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[

We steered this morning through a splendid country, rocky and undulating, which for twelve miles maintained the same 

character . . . the creeks we crossed were perfectly dry. To the Northward, several small ranges appeared in the distance.

Kimberley explorer, Alexander Forrest, in his Journal of Expedition from Degrey River to Port Darwin. 

Perth, 1880.
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Matsu Diamond Mine – East Kimberley, Western Australia
Apart from soft music from the radio in the kitchen as the staff prepped for the day, the only sound interrupting Drusilla Porter’s solitary breakfast was the occasional clang of a mop in a bucket as the cleaner washed the hall leading to the mess room.

‘All by yourself, Dru?

Dru jumped as the chair beside her slid across the floor with a high-pitched squeak. As she looked up she bit back the groan that rose to her lips. ‘Hi Jennifer.’ Dru reached back and rubbed her neck to ease the tight muscles. After she finished her coffee and checked her emails she planned on heading to her room to crash for a long sleep. Talking to Jennifer—an administrative assistant in the security section—was the last thing she felt like doing.

After a twelve-hour night shift out in the heat on the perimeter of the diamond mine, the cool and the solitude of the staff mess had eased her inner tension but her muscles were still taut. She had come straight to the mess after she’d signed off, hoping to avoid the rush of the night workers from the processing and crushing plants after the changeover of shift and get back to her room more quickly. The day shift staff had already been through for their breakfast. 

Like the rest of the mine, the staff mess was run like clockwork, although the work boots of fifty day staff had already wreaked havoc on the shiny floor tiles. A fine layer of East Kimberley red dust covered most things at the mine, both inside and out.

‘Early breakfast for you, Jennifer?’ Dru gestured to the empty chair across from her; one thing their mother had instilled in her three daughters was good manners. Tiredness tugged at her muscles and she yawned, but ten minutes chatting was a small concession to make; maintaining a pleasant relationship with a nosy staff member didn’t take much. She knew Jennifer would keep the conversation—and the site gossip—going while Dru drank her coffee and listened. The occasional nod and sympathetic murmur would keep the young woman happy and then Dru could make her excuses and get away. 

‘I’m on early start today. Night shift for you, was it?’ Jennifer’s smile was sympathetic as she took in Dru’s face. She’d had a quick splash in the washroom outside the mess but hadn’t worried about the streaks of red dust where she’d wiped away the perspiration through the night. A long hot shower would clean that up when she got back to her room.

Dru nodded and sipped the steaming hot coffee as she looked over Jennifer’s shoulder through the huge glass window to the low foothills of the Matsu Range. Even though it was only seven-thirty, the blue shimmering heat haze formed a distinct line at the base of the range. Scrubby trees and hundreds of termite mounds, small and large, dotted the flat plain that stretched between the mine and the hills. Nothing moved in the morning air; the nocturnal creatures had retreated for the day, and the kangaroos were hidden away, lying in the meagre patches of shade provided by the occasional boab tree. Here and there, patches of yellow grass soothed the eye as they broke the monotony of the red dust.

‘How come you’re not flying out today? Everyone’s headed to the airport. Bus just left.’

Dru turned her attention back to Jennifer as the young woman pierced her egg and the bright yellow yolk ran over the plate.

‘Oh, gross. I’ll be so glad to get out of this place and back to civilisation.’ Jennifer turned her lips down in a pout.

This time Dru’s murmur was noncommittal. Jennifer always found something to criticise; the food here at the Matsu Mine was excellent. Dru had her pegged as a short stay staff member. It took a certain personality to make it on the fly-in fly-out jobs, so despite the rugged and isolated location, management made sure that workers had the best of everything.  The perks and the excellent salary ensured that staff turnover was lower than other mining companies.

Although the salary was nowhere near what she’d been earning in Dubai. A cold shiver ran down Dru’s back as she thought of her previous workplace. Pushing the feeling away, she smoothed back the loose strands of hair and picked up her spoon, using it to gesture to her bowl of muesli. ‘Muesli’s good if the eggs don’t suit.’

‘Not for me. Chook food, my dear old grandpa used to call it.’ Jennifer stirred the runny egg with the tines of her fork and looked at Dru. ‘So you didn’t say why you’re not on the morning flight out.’

‘I’ve got an extra seven days on this work block.’

Dru gave up on any chance of a peaceful breakfast as Jennifer settled in for a chat.

‘Me too. I only said yes because I’m going to Bali with my boyfriend for my next two weeks off. Apparently there’s a new work safety guy who needs to learn the system, and the overtime I get will pay for our flights.’ She let out an exaggerated sigh. ‘Always, work, work and more work here.’

‘Yep.’ Dru uttered the monosyllable and tried to look interested. 

Jennifer went on. ‘I don’t know how long I’ll last here. I might go back to Perth soon. There’s plenty of work there. You’ve been here a while now, haven’t you? How long do you think you’ll stay? Rooms in the dongas are tiny, aren’t they?’ She fired off a volley of questions and Dru concentrated on slowly chewing her breakfast, and flashed her co-worker an apologetic smile. It wasn’t too difficult to talk to Jennifer but Dru knew she’d seize upon any information that could be embellished and passed on. Life was pretty tame on site most of the time, and the gossip machine loved to run with stories.

‘Never mind. I think we started the same month. About nine months ago.’

Dru nodded as Jennifer drew breath and waited for the next barrage of questions to avoid.

