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CHAPTER
ONE

 


 


Nicole Adamson had no idea that within 1
minute of bending down to drink from the bubbler in Hyde Park,
Sydney, she would be dead. If she had even the slightest inkling of
the horrific event about to unfold, she would have run out of that
park as fast as her slender legs would carry her. All she wanted
was a cool drink of water. Sydney water always tasted good. It was
free. Bottled water cost over three dollars a pop and it didn’t
taste all that different from water from the bubbler. She allowed
the cool water to run over her generous lips. She knew that later
in the evening, she may use her lips for another purpose. He might
knock on her door and she would open it dressed in a tiny black
push up bra and matching knickers. He would ravish her and she
would allow him to do whatever he wanted to do. She would be swept
away on a tide of lust. Much later they would share dinner together
before he left to go home to his wife. No one would see him arrive
or leave. This was a very discreet arrangement.

She heard the bullet approaching. It
sounded like someone sucking hard through a straw. The projectile
struck her in the right side of her head, towards the back of her
skull. She fell forward, grasping at the bubbler. Blood gushed from
the gaping head wound and through her long black hair. Nicole slid
to the ground and rolled onto her back. She looked up at the deep
blue sky. She thought about her dead mother for a few seconds. Then
she was gone.

 


‘You okay lady?’
asked an elderly drunk man as he leaned over the body. ‘You don’t
look so well.’

Nicole didn’t answer. She had moved into
another world. The elderly drunk man should have been in the other
world long before Nicole but whoever pushes the “live or die”
buttons had decided otherwise.

‘You got any money
lady? Would it be okay if I had a look through your purse seeing
that you are asleep and all?’ The hobo leaned down towards Nicole’s
body. The old man’s name was Bill. He had once been a successful
farmer in Griffith with a wife and family of three…a boy and two
girls. The relationship with his wife fell apart. He blamed himself
even though it was mostly her fault. He walked away from the farm
and his life and ended up a lost lonely man on the streets of
Sydney.

‘Get away from her
old man!’ The voice was deep and commanding. Bill glanced up. As
soon as he saw the police uniform he moved back. A thick set girl
in police uniform moved up beside him and held his right arm
firmly. The policeman bent down and felt at the side of Nicole’s
throat for a pulse. He knew he wouldn’t find one. Half the back of
her head was missing. The policeman looked around at the tall
buildings on each side of the park. He removed his two way radio.
His instructions to the radio operator were quick and precise. He
turned to the hobo. ‘Did you touch her?’

‘I swear I never laid
a finger on her,’ said Bill.

‘We’ll see,’ said the
policeman.

‘I gotta get back
home,’ said Bill, his eyes darting around. ‘It’s getting
late.’

‘It’s 4 in the
afternoon,’ said the policeman. ‘Where do you live?’

‘Over in the city.
It’s a shelter.’

‘Well you’ll be late
home tonight,’ said the policeman. ‘Search him Rhonda. Use
gloves.’

‘I don’t have to put
up with this,’ said Bill.

‘Put the handcuffs on
him Rhonda.’

‘Yes
sergeant.’

It turned out that Rhonda was an
extremely powerful young woman. Bill was now face down in the grass
with his hands securely restrained behind his back and Rhonda’s
rather large right foot planted firmly on the back of his neck.

‘This is police
brutality!’ Bill shouted.

‘I haven’t broken
your neck yet,’ said Rhonda. ‘Once I do that it will be police
brutality although you won’t be alive to make a
complaint.’
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CHAPTER
TWO

 


 


Detective Inspector Stewart Winter
dabbed at the sweat on his brow with a blue and white checked
handkerchief. He stood well back from Nicole’s body. ‘Good God.
What did the old bloke attack her with?’

‘He didn’t attack
her,’ said the tall police sergeant. ‘It looks to me as if she’s
been shot.’

‘The back of her head
is mashed,’ said Winter.

‘A decent size bullet
with high velocity will do that,’ said the sergeant.

‘Do we know who she
is?’

‘I haven’t touched
her,’ said the police sergeant. ‘Crime Scene needs to be over every
inch of this one.’

‘Yes…of course.
They’re on their way. What’s the old guy saying?’

‘He saw her fall over
the bubbler. He claims he was quite a distance away but then came
to investigate.’

‘There are people all
over this damn park,’ said Winter. ‘Where are the rest of the
witnesses?’

‘Did the bolt by the
look of things,’ said the sergeant. ‘The place is deserted. They’re
all taking the long way home.’

‘Sticky
beaks?’

‘We told them to
bugger off or spend the night in the city cells,’ said the
sergeant.

‘You can’t do
that!’

‘No…I suppose not.
They didn’t stick around though.’

Detective Inspector Winter looked at
Nicole’s body and shook his head. ‘Someone didn’t like her much
eh?’

‘That’s your job to
determine Detective Inspector,’ said the police sergeant. ‘That’s
why they pay you the big bucks.’

‘Yeah,’ said Winter
rather sarcastically.

