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EPILOGUE
 
PROLOGUE
The girl stood in front of the mirror and looked at the figure that stared back at her, who was wearing a green burlesque costume, which showed off a curvaceous figure that she did not recognise. Her waist length hair was the colour of blood and hung about her in a dishevelled mess.
Stepping closer so as to take a better look at her face, she first noted the dark lashed eyes that were green like emeralds, feeling certain they were not her own. Her eyes were then drawn to the spider web of red lines that slowly ran down her milk-white skin and gasped when she realised it was blood intermingled with beads of sweat.
Surely this creature is not me!
She lifted her hand in unison with the one in the mirror and gently touched a trickle of blood with a finger. Still not believing this was her own image; she looked down at her finger and saw the evidence to prove that it was. Tears formed in her eyes as she wiped at her face with the back of her hand trying to erase evidence of what her mind struggled to comprehend.
This blood is from a man I killed tonight!
She closed her eyes as a lump rose to her throat as she realised tonight's kill would not be the last. Her legs buckled as she sank into the chair, slumped like a puppet whose strings had suddenly been cut.
Eventually pain brought her out of her stupor and she removed the green lenses from her eyes as she had been taught. She then rose to her feet and began to unfasten the burlesque costume that's design was made to delude. Once free of the bloodstained satin, her difficult task was to take off her uniquely made bodysuit, which was a perfect match to her skin tone and not easily detected.
By the time she had managed to unzip the invisible zipper that ran from the back of her neck down to just below her waist she was in a lather of sweat. Desperate to rid herself of what had happened tonight, she stepped into the shower and turned the taps to their full extent. She stood under the blast of hot water like a statue carved from alabaster until the heat finally seeped into her bones and aching muscles, she then proceeded to wash away any evidence of what she had done.
Her body was now clean, but nothing could wash away the images that seemed to tumble in her head. She sobbed openly, allowing the force of the water to mask the sound. When her tears were spent and she could cry no more, she turned off the taps and violently rubbed herself dry with the towel. She then twisted the towel tightly around her hair, trying to squeeze out the moisture, along with the images that flashed through her mind.
She stepped back in front of the mirror and stared at her naked form and saw that the curvaceous figure was no longer there. What she saw was a pale thin body that was all firm muscle and bone and her eyes were the colour of a bright blue sky.
Feeling a sense of relief at the sight of the girl she knew was herself, she got dressed in her pyjamas. She turned and felt a small sense of comfort to see her bloodstained costume had been removed, all evidence of what she had done was now gone.
A meal had been placed on the small table, although she felt no hunger. She knew that to remain physically strong she needed nourishment, so sat down and began to eat. The food had no taste; it was as if her whole being felt numb and everything inside of her was now dead.
No matter how hard she tried, she could not banish the thoughts that whirled in her head, causing a tear to slowly roll down her cheek as she struggled to swallow her mouthful of food. Eventually she put down her spoon and tried to gather her strength, not able to take another bite. Rising to her feet she walked back over to the mirror.
"Who are you?"
She stared at her reflection for the longest of time, remembering the words that had been told to her so many times.
When you were younger an evil man threw you into the depths of the ocean where you died, but the water spirit saw within you a purpose, one that would not only avenge your death, but that of your sisters who could not defend themselves. When you came above the water's surface you were reborn as Rusalka.
"I am Rusalka," she said out loud to her reflection.
 

CHAPTER ONE
It was just over two years ago that Max Steel discovered he had a fourteen-year-old daughter. He was thirty-six-years-old and his life's purpose and focus had solely been with the Special Forces in the Australian Army.
Once he'd got over the initial shock of learning he was a father, Steel's main concern was the knowledge of her existence reaching his enemies. Not wanting to shirk his responsibilities, he'd purchased a rundown property in the small seaside town of Eden Cove, making the place a virtual fortress in the hope it would keep Michelle safe, but his daughter had other ideas.
With the aid of a retired female colleague, Steel had tried to steer his defiant daughter in the right direction, by the only means he knew how, using similar techniques he would use with the men in his unit. Michelle did not take too kindly to his concept of parenting, but also had scoffed at his paranoia that someone would cause her harm because of him.
All Michelle had wanted was to be a normal teenager, but Steel had been determined to teach her ways of protecting herself, including a means of how to escape, if ever she was captured by one of the men who had a zest for revenge against him.
It wasn't until Michelle's fifteenth birthday that she finally decided to break her father's cardinal rule, one she would forever regret. Unbeknownst to Michelle her dangerous act of defiance gave her a form of notoriety nationwide. This caused the path of her father to cross with a young attractive reporter, by the name of Jasmine Bronson, whose intent at the time was to climb the media ladder.