‘It’s so crazy that I have to fly to Perth and then go north again. I did think about getting to Darwin but it’s too hard.’

‘North?’ Dru frowned. She’d lost the thread of the conversation.

‘To get to Bali.’

‘Oh, of course.’ Dru gave another sympathetic nod. ‘Yes, it’s a long drive.’

Jennifer put her knife and fork down and stared at Dru. ‘What about you? Where do you go for your time off?’

‘Just home.’ Dru’s phone pinged with an incoming message and she glanced down at it. ‘Excuse me for a second.’ She picked the phone up from the table and glanced at the screen.

Probably Emma or Ellie trying to do the family thing and set up one of their lovey-dovey family chats. God, she hated it, but no matter how much distance she tried to keep, her sisters insisted on keeping her in the family fold.

Sweet. It was Megan, not her sisters. But Dru’s relief was short-lived when she scanned the text.

You have to come to our wedding. NO EXCUSES. Read this and think about it. SERIOUSLY. PLEEEEAASE. xxxxxxxx.

The rest of the message filled the screen. She turned the screen off and put her phone back on the table; she’d save it for when she was back in her room.

‘So where’s home for you?’ Jennifer persisted as Dru picked up her coffee mug.

‘Darwin.’

‘Darwin? So that’s why you don’t ever get the Virgin flight back to Perth. I wondered why I hadn’t ever seen you on the plane.’ There was a brief pause in Jennifer’s inquisitive chatter as she screwed her face up in a frown. ‘So how do you get to Darwin?’

‘I drive to Kununurra and fly from there.’

‘Wow, you’re brave.’ Admiration filled the young woman’s expression. ‘You drive out over that?’ She gestured to the wide expanse of desert that surrounded the mine. Red dust, scrubby trees and heat haze as far as you could see in every direction.

Dru nodded and put her spoon down, forced a false yawn and covered her mouth with one hand. But she wasn’t quick enough, and Jennifer moved closer and lowered her voice. There was nobody else in the room with them apart from the kitchen hand singing along with the radio.

Here we go. She wasn’t going to get away without the latest gossip. Dru resisted rolling her eyes.

‘Did you hear? There’s another two new staff coming in on the flight today as well as the new work safety guy.’ Jennifer looked around before she spoke. ‘Big changes are about to happen here.’

Dru raised her eyebrows. ‘Like what?’ 

‘Big changes.’ Jennifer sat back and folded her arms. ‘Apparently they’re talking about drilling a second underground mine.’

Dru sat up straight and stared at Jennifer who was now smiling, obviously pleased that she had her attention. As much as she hated gossip, she was interested in the mine and its future. Her future.

The open pit mine had closed down three years ago and the diamonds were now extracted by underground mining. Dru was working on the rehabilitation of the land to the south of the open pit. This job had been tailor-made for her and it ticked all of her boxes.

After two years living and working in Dubai, the isolated outback of Western Australia’s East Kimberley was heaven. 

And it was a place to hide out for a while until she felt safe again.

‘Another underground mine. That’s good news.’ This time the interest in her voice was genuine. Her main worry had been that the mine would wind up before she was ready to move on. But how much factual information Jennifer was privy to was a matter for debate. Nothing had been mentioned at the staff engineers’ weekly meeting last week, so any changes that were in the wind were either confidential—or purely gossip.

‘Apparently the block cave thingy has been so good, another one is in the wind. I was doing some data entry the other day and I overheard the boss talking about it in his office.’ Jennifer was whispering, although there was no one else in the room. ‘So don’t tell anyone, it’s all hush hush.’

A block cave thingy, for God’s sake. This time Dru couldn’t help her eye roll. ‘I won’t say anything but if that’s true, it could mean a lot to our jobs here.’

‘How come?’ Jennifer stared at her.

‘Block caving is the underground version of open pit mining. Undermining an ore body, allowing it to progressively collapse under its own weight.’ Dru nodded slowly. ‘I was reading an article about that just the other day. The new technology means we can do real-time monitoring of sensors in the block cave. It really would make a second mine feasible.’

Jennifer’s eyes widened. ‘Wow, how do you know all about that?’

‘I’m an engineer.’ Dru tempered her short response with a laugh.

‘An engineer? I thought you just looked after the gardens and stuff.’

‘No, I’m an environmental engineer.’

‘What’s that?’ Jennifer screwed up her nose and frowned.

‘Rehabilitation. I look after the mine site. In a nutshell I make sure that everything we do will eventually be put back the way it was before we mined.’

‘And you had to go to uni to do that?’ Jennifer’s voice was loud, and the kitchen hand looked up with a grin. ‘It must be deadly boring. Is that all you do out there?’

‘I also liaise with the local indigenous groups to make sure the mining doesn’t impact on their culture.’

Jennifer’s eyes were wide. ‘Out there? What culture? None of them even live near here.’ Once again a dismissive hand waved at the arid landscape.

Dru suppressed her irritation. ‘It is traditionally owned land and there are settlements close by. Some of our indigenous workers live out there and drive in each day—or night— for their shifts.’

A few days ago she had received a personal call from John Robinson, the CEO of the mine, asking her about the mood at the weekly meetings she held with the local Aboriginal community. She’d been surprised at the time, but maybe it was because of a proposed expansion. The mood at the meetings hadn’t been good and she’d passed that onto John. But a new underground mine would make a lot of the permanent staff happy. She focused her attention back to Jennifer.

‘And the cultural stuff is really interesting too. One of the cultural things impacts on this site very much.’