 


The morgue at the Glebe Coroner’s Court
is not the kind of place you would queue up to visit. It was
designed and constructed in 1968 by a man who had recently lost his
mother. That’s one rumour anyway. The two court rooms at the front
of the industrial looking building fronting Parramatta Road at
Glebe were grossly inadequate even 10 years ago. Cosmetic facelifts
did little to improve the look of the building. Ten autopsy tables
had often proved completely inadequate to handle the amount of
bodies arriving at the morgue for forensic examination. Body racks
in the main cool room were often so high that forklifts were needed
to bring a loved one down for autopsy or transfer to a funeral
parlour. The plan on the table for the Coroner’s Court and morgue
is to close down the Glebe facility with the construction of a
state of the art morgue and court system on the site of the old
Lidcombe hospital. The project completion date is around 2020. In
the meantime, the Glebe facility is crammed to the rafters with
bodies and forensic examination resources stretched to their limit.
There was another rather large morgue at Westmead in Sydney’s west
but some government nerd bucking for promotion found a way to close
that morgue in 2008, putting huge stresses on the morgue facility
at Glebe.

‘I don’t like it in
here,’ said Detective Inspector Winter.

Doctor Patricia Morrish pulled green
surgical covers over her running shoes. ‘You get used to it Stuart.
It’s cool for one thing. I store my lunch sandwiches and strawberry
milk in one of the drawers in the long term area.’

‘That’s
disgusting!’

‘Well the deceased
isn’t going to interfere with my lunch,’ said Patricia. ‘They’ll
never eat again.’

‘I don’t want to talk
about it,’ said Winter. ‘What you are doing is not
respectful.’

‘They can nibble on
my lunch if they like,’ said Patricia, smiling at the morgue
attendant.

‘Doesn’t the smell
get into your lunch?’

‘It’s wrapped in glad
wrap and sealed in a plastic container.’

‘But the smell of the
dead gets through everything,’ said Winter. ‘That’s why I don’t
like coming here. I have to shower for ages later and dry clean
everything I’m wearing.’

‘I think you’re
over-reacting,’ said Patricia Morrish. She was a 35 year old
Australian woman of Chinese parents. Most of her young adult life
had been spent at University. She was highly qualified in various
Forensic Science fields and her practical experience where the
examination of dead bodies was concerned, was extensive. She stood
just 5 feet 4 inches tall with long black hair, usually tied behind
her head in a pony tail. Her eyes were dark brown and she was very
attractive with smooth olive skin.

‘I don’t know how you
can stand to be amongst dead people for most of your time,’ said
Winter.

‘Someone has to care
for them,’ said Patricia. ‘Someone has to make sure that they died
the way that God intended…not man.’

‘Isn’t that about the
same thing?’ asked Winter, pulling on a surgical mask.

‘I compliment you on
that response,’ said Patricia. ‘It shows that you have given the
matter some thought.’

‘Some.’

‘Well let’s have a
look at poor Nicole Adamson, shall we?’ Patricia nodded at the
middle aged morgue attendant. He turned and hurried away. ‘Where is
our crime scene photographer?’ asked Patricia as she wiped down the
stainless steel bench of examination table 4.’

‘He’s on his way,’
said Winter.

‘I’ll start without
him once Nicole is comfortable,’ said Patricia.

‘There’s something
wrong with you,’ said Winter.

‘I know,’ said
Patricia. ‘It’s the Chinese in me. Blame it on my
parents.’

‘I don’t think your
parents had anything to do with you storing your lunch with dead
bodies and making light of those departed.’

‘I never make light
of the dead Detective Winter. I respect them more than you would
ever understand.’
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CHAPTER
THREE

 


 


Police Headquarters at Parramatta in
western Sydney had been designed by a man who had probably recently
lost his dog in a horrible hit and run road event. The building was
functional and most of the rooms had been refurbished and repainted
over the years but something lingered in corridors, meeting rooms
and offices that just left one feeling that it was good to get the
hell out of the place and go home each afternoon. The pot plants
didn’t do all that well inside the building. Some said it was the
poor lighting. Pot plants don’t get all that excited when bathed
with office quality fluorescent light, unless it is very expensive
and hydroponic quality fluorescent light. They are even less
excited when surrounded by frustrated, angry, often psychopathic
individuals…some of them in uniform.

Detective Inspector Stuart Winter tapped
the back of his pen against the squad room table. Detective
Inspector Rick Slade from the Crime Scene Unit flicked through
numerous photographs. Detective Sergeant Ross Balding sat back with
his arms folded across a rather large belly. ‘We’ve found the
projectile,’ said Detective Slade. ‘The damn thing went through the
back of her head and dug a hole in the ground almost 30 centimetres
deep. I’ve never seen anything like it.’

‘What calibre?’ asked
Winter.

Slade pulled a black velvet pouch from
his brief case and opened it on the table. ‘There it is. What do
you reckon?’

‘Bigger than most
I’ve seen,’ said Winter.

‘308 Winchester. No
jacket so the nose has been flattened a bit.’