Jasmine exposed to the world the identity of Michelle's father, which changed the course of what would happen to Michelle, but also gained her a dislike from Steel. Despite Jasmine earning a career change from a small town newspaper to a TV current affairs programme called Frontline News, the disappearance of Michelle Brown was always in the foreground of Jasmine's mind.
Due to her programme where she exposed to the world the trafficking of young girls for prostitution, Jasmine stumbled upon a lead that could prove Michelle Brown is still alive and is being held somewhere by a woman known only as the Mistress.
After watching the programme, a young girl by the name of Deanna reaches out too Jasmine to help uncover the mystery behind her father's death. Jasmine soon learns that there is a link between the disappearance of Michelle Brown and Deanna's father, which exposes the name of the Mistress, Salina Shoal, a woman who was once married to Deanna's father.
With further evidence that Michelle could still be alive, Jasmine realises she must contact Steel, but also hopes he will assist her in uncovering the crime involving the death of Deanna's father. Much to Steel's annoyance, he was left with no choice but to join forces with Jasmine.
In the beginning there had been a clash of personalities with a hate versus contempt relationship, which eventually developed into a sexual tension that ended in a one night stand. After that night Jasmine's perspective of Steel changed and her thoughts of the man had softened.
When all hope of Steel ever finding Michelle begins to fade, he is suddenly approached by a man called Joseph Samuels, stating that he knows the whereabouts of Michelle. He shows Steel photo evidence that Michelle is still alive, but he refuses to divulge her whereabouts until Steel helps him bring down the man that killed his father.
Steel lives up to his end of the deal, but Joseph then reveals that he has no idea of where Michelle is. Later Joseph gets a possible lead of Michelle's whereabouts in the form of a text message from a friend by the name of Abe. In Abe's message, he states he is incarcerated in a place with a girl with blue eyes and blonde hair, but does not know her name. He was hired to train the girl in Kali for an unknown purpose. His only clue as to where that location might be, is that he was flown blindfolded in a small plane from Brisbane Airport to a cattle or sheep station that has a thick covering of trees.
A week later, Jasmine is hoping something more would become of her relationship with Steel and invites him over for dinner. The evening seems to be promising, until Steel receives a fateful message that comes from Joseph's phone. It was an image of Joseph's body; he had been shot in the head. It was a clear warning to Steel to back off on his search for Michelle, something he would never do, but the message had made him fearful for Jasmine's life.
He had disassembled his phone and told her he had to distance himself from her for her own safety. Steel had called her the following day on a payphone and gave her a number she could contact him on, but only if she had any new information on Michelle. She'd tried to explain that with the course of her job she was often put in dangerous situations, but there was no changing his mind.
The months had gone by without any knowledge of his whereabouts; little did she know that he was still in Brisbane. With the little information Abe had sent to Joseph in his text message, Steel had been searching for any properties registered under the name of Salina Shoal.
Steel had deduced that if Michelle was being held at a cattle or sheep station with thick tree coverage, it was no longer a functioning one. With this surmising he began aerial searches of such properties. Even though he is still under the employ of the armed forces, due to the public exposure of his name, the hierarchy had given him some leave time while they decided if he can continue in his usual capacity.
Steel had pinned a large map to a wall that had numerous markings where sizeable cattle and sheep stations were located. After countless searches and coming up empty handed, the amount of possible areas were dwindling fast, making him wonder about the authenticity of his information.
"Michelle I will never give up my search to find you, and I will find you!"
 

CHAPTER TWO
Rusalka was like a puppet and Myra was the puppeteer, every move, thought and action was done on Myra's say so. She had no memory of a girl with long blonde hair, her skin golden from the sun rays and blue eyes that were the image of her father's.
Her mind had been wiped clean of being held captive in a disused larder of an old sheep station, its purpose no longer for sheep. Her mind had forgotten any memory of the faceless man, whose voice had filled her with such terror. She had no recollection of the one person who had shown her kindness and had eyes the colour of honey; a man that had risked his life to help her, but had died with his blood on her hands.
Rusalka's only recollection of life before she had been brought to this place that gave her no joy, was of a house in which Myra and she had lived. It had a beautiful garden with a birdbath and friendly chirping birds, a place she was sad when Myra told her they had to leave.