‘Oh?’ There wasn’t a lot of interest in Jennifer’s tone as she wiped the egg from her plate with a crust of toast.

‘Did you know we’re not allowed to take diamonds from within a two-metre circumference of the boab trees on site, even with the mining lease?’

‘No. Why not?’

‘The tree is important to the Aborigines of this region. They call it larrkardiy, and they believe it has a strong spiritual presence.’

‘God, you do know a lot, don’t you? And here I was wondering why you gardened on the night shift. You can’t see much out there at night!’

‘You can, you know. I was lying on the dirt watching termite mounds last night,’ she said drily. ‘Even though it was stinking hot, it was quite beautiful out there in the moonlight.’

‘Even hot out there at night?’

‘It averages thirty-eight to forty-two in the day at this time of the year. If you leave a metal tool in the sun for more than a minute or so, it gets burning hot.’ Dru held her right hand up to show Jennifer the blister that was healing on her palm. ‘That’s why we work mainly night shift through the spring and summer.’

Jennifer pulled a face. ‘I forget when I’m in this air con all the time how hot it gets in the desert. I don’t know how you do it. It’s such an ugly mess out there. How can the land possibly be put back the way it was? It’s been dug up for years.’

Dru forgot how tired she was as she gave Jennifer a potted version of her role on site. Her team’s brief was the restitution of both flora and fauna and landscape features that preserved the value of the site for the Aboriginal community. Dru loved her job at the mine. Rebuilding an ecosystem that blended with the undisturbed landscape was challenging, and immersing herself in her work had helped put the fiasco in Dubai behind her. Even sitting watching termite mounds in the middle of the night was preferable to being back there.

And a hell of a lot safer.

‘I heard something about you finding a big diamond off the ground your first week here.’ The young woman narrowed her eyes as she interrupted. ‘Or was that just goss?’

‘No, it really happened. Rocky Cardella was showing me the boundary line of the mine and I spotted a big one on the ground lying near a boab tree. It was a pretty exciting start to my job.’ Dru smiled as Jennifer’s expression filled with interest. ‘Rocky took it into the plant.’

‘That’s way cool. Rocky’s an Aboriginal, isn’t he?’ Jennifer asked curiously. ‘Is that why he was allowed to pick it up?’

‘Yes, that’s right.’ Dru pushed her chair back. ‘It wasn’t a fine quality gem . . . the clarity and colour were lacking. It was just a cognac but you’re right, it was pretty cool. Anyway, time I got some sleep.’ Dru forced a smile to her face as she stood, and then looked down at Jennifer. ‘Enjoy your trip to Bali. See you around.’

She could talk environmental rehabilitation for as long as Jennifer could gossip, but if the glazed look in the young woman’s eyes was anything to go by, she’d been more interested in diamonds than the description of restoring the land. Besides, this morning’s text message from Megan about the wedding was forefront in her mind, and her stomach was churning. 

She stepped outside of the air-conditioned staff mess and paused on the verandah that looked over the pool. Her gaze settled on the mountains in the distance and she drew a deep breath.

Each time she drove from Kununurra towards the mine after her rostered two weeks off, she always arrived with the same feeling: safe and secure away from the frantic pace of civilisation. Not that you could call Darwin frantic after Dubai, but it was still full of wide, open spaces and even in her luxury apartment on the harbour she felt exposed. But once she entered the vast red bowl of the Kimberley and drew closer to the huge open-cut mine halfway between Lake Argyle and the beehive monoliths of Purnululu National Park—known for a long time as the Bungle Bungles—the sensation that she had cut ties with the rest of the world filled her with a satisfying sense of being invisible and untouchable. 

Even though the arid wind from the mountains rendered the site a dust bowl in the dry season, and the dumping of the torrential rain turned it into a hot humid pool in the wet, Dru had appreciated every minute of her nine months at the mine. Her small staff apartment was one in a long row of dongas on the side of the hill above the mess building. It was tiny but she still preferred being here than in her three bedroom, two bathroom apartment overlooking the beach and recreation lagoon at Wharf One on Darwin Harbour. The dongas at Matsu were small box-like rooms with a king-single bed, a desk and a small en-suite bathroom for each. A coffee table and a television were the closest things to luxury items.

Dru had spent the past months out on the mine site or in her room and if she felt like conversation—which was rare—she’d wander down the hill to the staff mess. With two weeks onsite and then two weeks in Darwin, the time had passed quickly. Last time she’d spoken to her sisters, Ellie had made some smart remark about her being antisocial and Dru had shrugged it off. So what if she preferred her own company? So what if she didn’t particularly like spending time with her family? That was her choice and that’s the way it was. 

To her mother’s incessant hints that there was plenty of work for a environmental engineer in Queensland mines closer to the family—not that there was much left of that after Dad died and the sisters had scattered to the winds—she would always reply that the excitement of working in a diamond mine was unbeatable. Maybe she was a loner, but Dru was much happier away from Ellie’s intense looks and Emma’s need to control everyone; family wasn’t necessary to her. She was an adult and forging her own independent life. She was in control now.

And here at the mine she was safe.

The roar of a jet engine filled her ears as the daily plane appeared over the open cut mine to the south. It was later than she’d thought. Dru headed for the seclusion of her room.
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September
Head Office, Matsu Diamonds – Perth, Western Australia
‘We’re prepared to pay double your going rate if you –’

‘Before we discuss my rates, I need you to tell me more about the actual theft please, John.’ Connor Kirk kept his voice polite. ‘I know the documents you had couriered to me in Indonesia were just an overview of the case. I understand you didn’t send them electronically because of the confidential nature of the investigation, but now I’d like to hear the actual details. I need you to take me through what happened step by step and explain how you discovered there had been a theft at the mine itself.’