‘I suppose that means
this killer doesn’t want to leave his target alive,’ said
Winter.

‘That’s correct,’
Slade replied. ‘It also has another important meaning
perhaps.’

‘Such as?’

‘The rifle may not be
semi automatic. It’s likely to be a single shot weapon.’

Winter waved a dismissive hand. ‘That’s
not important to me at the moment. A gun is a damn gun. The Super
will consider a task force so you get all your forensic evidence in
nice folders. I’ll need at least 10 copies.’

‘There’s a bit more
that you should know Stuart,’ said Slade.

‘Hurry up then. I’ve
got a damn media conference.’

‘I’m trying to get
accurate data on the rifling which was used on this bullet but from
what I have seen so far it would appear that the weapon used to
fire this projectile was specifically designed.’

‘What do you
mean?’

‘It wasn’t a normal
rifle,’ said Slade.

‘A rifle is a rifle,’
said Winter.

‘You have no real
knowledge of firearms, do you?’

‘I have some
knowledge,’ said Winter.

‘The groove cutting
and rifling twist rate in any high powered rifle is designed to
have a specific effect on the way the projectile behaves once it
leaves the barrel.’

‘I didn’t know that,’
said Winter.

‘Well now you do,’
said Slade.

‘Can you figure out
what kind of weapon fired this bullet?’

‘Can I be
frank?’

‘You can be anyone
you want to be,’ said Winter.

‘Very funny. It was
probably a specifically designed sniper rifle.’

‘Winter didn’t have
any funny responses. He remained silent.

‘This killer is
simply out to kill and he won’t miss,’ said Slade.

‘Why won’t he
miss?’

‘He is aiming for the
back of the skull. It’s a specific target area for snipers. An
almost instant kill because it involves an area of the spinal cord
and its connection to the brain that causes almost instant death if
the projectile can accurately hit it.’

Winter sat back in his chair. ‘No one
heard the shot. The old drunk didn’t hear a shot.’

‘The shooter was
probably a long way off.’

‘How far?’

Slade shrugged his shoulders. ‘Perhaps
half a kilometre or more.’

‘No way!’

‘You need to brush up
on the latest telescopic sights Stuart. A trained sniper with the
right weapon can take the eye out of a bird from at least half a
kilometre away.’

‘We don’t have
snipers in Sydney! We’ve taken so many guns off the streets in the
last 10 years.’

‘Not this one you
haven’t,’ said Slade.

‘We’ve got the
victim’s address as well as her keys and a warrant,’ said Winter to
no one in particular. ‘We’re searching her flat ASAP.’

Ross Balding picked up a business card
from amongst Nicole’s belongings. The name embossed on the front of
the card in shiny black letters was “Warren Hardy”. He was
designated “Private Investigator”. Contact details followed. ‘Who
is following up on this guy?’

‘We’re on it,’ said
Winter.

‘We had better sort
out now who is doing what with this case,’ said Balding.

‘I’m happy to give it
to Special Crime,’ said Winter.

‘I’m light on
troops,’ said Balding. ‘Our Inspector is off on stress
leave.’

‘Winter
smiled.’

‘What’s funny?’ asked
Balding.

‘Daniel Rose would
jump at his own shadow,’ said Winter. ‘Why doesn’t he just pull the
pin and go on a cruise with some old farts.’

‘That sort of comment
is completely unfair.’

‘What’s wrong with
the rest of your troops?’

‘Deployed elsewhere,’
said Balding.

Winter leaned forward in his chair.
‘Well we had better get a move on with this particular inquiry.
I’ve got a bad feeling about this one.’

Balding turned the business card over. A
name was handwritten on the back. ‘Who’s Ben Hood?’

‘Ex cop,’ said
Winter. ‘Detective Sergeant with a propensity for violence. They
got rid of him about 5 years ago and now he does VIP protection
work and some classified stuff for Special Ops.’

‘What classified
stuff?’

‘I don’t know,’ said
Winter. ‘It’s classified. It would be prudent to treat him
carefully.’

‘What’s his name
doing on the back of a PI’s card in her possession?’ asked
Balding.

‘Winter shrugged.
‘Perhaps you should go and ask Hood?’

‘Perhaps I should ask
the PI first,’ said Balding.

‘Who the hell is
running this investigation?’ asked Detective Inspector
Slade.

The other two detectives looked at him.
‘I suppose I am,’ said Winter.

‘Then why is Special
Ops involved?’ asked Slade, looking directly at Balding. ‘It’s
either one or the other or we’ll be tripping over each
other.’

‘The super told me to
look at it,’ said Balding.’

‘Which super?’ asked
Slade. ‘This building is full of superintendents.’

‘Adam Harris. Acting
Assistant Commissioner Harris.’

‘Well you can’t go
much higher than him in this command,’ said Slade. ‘Why isn’t he at
this meeting?’

‘He’s at a press
conference,’ said Balding.

‘Of course he is,’
said Slade.

‘And if I don’t get
my arse down there ASAP they’ll be after my badge,’ said Winter.
‘The media is all over this shooting. Everyone wants to know why
this woman was killed and who did it.’