To convince Rusalka that it was for her own safety, each night Myra would tell her stories about the evilness of men and of their unspeakable crimes they had committed against her sisters, but also wished her harm. It wasn't until months after they had moved to the new place that Rusalka believed the move was not for her safety, but because of her talent with the knife.
Kali was now the only thing that brought joy to her life in a place she hated. Myra had told Rusalka it had been decided, that she would be the one to ensure justice was serve too many criminals that remained free. Initially Rusalka had not understood what was expected of her, but when the time came she was repulsed and frightened.
Many nights Rusalka had lay awake in the darkness as she struggled with the responsibility of what she was told she must do. She'd cried and begged Myra not to make her become an executioner, but Myra ignored her pleas. In a bid to convince Rusalka it was her duty, she forced her to watch sickening videos of the cruelty that had been bestowed upon her sisters and told her these men were never punished.
Rusalka clearly remembered back to that first night when she had killed a man. Myra had helped her into her costume and then had artfully applied her makeup before handing her a mirror. She had gasped at the face that stared back at her, finding it hard to believe the beautiful creature that was reflected in the mirror was in fact her.
"Rusalka, when you come face to face with this man, just remember, an eye for an eye," Myra said.
"What does that mean?"
"The man should be punished according to the way in which he offended. As I told you before, these men not only made your sisters suffer, they killed them, which you will do so in return."
"But why must I dress like this?"
"It is the only way to lure these evil men from their hiding place. Think of it like trapping a fly with honey, you my sweet, are the honey."
"Why does it have to be done on a stage with lots of people watching?"
"They are there to ensure that justice is served. Now it is time to go and remember when you look at his face, think of those videos I showed you, remember your sister’s cries of pain as they were tortured and killed. You are doing this for them, never forget that!"
She had been shaking like a leaf when the guard had taken her to the stage, filled with a mixture of horror and nerves of what she was about to do. Rusalka still remembered the sick feeling she felt in the pit of her stomach as the net lifted above the stage and she saw the sea of faces. When the net had lowered her to the stage and released her from its hold, the sound of the chanting crowd had caused her to momentarily forget what she was to do next.
When she'd finally risen on shaky legs and raised the knife above her head, it had almost slipped from her grasped when she'd turned to face the guilty man. It was the leer on his face and the words that he spoke that gave her the courage to advance towards him. During the fight she did as Myra had suggested and focussed her thoughts on the violence the man had inflicted to one of her sisters.
Since that night Rusalka had killed two more men, but she no longer cried in the shower with guilt and disgust at what she had done. She had found a way to condition her mind that with each death, the trapped soul of a sister was finally able to step into the light and into the arms of angels. Rusalka had also come to believe that the story the ringmaster told the audience of who she was, was true.
 

CHAPTER THREE
Steel landed the chopper back at Brisbane Airport and after he had gone through the motions of shutting down the aircraft, he thought of one particular property he had flown over. It was about three hours via chopper, which he knew would be less than two via a small plane, the place ticked all the boxes of the location he was looking for.
He had only done a single flyover so as not to draw any suspicion. The property was isolated with a thick cover of trees, which Abe had mentioned in his text message of the place he and the girl were. He saw no sign of any livestock, so assumed due to the dense vegetation, there was most likely none, making it a more probable location.
He had seen the roof of a sprawling homestead style building and a smaller roof that was a considerable distance from the house, which was almost hidden in amongst the trees. Due to the size of the property, he knew in all probability it could just be a tractor shed and storage for equipment, but his instincts told him it was worth looking into.
He stopped in St George to refuel the chopper for the return journey. While there, he considered contacting Detective Bailey, but realised she would not act on any hunch he might have. He decided his best option was to do a recon mission and to avoid any scrutiny it would have to be done by air and at night. Steel knew the perfect man to assist him on the mission. He scrolled through his phone contacts and placed a call.
"Bom, it's Steel," he said the moment the call was answered.
"Mate, how you doing, any word on your daughter?"
"No, but I've got a possible lead of a location, which is where I need your help."
"Yeah sure, if I can."
"Is your aircraft equipped for night flying?
"Yeah, I'm guessing you're thinking about a parachute drop?"
"It's the only way to avoid scrutiny."
"Are you thinking of jumping alone?"
"As much as your expertise would be a great help, you can't be both pilot and parachutist."
"I've got an offsider that sometimes flies for me."
"Can he be trusted?"
"I'm sure I can come up with a feasible reason for the night flight. How far away is this place?"
"It took me three hours in the chopper, so I estimate just under two in your aircraft."
"We'd need a place to refuel, which would mean a place to land."