John Robinson, CEO of Matsu Diamonds, steepled his fingers in front of him. ‘Okay . . . but before we get to the details, if you accept the contract, just let me –’ He paused as the door opened and his assistant entered with a tray set with two fine china cups and saucers, a coffeepot and some sandwiches. When they were alone again, he continued. ‘Just let me say at the outset that I’m very pleased that you . . . that your firm is considering taking on this investigation for us, and very pleased that you would be the man on the ground, so to speak. You have an excellent reputation, Connor.’

Connor nodded and leaned back; he was the best in his field, but he didn’t need to be flattered. If he decided to take this case on—it was very different to his recent experiences—it wouldn’t be because of the opinion of the CEO or the company. He did things his own way and he didn’t want his perceptions to be influenced by anything other than fact. However he forced a smile to his face as Robinson continued. 

‘Your company—and you in particular—have a stellar reputation for your results and your discretion. We want you to take on the investigation for us. No matter what it costs.’ John leaned forward and looked at him intently. 

Connor stared back at him without commenting. Robinson didn’t know—and he didn’t need to know—that Connor was the company. In the field he worked alone and that was the way it would stay.

‘I’m aware that this sort of investigation is different to the cases you usually take on, but we want the best.’

‘So . . . John, a diamond theft?’ Connor bit down on his impatience and turned the conversation to the case in hand. He directed the CEO back to the actual theft. Robinson was right, a diamond theft in Australia was very different to his usual type of job, but maybe it was time to ease back. Lately he’d been pushing the boundaries with risk taking in Indonesia and he was tired. One wrong decision over there could be deadly. This job would be a nice change from risking his life busting drug rings in South-East Asia.

Robinson continued. ‘So far we’ve kept our investigations very quiet at this end. We don’t want the thief or thieves tipped off. It has to be an inside job of course.’ John reached for a folder from the desk in front of him and handed it to Connor. ‘There are three staff who are of particular interest, the –’

Connor put the folder down without opening it. ‘Before we talk suspects, tell me more about the theft.’

John stopped talking and stared past Connor to the glass window that overlooked the Perth CBD. Connor had glanced briefly at the magnificent vista of blue sky and the river running along the expressway earlier. The outlook was good, but in his opinion too distracting for an office view.

‘I want to know exactly how you found out that the diamonds had bypassed your security. And where they ended up.’

John shook his head. ‘I’m sorry. I’m still having trouble getting my head around it. The discovery was a shock. The mine has state of the art monitoring equipment in place; it cost us millions to install. Comprehensive searches at the point where the diamonds leave the recovery room, a body scanner at the exit gate, and X-raying of luggage before they fly out, a bulletproof vehicle that takes the bags of rough diamonds to the flight each day, cameras all over the site and a twenty-four-hour security shift.’

‘Certainly sounds tight.’ Connor sat still; John hadn’t answered his question. ‘So when were you first made aware that there had been a theft? Tell me exactly what happened please.’

John nodded and reached for the coffee pot. Connor waited patiently as he filled both cups, adding two sugar cubes to his own and stirring it slowly. The clinking of the teaspoon against the fine china tinkled softly in the quiet room.

‘Last month, the personal assistant of an international businessman turned up at an exclusive jeweller’s in Antwerp with six of our violet diamonds and an order for a necklace.’ 

Connor frowned. ‘There was nothing about that in the file you gave me.’

‘I was holding that information back until I met with you personally.’ John stared at him over his glasses before he lifted another folder from his desk and passed it over. ‘The contents of this file are very sensitive and highly confidential. Please don’t share it with any of your colleagues.’

‘I won’t.’ Connor nodded and glanced down at the file in his hand. ‘So tell me. What’s so unusual about a customer bringing some diamonds to be set in a necklace?’

‘Nothing normally, except that every Matsu diamond is laser etched with a unique identifier before being released to market. Fortunately, Hughie Van Hoebeek, the jeweller, has a very close relationship with our company. As soon as he realised that these six diamonds hadn’t been laser etched when they were cut, he contacted us. When we went through our database, we had no records of those particular diamonds ever being on site. Of even more concern, this man’s personal assistant brought with him a pair of earrings that he wanted the necklace matched to. Again our diamonds, and again no etching.’ 

‘So where does the businessman come from? Is he Australian?’

‘No, he’s lived around the world but he’s currently based in Dubai, in the United Arab Emirates. That’s where he was born and where most of his companies are registered.

‘Where are the diamonds now?’

‘Still in Antwerp. Hughie Van Hoebeek has secured them all. The theft has been reported to the World Diamond Council and Interpol have been notified.’ John put his cup down and his frown deepened. ‘So you can see why we need professional investigative help here. We can’t afford to have our security breached. There are potentially billions of dollars worth of diamonds to be compromised here. The stolen diamonds are some of our biggest—Hughie has sent photos as well as weights. The value of each individual stone would be at least one million dollars.’ 

Connor let out a low whistle.

Steely determination glinted in John’s eyes. ‘No one has been interviewed on site because we don’t want whoever is responsible to know that we’re aware of the thefts. I want you to take this on, but very discretely.’