‘Until we are
instructed otherwise,’ said Balding, ‘we will work together. ‘I’ll
assign a two man team to follow up with the PI on the business card
and also this Ben Hood guy.’ He looked at Winter. ‘Can you keep on
with the canvas of the scene?’

Winter nodded. ‘It’s a bloody big
canvas. There are hundreds of people working in buildings in the
vicinity of Hyde Park.’

‘I’ll run more
ballistic and trajectory testing,’ said Rick Slade. ‘From what we
already know, the shooter was on a rooftop in Elizabeth Street.
We’ll have it pinpointed within 24 hours. Unfortunately we’re
relying to some extent on the evidence of a hobo who is
uncooperative to say the least.’

‘We’ll have to let
him go within the next 24 hours,’ said Winter.

‘Will you agree to
allow one of my operatives a crack at him?’ asked Balding. ‘She’s
very good at extracting information.’

‘I can’t allow any
violence,’ said Winter. ‘This isn’t Dodge city.’

‘I wouldn’t think of
it,’ said Balding.

‘I’ll set up an
interview room for the hobo,’ said Winter. ‘I don’t want any
trouble.’

‘She’ll treat him
like a baby,’ said Balding. ‘Let me know when he’s ready. ‘In the
meantime, I’m off with an associate to interview this PI…Warren
Hardy.’

‘Aren’t you going to
ring him first?’ asked Winter.

‘No,’ said Balding.
‘I’ll surprise him.’

‘If he’s there,’ said
Winter. ‘What about Hood?’

‘I’ll get to him
later,’ said Balding. ‘I’ll need to check him out a bit further
before we pay him a visit. I’ll also allow my special operative
first crack at him…when she’s finished with the hobo.’

‘You seem to have
quite a lot of faith in this female operative,’ said
Winter.

‘She would charm a
lolly pop out of a baby’s mouth,’ said Balding.

‘We’re not dealing
with babies here,’ said Winter. ‘We seem to be dealing with a
rather nasty killer. Until a motive for Nicole Adamson’s murder is
established, we don’t have a clue who shot her.’

‘Perhaps the killer
shot her for fun,’ said Slade.

Winter stared at him. ‘I don’t think
so.’

‘It’s happened
before,’ said Slade. ‘There are a lot of sick people out
there.’

‘Not armed with what
you think might be a special sniper rifle and using specifically
prepared ammunition.’

‘You have a point,’
said Slade.

‘If the media decide
to show us in a bad light we’re all in a pickle,’ said
Winter.

‘They’ll do their
best to show us in a bad light,’ said Balding. ‘That’s why the
Acting Commissioner is at a media conference.’

‘What’s he telling
them?’ asked Slade.

‘The usual frog shit.
He doesn’t know anything.’

‘We had better get
moving then,’ said Winter. ‘Just out of interest. Who is your
special female operative?’

‘Samantha de Berg,’
said Balding.

‘Jesus!’ said
Slade.

‘What’s your
problem?’ asked Balding.

‘Weren’t they going
to sack her?’

‘I don’t think so,’
said Balding. ‘We can’t afford to lose her actually.’

‘God help the hobo,’
said Slade.

‘God help Ben Hood,’
said Balding.

 


Police found photographs of Nicole
Adamson in her flat along with various resumes to various modelling
agencies in Sydney. Enquiries revealed that she had lived alone in
the small rented flat in a back street of Drummoyne for almost 3
years and she only left her flat to walk to the bus stop on nearby
Victoria Road at 7.40 am each morning. No one knew who she worked
for but neighbours suspected her employment was in the Sydney CBD
somewhere. It was clear that she had done some modelling work.
Detectives would follow up on that. Otherwise she apparently kept
to herself.

Winter now knew that Nicole Adamson was
32 years of age when she died. She was extremely attractive with
long black hair and eyes which had been a vibrant blue when she was
alive. She was 5 feet 8 inches tall with a well proportioned
figure. She had a black tattoo of a skull on the outside of her
right ankle. Her jewellery consisted of a plain silver band on the
thumb of her right hand, a pair of cheap pearl earrings set in
silver and a black Swiss made watch with red hands, a gold second
hand, black plastic band and the brand name “Vienna” etched on the
face in white paint.
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CHAPTER
FOUR

 


 


Rodney Reid often wished he had never
heard of the VIP Protection Agency which he now owned. The
operation of that business had made him a lot of money and brought
him face to face with many very interesting people. On the other
hand, it had brought him stress, anxiety and worry, mainly due to
the efforts of one particular operative. The thing is that the
operative in question was the best person he had ever employed. He
always got the job done, even if he created mayhem in doing so.

Rodney slowly turned the pages of the
submission before him. It was very professionally done on brilliant
white presentation paper with typed double spacing and bound in a
folder which looked and felt like real leather but was probably
not. Four photographs were attached to the 23 page submission and
it contained a single page header which simply read “HELP ME”. The
sender identified himself as James Dodd from RMB (Road Mail Box) 18
Eurimbula Road, Cumnock, New South Wales. Rodney read the
submission very carefully and then closed the file and laid it
beside him on the frangipani print lounge.

