew smaller in the rear window.
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