Connor’s interest was fully engaged now. One million dollars for a single diamond was a lot of money. ‘As I said before, this is very different to my usual brief. You’ll need to give me a lot more background information.’

‘Most of it is in the files here.’ John gestured to the folders on the desk. ‘But I’ll be available twenty-four seven to answer any questions you may have.’

‘Okay. First up, tell me how the diamonds can be unequivocally identified as being from Matsu.’

‘Do you know anything about diamonds, Connor?’

‘Not really. Our usual line of work is industrial espionage.’ Not exactly truthful but that was the public face of his company.

John picked up his cup and sipped his coffee. He put it carefully in the saucer and placed his hands in front of him on the desk. ‘The Matsu diamond pipe is a diamondiferous olivine lamproite diatreme with an age of about 1178 million years. Coloured diamonds, such as the Matsu violets, have what is known as a defect centre, where one or more of the carbon atoms in the diamond lattice may be missing, or may have been replaced with a different element. The crystalline structure is unique to our diamonds.’

‘Okay. Now put that in layman’s terms for me.’ Connor sat back and folded his arms, trying to get his head around the scientific stuff.

‘There are only three other places in the world where pink diamonds are found, but violet diamonds are unique to us. That’s what makes them so valuable. Matsu violets can be priced anywhere from three hundred thousand dollars up to over two million dollars per carat.’ John pursed his lips before continuing. ‘This is obviously an inside job. There is no way that anyone can get onsite at Matsu unless they are staff. And as I said, security at the mine is state of the art. We’ve put a lot of money into securing the site.’

But obviously not enough, thought Connor. There was always the human element. Where there was money to be made, there was human greed and anything could be bypassed if the right palms were greased. He’d lost count of the number of times he’d seen that in the last ten years. 

‘To help you understand the certainty that these are our diamonds—apart from the colour of course—I’ll show you what they look like.’ John picked up a pencil and began to sketch. ‘It’s the crystalline structure that makes them easily identifiable as being from our mine. While some coloured diamonds get their colour through the addition of a chemical impurity, this is not the case for our violets. Violet diamonds get their colour from a distortion in the crystal lattice structure of the stone.’ The pencil flew over the paper and an intricate shape appeared. John held it up and pointed to the centre of the lattice shape. ‘This distortion in the crystal structure leads to internal graining in the stone. It is believed to occur after the diamond has begun to grow rather than at the point of formation. But it’s still all hypothetical and we’re still putting a lot of money into research.’ He put the paper down and stared at Connor. ‘But we can identify the source of these diamonds unequivocally. They are from Matsu. There is absolutely no doubt that some diamonds are bypassing our process.’

‘Is it possible that a visitor might have found the diamonds? You do have daily tours of the plant in the dry season.’ Connor had read up on the mine; the historical, the economic and the tourist perspectives. ‘Outsiders are frequently on site.’

‘Tourists can be discounted. When you’re there, you’ll see the security in place. And anyway, the tours go nowhere near the recovery area.’ John shook his head, but Connor thought he was being naive if he thought any security system was perfect. 

‘So talk me through the process from the beginning.’ 

‘The diamonds are normally mined here –’ John gestured to several large photographs of a tiered open cut mine along the wall beside the desk ‘– and then processed onsite and shipped out to our cutting facility in Perth. That’s where they are laser etched for further identification.’

‘What’s laser etching?’

‘Laser inscriptions are grading report numbers, inscribed on the girdle of the diamond. A very precise laser beam transforms the micro thin layer of diamond from its transparent form to a form that is visible under magnification.’

‘So not easily seen?’

‘No. Not visible to the naked eye. Usually ten to twenty times magnification required before you can see them. The diamonds in Antwerp had been cut and not etched, so did not go through any of our usual processes.’

Connor nodded. ‘So what you’re saying is that the diamonds were mined on site, but removed by someone before being recorded or going through the usual etching process.’

‘That’s correct. And cut elsewhere.’

A dozen possibilities flashed through Connor’s mind, but he pushed them aside.

Facts first. He turned his full attention to John as the man outlined the internal investigation that had been undertaken so far.

‘As I said before, this whole issue has been kept very quiet. The last thing we want to do is tip off whoever is taking the diamonds from the recovery area.’

Connor nodded. ‘That goes without saying.’

‘There is another possibility. Very unlikely but probably needs mentioning.’ John’s voice was low and Connor leaned in closer.

‘While we previously retrieved the gems from the open cut mine, and we now mine underground, the weathering and erosion of the pipe still releases diamonds.’

‘How do you mean releases them?’

‘They’re washed down the creeks that drain from the pipe, and this means that diamonds can simply lay on the ground until someone stumbles across one.’

‘What? You mean just lying there ready to be picked up? So if someone picked one up on site, they could just pocket it and walk out?’ Connor shook his head. Security be damned.

‘Yes, hypothetically, they can be picked up from the ground.’ John raised his hand and held his fingers flat, staring at them as though he was holding a diamond on the flat of his palm. ‘But the chances of doing that six times? Not likely at all. Even if that had happened, the X-ray, body scanning, and search processes should have prevented them being taken offsite. That’s where our problem is. It should be impossible to get them offsite.’

‘Well it’s obviously not impossible. It seems there is a way to get them out. Is there a way to leave the mine site without going through security?’

‘Highly unlikely. The terrain is almost impassable south, east and west. When you see the terrain, you will understand why we’ve discounted any connection there.’