His wife, Doctor Rose Reid walked into
the sunroom with a large mug of coffee and placed it on a handmade
timber table at Rodney’s side. ‘I’m not happy with the look on your
face,’ she said as she straightened. ‘It’s a job for
Ben…right?’

‘Yep.’

‘Messy?’

‘Yep.’

Rose sat down beside her husband. ‘Give
it to one of the other operatives. Ben’s had enough for a while.
You know that.’

Rodney picked up the mug of coffee and
sipped at the steaming liquid. He pointed to the very good fake
leather folder lying between them. ‘Open to the back page.’

Rose picked up the folder and opened it
to the back page. The single photograph on that page was of a
stunning woman with long, windblown dark brown hair. She was
wearing a light blue shirt which was open almost to her navel. Her
eyes were magnetic green. She was probably in her mid 30’s although
she could have been younger. Her lips were painted bright red and
she appeared to wear no other makeup. Rose looked at Rodney. ‘Oh
dear.’

‘What do you mean by
that?’

‘It’s someone who Ben
would go for…right?’

‘You haven’t read the
submission.’

‘I don’t need to,’
said Rose. ‘She’s in trouble…right? She needs Ben’s
help.’

‘She’s dead,’ said
Rodney. ‘Her brother needs Ben’s help.’

Rose turned to the first page of the
typed submission. ‘Where’s Cumnock?’

‘Out in the middle of
New South Wales…north of Orange.’

‘How did she
die?’

‘Hit and run
involving a motor vehicle,’ said Rodney. ‘The Coroner at Orange
left an open finding as to the identity of the culprit. The
offending vehicle and driver were never located.’

‘When was she
killed?’

‘New Years Day this
year…just 5 months ago,’ said Rodney.

‘Why has this guy
specifically asked Ben to help?’

‘Ben apparently knew
this girl,’ said Rodney. ‘The brother has found some notes she made
in a diary she had hidden away.’

‘Oh dear,’ said Rose
softly.

‘It’s worse,’ said
Rodney.

Rose closed the folder and looked at her
husband.

‘She was 4 months
pregnant when she was killed. The baby died as well,’ said Rodney.
‘Ben never mentioned anyone named Elizabeth Dodd or Elizabeth
Gibson to me. What about you?’

Rose shook her head in the negative.
‘Never heard of her.’

‘Gibson was her
married name. It seems the brother was suspicious of the husband as
there had been a few domestic incidents prior to her death. The
police investigation cleared the estranged husband of any
wrongdoing.’

‘Did the police
thoroughly examine his motor vehicle?’ asked Rose.

‘What do you think,’
said Rodney. ‘They crawled over every square inch of
it.’

‘So what are you
going to do?’

Rodney sipped more coffee.

‘Why didn’t Ben tell
us about this girl?’ asked Rose. ‘He usually tells us
everything.’

‘I don’t
know.’

‘Do you think he may
have known she was pregnant when she died?’

‘I’m not sure he even
knows she’s dead,’ said Rodney. ‘I really don’t know how to handle
this one Rose.’

‘You get Ben here
right now and let him read that submission. That’s what you do.
From that point you can let him decide what to do.’

‘Yes,’ said
Rodney.

‘Well get on with it
then.’

 


Ben faced his martial arts instructor,
Korean born Akira Misaki. 65 years old and rated 8th Pal
Dan – Korean and 8th Dan Hachidan in Japan. Akira is one
of the most respected Karate experts in the world. He stands 5 feet
8 inches tall…solidly built and totally bald. His hands are large,
his knuckles thick and scarred as a result of years of training and
fighting. Akira speaks English well with a slight American accent.
He is fluent in Korean and Japanese. He resides in the rather leafy
suburb of Eastwood, an outer suburb of Sydney. Akira enjoys the
strong but silent company of his Japanese female partner Bluebell
(Bell) ‘What are you looking at?’

‘I meant no
disrespect,’ said Ben, bowing slightly.

‘Did you come here to
train or to examine my face?’

‘To train
Hachidan.’

‘What’s wrong with my
face?’

‘Nothing…I
swear.’

‘Okay…I’ve got a few
more wrinkles,’ said Akira. ‘I’m having those fixed.’

‘What
for?’

‘I don’t like
wrinkles.’

‘There’s nothing
wrong with wrinkles,’ said Ben. ‘They are a part of growing
old.’

‘So you think I’m old
eh?’

‘I didn’t say
that.’

‘But you noticed my
wrinkles, didn’t you?’

‘There is no point in
having your wrinkles fixed.’

Akira moved his right hand behind his
white Karate suit. ‘What do I have in my hand?’

‘I don’t know,’ said
Ben.

‘Good. I’m going to
teach you about reactions.’

‘Okay.’

‘You think you are
fairly fast eh?’

‘You taught me to
have fast reactions,’ said Ben. ‘You must always be faster than
your opponent.’