"He could refuel at St George and then await our call, but I'll need to check curfew times first. As for a pickup there is an area he could land about ten km from the property in question, but a lot depends on what we find, as to whether we do the hike back to the plane," replied Steel.
"Okay, well I'm fully booked for the next two days. If you like I can make sure I keep the two following free."
"That would be great and it will give me time to organise a few things."
"Feel free to swing by my place in the arvo the day after tomorrow and we can nut out your plan."
"Thanks Bom, I really appreciate it."
"Just remember, my pilot will be temporarily on your payroll for this," he said with a laugh.
"It goes without saying mate."
Steel ended his call and then exited and locked the chopper. As he headed to the area where his vehicle was parked, his thoughts drifted to a hanger that Joseph had told him Salina had a private plane. Unfortunately any details on the plane's flightpath had been fruitless, but also, since Joseph's death the aircraft was no longer housed at Brisbane Airport.
 

CHAPTER FOUR
Rusalka's daily life revolved around training to keep in top physical form. Every morning she had breakfast with Myra, who reminded her of her duty to her sisters, as so many had died by the evilness of men. After breakfast she was led outdoors to do one part of her fitness training, much similar to what the army did at boot-camp. Rusalka knew there was another fight coming up, but tried to put it out of her mind. Everyday she tried to challenge herself to train harder, pushing herself to near exhaustion, as it was the only way to ensure she never failed in a fight, she must always remain the victor.
On this day she decided to climb a large tree, scaling quickly like a monkey until the branches thinned and looked dubious as to whether they would support her weight. She pulled on one of the branches above her and it snapped after a bit of force, so ascended no further. She took in the panoramic view from her vantage point. It was different from the place she had been at before. There were no mountains, no meandering creek, at least not that she could see. This place was hot and dry and some days the heat was oppressive.
Despite the heat, the lack of flowers and a multitude of birds that were back at the house she had loved, she felt a sense of peace on her perch high up from the ground below. She liked to think that she was so high, if she was lucky enough, she might see the wings of an angel, one of her sisters.
Her peripheral vision caught a glimpse of something moving below to her right, so turned her head and focused on the area. After a few moments she saw a tall striking bird, with glossy black plumage that had a vivid blue and purple neck, it had a long drooping red wattle and a brown helmet type lump on top of its head.
Rusalka had no idea what sort of bird this was, but if Steel had been given this small piece of information, he would have known that he was no longer searching in the right direction. Rusalka's ears suddenly attuned to the sound she had heard since coming to this place, but didn't know its cause. She turned to the noise that was close to her ear and saw a large green/gold bug with heavily veined transparent wings. She realised this was one of many that was creating the sound like a shrill scream. In the past she had often wondered if the noise was from the ghosts of her sisters.
Now with the knowledge that it was not, she let out a deep sigh of relief and studied her new world more closely. She had no idea where this place was, the only thing Myra had told her was that they were moving to the end of the earth, a place so far away, no harm would ever come to her.
Myra's comment had confused her, because of the purpose of this new place. Rusalka knew that every time she stepped onto the stage, she was actually putting her life at risk. One of the reasons she trained so hard, because she knew that each fight against the guilty, her life could very well end by the sharp edge of a blade.
Rusalka looked down and saw the man whose name she did not know, was sitting in the cab of the Ute having a smoke. Myra had instructed her that she must never speak to him, just as he was not to speak to her. His duty was solely to bring her outside to train and keep a watch out for curious eyes.
Reluctantly she scaled back down the tree and dutifully climbed back into the Ute, alerting the man that it was time to take her back to the safety of indoors. Despite the fact she was always compliant, she still wore the bracelets. On the first day she arrived, she had been given a dose of what would happen if she ever ventured outside of her own freewill, while wearing the bracelets.
Aside from the pain of the current that was emitted from her bracelets to her body, Rusalka was deeply hurt that Myra had allowed this to happen. She could think of no reason why Myra had threaten her with punishment, when she had never shown any form of disobedience.
Little did Myra know that the man responsible for erasing the mind of the girl, before she became Rusalka, he watched the girl's every move. He had set the stage for the most brilliant performance and as much as he could not wait for that performance to begin, he knew it required patience. Success was reliant on every actor playing their part to perfect precision.
 

CHAPTER FIVE
Thirty-year-old Brandt was in top physical form, standing at 187 cm tall, weighed 83 kg and wore his dark brown hair clipped fashionably short and was clean-shaven. His name dates back to the Viking days and is one he had chosen for himself. There were two reasons he had discarded his birth name, firstly, he wanted to distance himself as far as possible from his true heritage. Secondly, the meaning of Brandt is SWORD, which was appropriate for not only something he enjoyed, but he hoped to one day make a career from it, Kali.