Connor held up the folder. ‘I assume it’s outlined in here?’

‘That’s correct.’ John stared at him and the worry lines etched into his forehead eased a little. ‘You also need to know there are some cultural issues concerning the tailings dam at the moment. There’s some strong talk of the traditional owners wanting the site back, and although that’s unlikely to be related to the theft, you do need to be aware of it.’

‘Would that create difficulties for the mine?’

‘Too bloody right it would. But that’s another issue we can discuss later. I’m going up to Matsu in a couple of weeks for a meeting with the local Aboriginal community. When you have a look at the files, there’s a mention of one of our indigenous staff in the list of suspects but I don’t believe he should have been included. If you take the job on, we’ll talk more about the staff who’ve been flagged.’

‘Okay.’ 

‘The head of our security operation there is Don Finlayson. He’s the best in the business. If you take us on, he has suggested a way for you to go in undercover.’

‘Can he be trusted?’

‘Of course. I’d trust Don with my life. He’s been a close, personal friend for many years. He’s the godfather to our eldest son. He was the one who suggested your firm to me; he’s as perturbed by what’s happened as the rest of us.’

Perturbed? An interesting way to put it. When there were billions of dollars at stake and you were responsible for the security system that had been breached, you’d be more than bloody perturbed. Connor filed that information away to look at later. Everyone was a suspect for him, no matter whose godfather they were. 

John pulled a handkerchief from the pocket of his trousers and mopped his brow. ‘There’s been a spate of workplace accidents over the past weeks and that’s why your presence onsite won’t raise any eyebrows. Don will set up a position for you, a workplace safety role. That way you can be all over the site without raising suspicions. Your brief will be to get in there and find out how the security is being breached. The initial contract is for three months. So what do you say?’

John’s profile was in shadow as the late morning sun streamed through the window, but Connor saw the tension leave his shoulders as he stood and reached over to shake the CEO’s hand.

‘When do you want me to start?’
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Chapter 3
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At around lunchtime that day, Connor straightened in his narrow seat as the Virgin Airlines charter plane banked to the left on the approach to Matsu Diamond Mine. The plane was full of workers flying in for their two-week roster of twelve hour shifts. He had requested a seat by himself and had watched with interest as the staff greeted each other when they’d boarded the plane, before settling down in their seats with headphones to keep themselves occupied for the three-hour flight.

Being an observer was an integral part of his job. His hippie mother had always attributed his acuity and keen perception as being handed down in some sort of mystical way. She’d called it the sixth sense. But what he’d known and done naturally since he was a child had been defined for him by his studies of psychology. Connor preferred to put it down to simple intelligence and using his senses to form a coherent response to another human being by observing their actions and body language. No hocus pocus about it; it was logical and scientific. The biggest mistake he’d ever made had been following instinct. He shook his head and forced that time from his mind. That was in the past and he’d moved on.

Connor looked down at the landscape below. A couple of narrow creeks in the far distance glinted silver in the sun as the plane began its descent.

He thought back to that initial discussion with John Robinson. Once he’d agreed to take on the job, it had only taken days for the contract to be drawn up and a hefty deposit for his fee was paid into his account. The balance at the end of the investigation would set him up for a couple of years. It was time to take a break; Connor was well aware he was on the road to burnout if he kept up the pace he’d set for the past few years.

But worse than that he was losing his edge. The last couple of busts in Thailand had been more dangerous than usual and he’d taken too many risks. Chasing down a diamond thief would be a walk in the park compared to the past few cases in South-East Asia.

He’d met with the CEO again, and Don Finlayson had flown down to Perth to outline the undercover role he had set up for Connor.

Their internal investigation had identified three suspects. John had outlined the three staff who had been flagged as persons of particular interest.

‘It’s a starting point,’ John had said before he’d turned to Don. ‘I’ll hand over to you, Don.’

Connor prepared to take notes as Don clicked on his iPad.

‘First up, there’s Liam Carruthers, one of the truck drivers.’ Don Finlayson had a strong Scottish accent. ‘He’s been flashing around photos of a couple of properties he’s bought on the Gold Coast recently. And during most of his rostered breaks he travels overseas. In the past four months, he’s met his partner in –’ Don referred to his notes on the iPad in front of him on the table ‘– Paris, Las Vegas, Singapore and Hong Kong.’

Connor lifted his head. ‘No other source of income identified?’

‘That’s over to you. Just the bragging about the money and showing photos of the casinos he visits,’ Don said. ‘He’s definitely being bankrolled by somebody. We pay well at the mine, but not well enough for the lifestyle he’s recently taken up.’

‘I’ll check him out thoroughly.’

‘Second on the list –’ Don glanced back down at his iPad ‘– Rocky Cardella. He’s a long-term indigenous employee who works across a few different sections in –’

‘Why have you flagged him?’ John Robinson had mentioned Cardella at their initial meeting, but Connor recalled that he had dismissed him. Connor didn’t want to know the work details, only the reasons he had been flagged initially, but Don continued in the same slow, deep voice.

‘He’s been with us since the early days. The very beginning, in fact. Cardella was actually working with the geologists who discovered the first diamonds on the site back in the late seventies. He’s the longest serving employee onsite and he knows the place like the back of his hand. Because of cultural considerations he has a little bit more freedom in how he comes and goes off site.’ Don sat up straighter and rested his elbows on the table. ‘He might know a way off site without going through security, but we haven’t picked anything up on the security cameras. And we’ve been watching him closely since the diamonds surfaced. There are some other issues there, but I won’t go through them now. You’ll find them in his file.’