‘That’s right,’ said
Akira. ‘You never spend time pushing or swearing or swinging dumb
punches at your opponent. You smile…move in and take them
down.’

‘You have taught me
well,’ said Ben. ‘Moving quickly has saved my life many
times.’

‘And how did you
learn to move quickly?’

‘Practice,’ said
Ben.

‘How much
practice?’

Ben opened his mouth to reply but found
himself staring down the barrel of a very large six shot revolver.
The business end of the weapon was less than the width of a hand
away from his face. ‘Is the hammer cocked?’

‘Yes,’ said Akira.
‘Can you stop a bullet from entering your brain, take possession of
this weapon and disable your attacker in less than 3
seconds?’

‘I’ve never had to
attempt such a manoeuvre,’ said Ben.

‘In the time you took
to reply to my question, you should have moved. You have already
failed to act appropriately and are now dead,’ said
Akira.

Ben swept up his right hand to push the
barrel of the gun upward. He moved extremely fast. Akira pulled the
trigger and stepped back quickly.

‘Too late?’ asked
Ben.

‘Moving the gun away
from your head and taking a controlling hold of the weapon while
kicking your attacker in the chest would only be possible if you
moved like lightning,’ said Akira. ‘You move like a garden snail.
I’m yawning here.’

Ben stared at his mentor but remained
silent.

‘You need to focus on
some goals and train in order to achieve them,’ said Akira. He
lowered the .44 Magnum revolver.

‘Where did you get
that?’

‘I found it,’ said
Akira. ‘I’ve got 60 rather nasty load bullets and I am planning on
taking it out west one day so Bell and I can shoot some
kangaroos.’

‘You and
Bell?’

‘Yes.’

‘You can’t do
that.’

‘Why not?’

‘You can buy kangaroo
meat in the supermarkets here,’ said Ben.

‘It’s not the same as
killing and preparing your own game.’

‘The bush kangaroos
have got diseases and things.’

‘Bullshit.’

‘Do you have a
license for that thing?’

‘No…and don’t you go
around blabbing.’

Ben lapsed into silence.

‘You need to train
over and over,’ said Akira as he placed the large revolver on the
side table. ‘You must move like a spark of electricity. The power
of your attack will be like fire while the spirit within you must
remain cool and relatively calm.’

‘Here we go,’ said
Ben.

Akira pointed his right index finger
toward Ben. ‘This is not about the Buddhist religion or any other
kind of religion. You shun religion anyway,’ said Akira. ‘That is
your right. What I am talking about is how you feel and act inside
your own being when confronted with violence. Your attacker will
most likely be filled with rage and fear and a lack of proper
control. You must not feel that way.’

Ben nodded.

‘The only way that
you will feel in control and be able to take control in violent
confrontations is to maintain disciplined, daily training and
practise of your fighting skills.’

‘Yes
Hachidan.’

‘Time for some green
tea I think.’

‘I hate that shit,’
said Ben.

Bell appeared as if on cue. ‘I’ll make
you coffee just the way you like it Ben,’ she said, smiling at
Akira.

‘You shouldn’t spoil
him my dear,’ said Akira softly.

‘Of course not,’ said
Bell as she turned and moved out of the room as if gliding on air.
Her long bright red and gold silk kimono hid her tiny
feet.

Akira dropped into a large timber chair
and waved Ben into a chair opposite him. ‘Okay…we do reaction
training tomorrow. We get you up from snail to lizard. How about
that?’

An explosion of glass was followed by
Bell’s scream. Akira was on his feet before Ben and launched
himself towards the kitchen. He moved low and fast, turning off
lights as he went. Ben followed. He hit a wall in the darkness and
felt his way towards the doorway. A second explosion of glass
echoed through the house. ‘Stay down,’ Akira hissed. Shards of
glass smashed as they fell to the polished timber floor. Dogs in
neighbouring properties began to bark.

Ben could hear Bell crying.

‘Don’t move,’ Akira
whispered. ‘No one move…not one inch.’

Neighbourhood dogs continued to bark but
there was no more exploding glass. Akira carried Bell into the
large back room. He switched on a small table lamp. She was
bleeding from cuts to her back and neck but she was alive and
clinging to Akira with both blood covered arms.

‘I’ll call an
ambulance,’ said Ben.

‘Someone shot at
her,’ said Akira. ‘He missed twice. He fired at her reflection in
the wall mirrors in the kitchen.’

‘Thank God for wall
mirrors,’ said Ben. ‘Are you in pain Bell?’

‘Some pain,’ she
whispered.

Akira laid her gently face down on the
lounge. ‘She has glass embedded in her back.’

‘I’ll have a look
around outside while I call the ambos,’ said Ben.

‘Stay in the house,’
said Akira. ‘The shooter might still be around.’

‘I doubt it,’ said
Ben as he hit 000 on his mobile phone.

‘There is no reason
for someone to try and shoot Bell,’ said Akira. ‘Something is very
wrong here.’

‘She’s still alive,’
said Ben. ‘Everything is as good as it can be under the
circumstances.’