From a young age he'd learnt about a weapons based martial art called Kali, which uses many forms of knives, which not only fascinated him, but was the inspiration behind choosing his new name. Having started this form of martial art at a young age, his dream was not only to be the best Kali fighter there ever was, but to gain the respect so he could one day open his own Kali training school.
Brandt had just won his fifth tournament in a row and as he proudly held his trophy up high for the crowd to see, he noted two men wearing dark suits sitting in the front row. It was the third martial arts tournament he had seen them at and wondered who they might be. Men in suits definitely didn't fit in with the usual crowd at one of these events. As he began to leave the arena the two men approached him.
“Congratulations on your win,” said the tall thin one as he held out his hand.
“Thank you,” he said as he shook the man’s hand.
“Brandt, I was wondering if we could have a word in private?” the man asked.
“What’s wrong with where we are right now?”
“My colleague and I have a business proposition to put to you and would prefer it not become public knowledge.”
Brandt thought about it for a few moments and then he realised he was intrigued as to what this proposition might be.
“If you can give me about ten minutes to shower and change, I can recommend a good café where the coffee is good, but not too public; it's only a few minutes walk from here.”
“Sounds good.”
True to his word, Brandt walked out from the changing room ten minutes later showered and in a change of clothes. As they walked outside Brandt realised neither man had introduced themselves.
“So do either of you men have a name?”
“John and Brian,” said the taller thinner of the two.
For some reason Brandt doubted these were their real names and almost had to restrain himself from smiling as they reminded him of the two characters from the Blue's Brothers movie, one short and overweight and the other tall and thin.
Nothing more was said until after they were seated at a reasonably private table and the waitress had taken their order.
“Okay John and Brian, we’re somewhere private, what is it you want to talk to me about?” asked Brandt.
“We have a business proposition to put to you,” said John.
“So you said.”
“We’re offering you a chance to become a millionaire.”
Brandt didn’t even think the comment was worthy of a response as he could feel the con of a lifetime coming on.
“I’m guessing you would like some more information,” said John.
“If you want my interest it would be a good start.”
The waitress brought their coffees and John waited until she'd left before he spoke.
“We’re offering you a chance to compete in a very exclusive Kali tournament to win one million dollars."
“Look, I don’t know what sort of scam you two are running, but I’m not interested,” said Brandt as he began to rise from his seat.
John reached out and put a strong hand on Brandt’s arm to stop him from leaving.
“I would like to show you something.”
On John’s signal, Brian immediately placed a satchel on the table and pulled a tablet from within it. After touching the screen he passed it across to Brandt. A video played; there was a large circular stage surrounded by rows of seats that were occupied with both men and women whose faces were obscure. The camera angle changed and he saw a beautiful girl with long red hair dressed in a green burlesque style outfit.
He was about to asked what the video had to do with a Kali tournament, when the girl raised her arm in the air and he saw she held a knife in her hand. As she walked around the edge of the stage the lights reflected on the metal of the blade, causing a cheer from the crowd. She then turned and in a split second advanced quickly on a man dress like a gladiator.
The camera zoomed in close and he could see the fight was fast and fierce. The sound had been turned down low, but he could still hear the clinking of the blades and the grunts as both opponents were using all their force behind each swing of the blade.
Brandt was surprised to see the redhead had the upper hand. Her action with the knife was much faster than her opponent, who started moving backwards to the edge of the stage. Just when Brandt was certain he was going to fall off and into the audience, he came up hard against an invisible wall and Brandt realised the stage was surrounded by a high Perspex screen.
The redhead lunged at the gladiator and then moved backwards so fast Brandt didn’t see the movement of her hand, but saw the blood running freely from her opponent. The crowd were standing on their feet cheering and he assumed this was the end of the fight, but he was wrong. The redhead came back at her opponent with a look of determination on her face. Her hand and leg movements were so fast Brandt wondered if the film had been sped up, but he could see her opponent was weakening. His upper torso was covered in blood and there were splatter marks on the Perspex.
The crowd was going crazy and despite the gladiator’s injuries he still kept fighting, until the redhead gave one final slash of her blade across his throat, causing blood to spurt from his neck. The gladiator put his hand to his throat to stop the flow, but moments later dropped to the ground like a stone and lay unmoving.