‘What do you mean by “cultural considerations”?’

Don went to answer, but John interrupted him. ‘Rocky is a member of the indigenous board—the traditional owners that we liaise with. Don’s added him to the list because of his freedom to come and go. He belongs to the Gija and Miriuwung people and he was a primary influence in the drawing up of the Matsu Participation Agreement. I told you about the issues that are being raised up there at the moment and I suspect he is behind them. I don’t know what his motivation is. Could be genuine. Could be a cover for something else. I’ve argued with Don on this because I don’t agree with his inclusion as a suspect, but I realise I can’t be swayed by my gut feeling.’

Connor nodded. Suspicions and gut feelings weren’t good enough on their own. ‘Worth looking at if he can leave without going through security.’

‘I doubt very much if he is involved. Working at the mine for so long, he has a balanced view and he was invaluable when we were negotiating the new agreement with the traditional owners. But yes, I know I have to keep an open mind.’

Don and John had exchanged a significant glance when they’d moved on to the next flagged staff member.

‘The most likely suspect in both our minds is someone who came from Dubai just over nine months ago—Dru Porter.’

Connor’s interested quickened and he nodded. ‘Dubai? What’s his position here?’

‘It’s a she. Dru is short for some long female name.’ John picked up another file from his desk and flicked over a page. ‘Drusilla Porter. She’s an engineer and she was working on the Ain Dubai—you know that Ferris wheel project in Dubai? There was very little information about why she left the company and she was quite adamant at her initial interview that her connection to Dubai remained confidential.’

‘There’s a big difference between working in Dubai and here. I imagine the salary and the perks in Dubai would be much better.’ Connor nodded thoughtfully. He’d make his own decisions, but John was right to flag this Porter woman.

‘She halved her salary to come here.’

‘That’s noteworthy,’ Connor said. 

‘There’s not a lot of information in her file, but she was employed in an environmental capacity in Dubai, same as here. This is only her second job. She’s a fairly recent graduate and we don’t know much about her.’ John handed over to Don.

‘On site, she’s efficient, does her job well, and keeps very much to herself.’ Don glanced down at his iPad. ‘She did express an interest in being a part of the cultural committee and as part of her role she consults with the traditional owners regularly to ensure that the rehabilitation is culturally appropriate.’ He lifted his gaze to meet Connor’s eyes. ‘What may be of interest to you is the only person she seems to have struck up a friendship with is Rocky Cardella.’

Connor nodded and drew a connecting line between the two names.

Don glanced at John as he spoke. ‘There’s one more thing you need to be aware of.’

‘Yes?’ Connor said.

‘Over the past six months, we’ve had problems with the security cameras onsite. Persistent choppiness of the feed, and intermittent freezing of the video. We’ve had the technicians up from Perth a number of times, but the problem always reappears a few weeks later.’

‘Are the cameras hard-wired or wireless?’ Connor asked.

‘Wireless,’ Don replied.

‘Okay, I’ll have a look at that too.’

‘The dates and times of the interference episodes are in one of the reports in your file.’ John added. ‘It may be significant, or it may not. That’s your brief.’

Connor sat back and folded his arms. ‘Okay, so just to summarise where you’re up to . . . only the three persons of interest? What other evidence do you have?’

‘That’s the problem. We have nothing more. Nothing apart from supposition and tenuous links and coincidences. Rocky and Dru are the only ones who may ever have opportunity.’ John shook his head and then stared at Connor. ‘I want you to get the evidence so we can put a stop to this as quickly as possible. As well as the cultural issues, there are other problems affecting our share price at the moment. If news gets out that there has been such a significant theft, our stocks will plummet, and that could impact on the approval for the second underground mine. Do whatever it takes . . . and do it fast.’

Don stood and shook his hand. ‘You need to know I’m taking some personal leave for a month. While I’m off, Adam Hennessey, my second-in-charge is running the security section, but John and I have both agreed that he doesn’t need to know about the thefts, or your undercover role.’

‘The less who know the better,’ John added.

Connor had left the meeting deep in thought. He had lot of information to sift through, as well as reading up on what his undercover role as the workplace health and safety officer would entail. Being a compliance officer on a working mine site was a far cry from the old occupational health and safety committee he’d been on ten years ago in the Federal Police. 

Now he looked around the plane but didn’t recognise any of the faces. John had provided photos of Carruthers, Cardella and Porter. Three very different people in a large staff. If those leads turned out to be dead ends, it might prove to be a longer and more difficult job than the CEO hoped for. The camera issue was one that he would prioritise.

The landing gear of the plane lowered with a whir and a thud; Connor’s eyes widened as he took in Matsu Diamond Mine below. Much bigger than he’d anticipated; it looked like a small town from the air. Dozens of buildings dotted the large site and a network of roads surrounded the mine on three sides. Several car parks surrounded the various buildings and three bulk storage tanks. On the western edge was a large hill that brought to mind the pyramids of Egypt. The plane completed a circle over the site in preparation for landing. On the second pass over Connor realised it was the regular terraces of an open cut mine that gave the hill the look of a pyramid.

The wheels hit the tarmac and the thrust reverse engaged with a roar. A fence covered in purple bougainvillea flashed past as the plane slowed to a taxi and turned towards the terminal.
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Chapter 4
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Dru rolled over and opened her eyes with a start, feeling like she’d barely slept. After reading Megan’s third long message in as many hours, her daytime sleep had been fitful and filled with crazy dreams. She’d been dreaming about rocks crashing into a huge digger with three buckets but the constant banging in her dream was someone pounding on her door.