 


The ambulance pulled away from the front
of the house. Akira insisted on riding with Bell and the Paramedics
felt it best not to argue with him. Neighbours had gathered in
small groups here and there in the street, chattering away with
their heads close together. Two uniformed police vehicles were
parked outside Akira’s home and several police officers were
attempting to order the neighbours to go back inside their homes. A
uniformed police sergeant looked at the smashed window and broken
shards of mirror glass littering the kitchen. He looked closely at
the wall to which the long mirrors had once been attached.

‘The bullets went
through that wall and into a wall on the other side of the
hallway,’ said Ben. ‘I think they went through that wall as
well.’

‘Are you Ben Hood the
ex copper?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then it was likely
someone was after you and he was damn well equipped.’

‘He was shooting at
Bell. She was the only one in the kitchen and the lights were on.
Thankfully he got her image in the mirror mixed up with the real
thing,’ said Ben.

‘Plain clothes are on
their way.’

Ben nodded.

‘They were having a
send-off party. This will piss them off no end.’

‘How do you think the
victim feels?’

‘You have a point,’
said the sergeant.

 


 


“****”

 


 



CHAPTER
FIVE

 


 


‘Where are you?’
asked Rodney.

Ben put his mobile phone to his left ear
and held Bell’s tiny hand with his right. ‘I’m at North Shore
Private Hospital. Someone tried to shoot Akira’s partner.’

‘Bell?’

‘Yep,’ said
Ben.

‘The fact of a
shooting is all over the news just now,’ said Rodney. ‘I just knew
you would be in the middle of it somewhere.’

‘He was shooting at
Bell,’ said Ben. ‘Some mirrors in the kitchen saved her life. A
heavy calibre weapon was used.’

‘It’s well after
midnight,’ said Rodney. ‘Where are you staying?’

‘I’ll stay with Akira
until he sends me away.’

‘You had better come
here for the few hours of sleep you might get,’ said Rodney. ‘It’s
much closer than your place out at Windsor.’

‘Okay.’

‘The spare room is
ready. You’ve got a key.’

‘Thanks,’ said
Ben.

‘I need to talk to
you about something anyway.’

‘I hardly think this
is the right time for us…’

‘It’s important
Ben.’

‘Alright. I probably
won’t sleep anyway. This situation with Bell is very
distressing.’

‘Of course it is. It
obviously has something to do with you.’

‘What do you mean?’
asked Ben, a small degree of alarm in his voice.

‘Who wants to kill
Bell?’ asked Rodney.

Ben didn’t answer.

‘No one wanted to
kill Bell for something she did,’ said Rodney. ‘Bell is the
gentlest creature on the earth. You know that.’

‘I know,’ said Ben
softly.

‘If the shooter was
after Akira, he would have waited for him to walk into sight. This
was all about you. I’ll put money on it.’

‘You’re wrong,’ said
Ben.

‘We’ll talk in the
morning,’ said Rodney. The call was disconnected.

Akira looked at Ben from the other side
of Bell’s hospital bed. ‘He’s right. This isn’t about Bell or even
me. It’s about you.’

Ben looked into Bell’s eyes. ‘I’m so
sorry darling,’ he said. ‘I never meant for this to happen.’

‘What do they know,’
said Bell, smiling. ‘Everyone is guessing.’

Ben stood and slowly let go of her hand.
‘I’ll leave you two alone.’

‘Watch your back,’
said Akira. ‘An ill wind is blowing.’

‘From which direction
is it blowing?’ asked Ben.

‘From the depths of a
dark angry mind,’ said Akira. ‘A twisted but very determined
mind.’

 


Warren Hardy sat back in a well padded
chair behind his desk in his rented first floor Glebe office. He
wasn’t comfortable but there was no way he would show even the
slightest inkling of how he really felt. Detective Sergeant Balding
pushed the business card across the desk towards him. It was in a
sealed plastic bag. ‘I gather this is your business card?’ asked
Balding.

Hardy picked up the plastic bag.
‘Yeah.’

‘I’ve already told
you that your business card was found amongst the property of a
murder victim?’

‘Yes. This is such a
dreadful business.’

‘Why is Ben Hood’s
name hand written on the back?’

‘I recommended
him.’

‘Do you recommend him
to your own clients often?’

‘No,’ said Hardy.
‘This was a special case. We’re talking about Nicole Adamson, is
that correct?’

‘The late Nicole
Adamson,’ said Balding. ‘She was murdered recently.’

‘Is that the girl who
was shot in Hyde Park?’

‘Yes,’ said
Balding.

‘Dreadful business,’
said Hardy, wiping a few beads of sweat from his face with a dark
blue handkerchief. Hardy had just turned 50. He was 5 feet 10
inches tall and of solid build, bordering on obese. His brown hair
was shaved close to his head and he seemed to have forgotten to
shave for a few days. He wore a grey open neck business shirt and
black trousers. ‘Why would someone want to kill such a beautiful
creature?’

‘Perhaps you can shed
some light on that?