The camera zoomed in on the redhead, her chest was heaving from the exertion and there were fine rivers of blood running down the skin of her milky white face, but it was her expression that had Brandt’s attention. It was as if she’d suddenly been snapped out of a trance and the realisation of what she had done had fully hit her.
He watched intently as she stared down at the lifeless form as her fingers slowly unfurled their grip on the knife, causing it to clatter on the floor, the film then ended.
“That’s pretty impressive play acting, it almost had me believing the redhead had killed the guy,” said Brandt as he handed the tablet back to Brian.
“I assure you there is no play acting involved and yes the man is dead," Brian replied softly.
Brandt looked at the man in a state of shock, but then couldn't get the expression on the girl's face out of his head.
She actually looked traumatised.
"The redhead, her name is Rusalka and I'm sure you can now understand why this event is very exclusive and the winner’s fee so large," said John.
"Because of the risk factor and that I could wind up like the guy in the video," replied Brandt.
"To put it in a nutshell, yes."
Brandt looked at both men for a few moments before he spoke.
“To be honest I’m not keen on participating in a fight to the death, but also, I’m not a fan of beating up women.”
“Perhaps I should be a bit more specific about the fight. Rusalka fights to kill, her opponent fights to win a million dollars, along with a night alone with her.”
“That sounds like the scales are unevenly balance to me,” replied Brandt.
“As you can see Rusalka is not only very beautiful, but extremely talented in the fight of the blade.”
“So you added a night alone with Rusalka to sweeten the pot, for those that feel their life is worth more than a million dollars,” replied Brandt harshly.
Both men looked at him but made no comment.
“Tell me, how many of these fights have taken place and how many have won the challenge against Rusalka?”
“I'm afraid I can't reveal that,” said John.
"Can't or won't?" asked Brandt.
There was a long silence and Brandt once again thought about the look on Rusalka's face. He knew many men, despite the risk, would jump at the chance just to win the prize money for only one fight, but with the added drawcard of spending a night alone with Rusalka, he was sure many had taken up the offer. What bothered him most was Rusalka's reaction when she had killed her opponent.
What possessed her to even compete in such a sport, let alone agree to a fight to the death and prostitute her body to the winner?
“Time is running out, this is a one time only offer,” John said interrupting his thoughts.
Brandt expelled a lung full of air before he responded.
“Look, I’ll be honest, winning a million dollars would be like a dream come true, but that video has me floored."
"How about we give you one week to consider the offer?" suggested John.
Brandt had to admit he was intrigued and the thought of the prize money was the lure that stopped him from saying no.
"Okay."
“In one week we will meet back here at precisely this time. You mention a word of this to anyone, we will know. Not only will the offer be no longer available, but you will be forever looking over your shoulder,” said John.
Brandt had learnt from a young age that life was a tough road and that you just had to learn how to deal with it, but for the first time in as long as he could remember, John's words sent chills down his spine.
“I understand.”
All three men rose, John and Brian left without another word, nor payed for their coffee. Brandt paid the bill and then made his way to where his car was parked, shaking his head that he was even considering participating in an event that could very well end his life.
As for telling anyone about this, who the hell would believe me, I'm having trouble believing it myself?
 

CHAPTER SIX
Steel looked at the altimeter that was strapped to his wrist and saw the plane had reached thirteen thousand feet; he would be exiting the plane first. He moved himself into position at the open door and waited for the all-clear signal from the pilot.
Moments later he received the thumbs up and Steel exited the plane headfirst, a method he preferred, shortening his free fall of ten thousand feet to less than a minute, reaching speeds just under two hundred kilometres an hour.
He looked at the luminous dial on his altimeter and the moment he had reached three thousand feet, he deployed his parachute and flipped down the night vision goggles attached to his helmet. With the use of his GPS and night vision he could now see below him, so steered his parachute towards the intended target.
As he had done so many times before, the moment his feet touched the ground he twisted his upper body in the direction of the wind, a much safer method as it slowed down his ground speed. When his roll was complete he quickly detached his chute, he knew Bom wouldn't be far behind him.
He secured the chute out of sight, so it wouldn’t blow in the wind alerting any possible guards or security systems. Moments later Bom's voice came through his ear piece, giving Steel his position on the ground.
"Roger that," replied Steel.
Ever careful of a security trip wire, Steel carefully inspected the area around him as he moved in the direction he believed the small building was. After a short period he came upon an overgrown track that had been made by a vehicle.
"Steel, I'm seeing what looks like some sort of training area, it reminds me a little of boot-camp. You wouldn't have seen it on your flyover due to the tree coverage, there is an overgrown track leading off from it."
"I've come across a track also, what's your exact location?"