‘Seven o’clock start and bring your dough with you, love.’ Rocky’s dry laugh reached her as his footsteps passed by her window. ‘Gonna wop your butt tonight, lady.’

She turned and buried her face in the pillow with a groan. Her eyes were gritty and her throat was dry. Opening one eye, she lifted her head and squinted at the clock.

A quick swim in the pool and she’d still have time to shower and grab an early dinner before she met the guys. A bit of fun would take her mind off the problem that Megan’s request had presented. The last thing she wanted to do was go back to Dubai; she wasn’t prepared to take the risk.

Please, Dru. I’ll just die if you won’t be my bridesmaid.

A reluctant smile had tugged at her lips as she’d read Megan’s message. Even though she was a drama queen, Megan had been a great friend to Dru for the two years she’d spent in Dubai. Sam, her fiancé, had been one of Dru’s colleagues on the Ain Dubai project and she’d met Megan the first week she’d arrived in the city. But although they had developed a close friendship, she had only ever told Megan a little of what had happened; she wasn’t sure that anyone would even believe her. Dru had been mortified that she had let things get to the stage they did. Zayed had been so jealous of her friendship with Sam and Megan, and he had even threatened Sam’s job once things began to get nasty. 

The thought of seeing Zayed terrified her. She closed her eyes again and pulled the shutter down on those thoughts as her heart skittered up a few beats and the familiar clamminess prickled at her neck. She rolled over and lifted the loose hair from her collar as she picked up the phone and read Megan’s most recent entreaty for the third time:

Dru darling, we’ll look out for you. Promise, promise, promise. We won’t leave your side. Oh, please, please, please, Dru. I’ve found you the most gorgeous cerulean blue pants suit. It will go so well with your blonde hair and your fair skin. I know you won’t wear a dress and heels . . . although I don’t know why. You are way too self-conscious about your height.

Don’t say no straight away, think about it. PLEEEASE xxx

Email me and tell me when you are off shift and I’ll call. Please be a sweetheart . . . it would mean the world to me. You’ve got two weeks to let me know. How generous am I? Love Megs xxx.

Megan was burying her head in the sand if she thought there’d be no risk if Dru went back to Dubai; but it was a problem Dru would sort out later. Right now she had a poker game to go to. If there was one thing guaranteed to take her mind off her constant worrying it was a poker game with the guys. Rolling over, she climbed out of bed, grabbed her swimmers and slipped them on before knotting a sarong over the top and tucking her braid into a baseball cap.

When she reached the pool, Dru was pleased to see she was the only one taking a late swim. The final shards of sunlight were playing on the desert; the scrubby savannah grasslands picked up the yellow hues from the setting sun and the occasional splash of red flowers of the sticky kurrajong trees glowed brightly against the spinifex grass at the base of the Matsu hills. The Kimberley desert was the opposite of the manmade artificiality of Dubai; she knew where she preferred to be. 

The warm air caressed her skin as she slipped the sarong off and placed it on one of the chairs with her baseball cap. As she kicked her thongs off and crossed to the diving blocks, the sun set in a golden flash and the sky faded. The evening star appeared as a pinprick in the indigo sky. Blue, golden and white; she’d been fascinated with the stars growing up. She and her sisters had often lain on their backs in the backyard of the family farm in the Territory watching for shooting stars, ignoring Mum’s dire warnings about snakes.

Mosquitoes were the only bites they’d suffered back in those wonderful childhood days. Dru closed her mind and refused to let the memories drift in.

Stepping up onto the diving block, she stood with her toes over the edge of the pool, tucked her chin down and stretched her arms over her head. She rocked gently, anticipating the moment when the cool water would slide over her heated skin before pushing her feet from the diving block and gliding almost soundlessly into the cool water. She broke the surface and took a deep breath before setting off on the first of the twenty laps she had time for before the card game.

***
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ON ARRIVAL AT MATSU, Connor met with the site manager and filled in the appropriate paperwork before being shown to Adam Hennessey’s office for a security induction. Hennessey was out on the mine site and his administration assistant, Jennifer, settled him at a small desk beneath the window with three large folders.

‘Adam’s been trying to get rid of this induction role; especially with Don on leave, he spends most of his time out on the site. You can’t go out there until you’ve read them all and signed off,’ she said with a smile. ‘But I guess that’s second nature to you, being a safety officer.’

Connor smiled back. ‘I probably wrote the templates they’re based on.’ Might as well immerse himself in the role from the start.

‘Well, I won’t say anything about them being boring then.’ The young woman flicked him an appreciative glance before leaving Connor to read. ‘Happy reading. I’ve put some biscuits out for you and there’s a coffee machine over in the kitchen up the hall.’

He nodded and settled in to read through the documents. Yep, boring as batshit, but essential on a worksite.

After reading the security induction in depth, Connor fired up his laptop and made notes on possible security weak points. There were a couple of extra places where the security could be breached additional to those Don and John had identified.

By five o’clock he had an excellent understanding of the processes at the mine. The compliance documents for each department had given him a clear overview of how the site worked. He still had to get his head around the jargon so it sounded as though he knew what he was supposedly checking up on as he roamed around the site. But over the past three weeks, Connor had read up on the safety officer role so he was confident he could carry it off without
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