‘She came here about
a week ago because she felt someone was following her. I offered
her a bodyguard and she asked specifically for Ben Hood. She said
she had met with Hood on a previous occasion but didn’t know how to
get in touch with him. I don’t know Hood all that well but I knew
he worked for Rodney Reid. I wrote Ben’s name and Rodney Reid’s
business contact phone number on the back of my card. She
left.’

‘Did she say who was
following her?’

‘She didn’t know. She
seemed concerned that anyone should be following her but she was a
stunner. All kinds of creeps follow girls like her.’

‘Have you spoken with
Hood since she last visited you?’ asked Balding.

‘No. I’ve never
actually spoken with Ben Hood.’

‘Let’s keep it that
way,’ said Balding.

‘What a dreadful
business,’ said Hardy.

‘So you’ve
said.’

 


‘The police
commissioner has asked us to form a task force,’ said Detective
Inspector Winter. ‘Task force Sniper.’

‘Isn’t that a bit
premature?’ asked Ross Balding.

‘Rick Slade from the
Crime Scene Unit pushed several 8 by 10 inch colour photographs
across the desk toward Balding. Each photograph was a close up of
the head of a large calibre bullet. ‘We have a dangerous man on a
mission,’ he said, sitting back and folding his arms. ‘This sucker
needs to be identified and stopped very quickly.’

‘Why all the
photographs?’ asked Balding.

‘Photograph 1 is of
the bullet that killed Nicole Adamson,’ said Slade. ‘Photograph 2
and 3 are of bullets that were fired at a Japanese woman residing
in a home at Eastwood with Akira Misaki last night.’

‘So?’ asked
Balding.

‘Ben Hood was in the
Eastwood home where the shooting occurred,’ said Slade.

‘Are you going to
tell me that the bullets are from the same weapon used to kill
Nicole Adamson?’ asked Balding.

‘There is no doubt
about that,’ said Slade.

‘So now we have a
common denominator in both shootings,’ said Balding. ‘Ben
Hood.’

‘Time to bring him
in,’ said Winter.

‘This guy wouldn’t
admit to breathing,’ said Balding. ‘Apart from that…he’s got
connections in very high places.’

‘Why don’t you use
your special operative on him?’ asked Slade.

‘Even she has her
limitations,’ said Balding.

‘I don’t think it
would be wise to muck about with this one for too long,’ said
Winter.

‘Okay,’ said Balding.
‘I’ll contact Hood and get him in here. I’ll speak with him first.
I don’t see the need to involve de Berg just yet.’

‘Your call,’ said
Winter. ‘Let’s just get some kind of ID on this shooter ASAP. I’ve
got a bad feeling about this.’

 


Rodney sat opposite Ben in frangipani
print lounge chairs. They both sipped steaming coffee from
oversized mugs. ‘I never get up this early,’ said Rodney. ‘How come
that every time you are even remotely associated with my life, my
routine goes out the window?’

‘You’re just lucky I
guess,’ said Ben.

‘I never get up this
early.’

‘You just said that.’
Ben lowered his coffee mug. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘How’s
Bell?’

‘Akira sent me a text
at 4 am. She’s fine.’

‘So someone tried to
shoot her…right?’

Ben didn’t answer.

‘Well obviously
someone tried to shoot her,’ said Rodney.

‘I don’t understand
this,’ said Ben.

‘There’s a folder on
the table next to you. Read it.’

‘I don’t want another
job,’ said Ben. ‘You are an insensitive prick.’

‘Read the damn
brief,’ said Rodney as he pushed himself out of the lounge chair.
‘See if a marble drops somewhere in that head of yours.’

‘Marble? What
marble?’

‘Just read the brief.
I’m going for a shower.’

 


Ben had just turned the last page of the
fake leather folder when his mobile phone rang. He took the call
although the caller’s number wasn’t displayed. ‘Am I speaking with
Ben Hood?’

‘Who’s
asking?’

‘Detective Inspector
Stuart Winter from the Western Sydney Command. Would you like to
call me back on a secure number?’

‘No,’ said Ben. ‘What
do you want?’

‘I want you in my
office at Parramatta Headquarters today at 10 am sharp.’

‘Is it about the
shooting last night?’

‘Yes and
no.’

‘I get the yes bit,’
said Ben. ‘What’s the no part?’

‘Ten on the dot Mr.
Hood.’

‘I drive a very
expensive car,’ said Ben. ‘Please arrange parking at Police
Headquarters.’

‘I can’t do
that.’

‘Then go fuck
yourself.’

‘I can have you
brought in by uniformed officers.’

‘You have no idea
where I am just now,’ said Ben. ‘Arrange a parking spot Stuart.
Pull some rank.’

‘You are ex police,’
said Stuart. ‘You are ex detective. That is so much worse. There is
nothing worse than an ex.’

‘It’s a lot better
than a currently serving detective,’ said Ben. ‘Arrange the parking
spot Stuart.’

‘Detective Inspector
Winter if you don’t mind!’

‘They had better let
me into that secure underground parking area
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