Bom gave it to him and Steel realised he was most likely on the same track, so followed it until he saw Bom through his night vision goggles.
"Abe had been hired to teach a girl Kali. He'd said they were training her for something," said Steel.
"What better area to keep up someone's fitness levels than boot-camp," replied Bom.
Both men inspected the area and Steel noticed that the grass had grown up and around the tyres and wondered if it was from lack of care, or the area was no longer used.
"Going by the width of the track, I don't think it's wide enough to have been used by a tractor, more likely a 4WD," said Steel.
"I agree, but also going by the height of the grass on the track, I don't think it has been used recently."
"My thoughts also and if Michelle was brought here, I think our best option is to stick to the track and hopefully we're less likely to come across any trip wires."
They walked side by side and after a time both men saw the faint outline of a building up ahead.
"I think we should first assess the perimeter of the building from a distance, I don't want to trigger any possible sensor cameras until we have an idea of the layout," said Steel.
The two men split-up and moved silently and slowly around the building. Steel noted that it was made of brick and looked as though it had been here for a very long time. Neither said a word until they met up on the other side.
"I didn't see any sign of security cameras or sensor lights, nor any doors or windows. What about you?" Bom asked.
"Negative to the first, but I saw a door and a boarded up window, which definitely sparks my suspicions."
"So what do you want to do now?"
"We've one point of entry and exit. I'll go in, while you keep your eye out for any unfriendly's coming out."
"Will do."
Bom followed Steel back to the point of entry and positioned himself out of view, but with a visual of the door. Steel moved slowly forward, keeping his eye out for any tripwires, but also being prepared for any sensor lights to come on.
He reached the door without incident and then tried the door handle and was surprised that it was unlocked. He figured there was one of two reasons for this. Either the building was empty, or there was a person or persons on the other side aware of his presence.
He quickly pushed the door open with his booted foot as he stepped back to the side of the doorframe to avoid a possible attack. After a few minutes with nothing happening, Steel slowly entered the room with his gun held at the ready. He was met with silence and slowly scanned the large open area that was devoid of anything, but saw an open doorway to another room.
He carefully placed his booted feet so as to make no sound as he moved forward, while keeping his ears honed for the slightest noise, but heard nothing. When he came to the side of the open doorway he paused for a few seconds, before quickly stepping into the room, hoping to take any hostiles inside by surprise. His shoulders relaxed a little as he saw the room was also devoid of anything, the room was about four square metres.
"Bom, the place is empty."
Moments later Bom entered the building and both men lifted their night vision goggles as they scanned the entirety of the interior with their powerful MagLites.
"The place looks rather clean for a building that's probably been here since the fifties," said Bom.
"My thoughts exactly and do you notice a faint smell?"
"Yeah, smells like bleach."
"I reckon this place was originally built as a cookhouse for the workers. I think the smaller room was possibly a walk-in larder going by the mesh ventilation between some of the brickwork," said Steel.
"Makes sense, as we are in sheep country. If this was a cookhouse, there should be shearer’s quarters not too far away."
The men continued to follow the track and after about fifty meters they came upon the shearer’s quarters. It was long and narrow and its construction was mostly of corrugated iron, with a timber veranda. There were ten doors in total with a small box above each door that housed a vintage air conditioner; neither man could see a single window.
After the discovery of the first building and evidence it had been thoroughly cleaned, Steel was fairly certain they would find the shearers quarters empty. With Steel at one end and Bom at the other, the men proceeded to check each room methodically until they met in the middle.
"All the rooms I checked, only three showed signs of being used, but not sure how recently going by the level of dust and no hint of bleach," said Steel.
"With the amount of dust and cobwebs, I don't think any of the rooms I checked had been used in years."
"So whoever was here weren't concerned about those in the quarters, only the cookhouse," said Steel.
Bom agreed, but he didn't want to voice his thoughts that if Michelle had of been here, there was a good chance she had been moved to another location.
"Let's go check out the homestead," said Steel.
It took them about fifteen minutes to reach the large low-set house that had a veranda around its entirety. As they had done earlier, both men did a perimeter check first, before meeting back in line with the front door.
"I'll go in through the front  and you the back, but wait for my signal, the place could be alarmed," said Steel.
Bom gave him a thumb’s up and made his way round to the back as Steel checked the front door, it was locked. It only took him a few minutes to pick the lock. Steel knew that if the house had a security alarm he had a thirty-second window before the alarm would sound and send a signal out to the response centre. The countdown was designed to allow the homeowner time to enter in their code once entering their premises. Steel was unable to find any control panel, which didn't surprise him with the property being so far away from the local authorities.
"Bom, I'm in."
"Roger that."
Both men silently and methodically checked every room and cupboard large enough to hold a person,  but they found no one.
"What are you thinking?" Bom asked Steel.
"That cookhouse was far too clean for my liking. I think we should do a  more thorough search of the house. Put a call through to your pilot and tell him too chill for an hour."
"Then what?"
"Depends on what we find. I think the best place to start is the study."
Bom contacted the pilot and then began searching through cupboards and a bookcase while Steel went through the countless drawers of a large desk. After going through each drawer and inspecting every piece of paper, but found nothing of interest. He then pulled each one out and turned them over in the hope he would find something taped underneath, or a secret compartment, but found nothing.
He then shone the beam of his MagLite into the deep cavity where all the drawers where housed in case something had fallen down the back and sure enough he found a single sheet of paper, it was a rates notice for the property. Steel pulled his phone from his pocket and dialled a number. After the call nearly rang out it was answered by a sleepy voice.
"Detective Bailey."
"Detective, it's Max Steel, I'm at a property north-east of St George, I believe Michelle was being held here. I need you to send a Forensics team here ASAP."
"What makes you so sure she was?"
"The property is registered to Alison Grady, who you know is Salina Shoal. Also there is a small building a distance from the main house that someone has gone to a lot of trouble to clean it, to the point I believe they were trying to remove evidence."
"You need to give me more than one of your hunches to organise a team."
Steel clenched his jaw in frustration as he knew he would have to give out information to the detective that he hadn't planned on.
"A friend had received a text message about a girl fitting Michelle's description, the information was limited, but the informant believed the property was once for cattle or sheep."
"I can understand your concern, but I can't organise a Forensics team at the snap of my fingers, I would like to speak to this friend."
"You can't, he's dead and I presume so is the informant. I was sent an image from my friend's phone, only he didn't send it. The photo was of my friend with a bullet hole between the eyes, it was a message for me to back off."
There was a moment’s pause as the detective registered what Steel had said.
"I'll have to contact the constable at St George to secure the area before we can get there, but my guess is this place is a good distance from the town?"
"Yeah it is, but I just so happened to have a plane and a pilot waiting in the town, he could fly him and any officers in until your team arrive."
"Okay I'll give him a call, stay put until he gets there," she said.
"I've no intention of leaving until Forensics find something further of interest."
The call was ended and Steel looked at Bom, who was already placing a call to his pilot.
 

CHAPTER SEVEN
Brandt's mind was struggling to keep focus on his job as one of the crew with a landscaping company. His thoughts flitted from winning a million dollars, to the look on Rusalka's face when she'd killed her opponent. The emotion was so raw he felt even the best actress could not pull it off so convincingly.
He went over in his mind all the things he could do if he won. He could buy his own place and replace his heap of a car, but more importantly he could have the funds to set up his own Kali School.
My school would be different to any other. I would still do the standard teachings, but I will also teach kids the things that no teacher taught me. How to survive in the real world while still trying to instil in them right from wrong.
A smile came to Brandt's face at the thought of people saying his name with respect, not because he wanted adulation or fanfare, but because he wanted to prove his father wrong, that he wasn't a loser or a lost cause. That day he'd first heard his father say those words, he'd made a promise to himself that he would achieve something in life, but also, be a mentor to kids, especially those that grew up in the same world he did.
Brandt didn't want to teach kids how to fight with knifes so they could join a gang, he wanted to teach them how to defend themselves and hopefully without resulting in serious injury, along with physical, mental and spiritual development.
Once all these thoughts had passed through his brain, he had to admit to himself that it was not just the prize money that had him thinking, it was Rusalka as a person. He wanted to know why such a beautiful woman had not only chosen a male dominated sport, but would want to participate in a fight that if she wins, the outcome is basically murder, but if she loses, she is offering herself as part of the prize.
As the days passed, one part of his mind was leaning towards taking up the offer, but then the other thought it was utter lunacy.
The whole process of the meeting with John and Brian was so bizarre. They must feel sure that I would lose, otherwise how can offering a million dollars as the prize money make the venture profitable? I wonder how much a ticket costs for the audience to attend?
It was the day before his meeting with John and Brian and even though Brandt knew there were very high odds that he might not live to see another day after the fight, he made the decision to accept the offer.
The following day when he arrived at the café at the designated time, he was a bundle of nerves. He scanned the area and saw the two men were sitting at the same table they had a week before. Brandt
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