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FEDERAL IMMIGRATION OFFICE, SYDNEY, AUSTRALIA – 8:15am

THE PROTECTION AGENTS MOVED smoothly to bracket the man who exited the executive lift, and parted discreetly as he approached the only other occupant of the ministerial lounge.  

That same man glanced casually at his visitor and said into the tubular mobile phone at his ear, “Gotta go. Talk to you soon. Yeah, you too.”

“Darren.”

“Director. Is everything satisfactory?”

“More than satisfactory, as usual. The Minister is very pleased. Your particular subtlety is most appreciated. And Peter’s also. He is ...”

“Downstairs, indulging his nicotine habit.”

“I sympathize. I need a drag myself.”

Darren smiled, then handed the Director his PDA. He took the slender device and scanned the open page, scrolling forward several times. He handed it back after thirty seconds.

“That sounds interesting. Are you going to take the case? You’re both due for some leave, you know.”

“I think we’ll go and take a look. If it’s nothing, we’ll hand it off to the locals. If, however, it’s part of the pattern I mentioned some months ago, then ... well, we’ll see.”

The Director scratched his chin, “I hope you’re wrong. That possibility isn’t something I want to take to the Minister.”

Darren grunted and pocketed the PDA. “We’ll be discreet but if the proverbial hits the fan it will be far worse than the Minister’s stretched sensibilities. However, we’re not there yet. Let’s wait and see. You never know, some good might come of it after all.”

Darren had moved to the lift as he spoke, and the other man followed. The agents gave way easily.

“Good luck, Darren.”

“Luck? I’ve never understood that concept, Director. But thank you anyway.”

CENTRAL BRISBANE POLICE HEADQUARTERS –11:30am

The office was new, pristine.  

With all the usual toys and none of the personal touches, which were customary.  They could only have been here a few weeks! Darren took all this in at a glance as he and his companion were escorted from the lift into the office proper. Even the smell was astringent.  Their fashionable clothes drew a few comments; otherwise, it seemed like most of the police offices they had visited in the last couple of years.

As they approached the executive area, a small group of people looked up - a woman and two men. Their uniformed escort stepped up. “These are the Department of Immigration investigators, Chief,” he said.

Extending a hand, the older of the men replied, “Norm Sanders. Chief of Detectives.”

Shaking hands, Darren introduced himself and his partner, “Darren Shanley, Chief. Pleased to meet you. This is Peter Ryan. What seems to be the problem?”

“You two been through check-in?” asked the Chief.

Peter spoke up, “ID’s and verification. Yes, Chief. We have.”

The female detective rose gracefully from her chair and walked over to a computer console. Standing, she tapped a few keys and began to scroll through the schematics.

“OK, then,” said Sanders. “Introductions first. The lady over there ...”

“The one double checking our credentials?” asked Shanley.

“That’s right ... that’s Detective Teegan McNamara. Call her Mac.”

The woman waved without looking.

Sanders continued, “The uniform who brought you in is Matt Petersen. He handles communications and IT. And this is John Silvester, my number two.”

“And what we’ve got for you,” said Silvester, “is a bit of a mystery. The suspect might be an illegal immigrant. You’ve seen the package we sent over?”

Ryan pulled out a long, slim PDA and consulting it said, “Yes. It’s pretty thin - a photo, voice recording and the arresting officer’s notes. The man is irrational, looks vaguely Middle Eastern, but speaks no language anyone recognizes. That about it?”

“Pretty much,” answered Sanders. “We found him wandering around West End early this morning, rambling and badgering anybody who came near him.  He beat up one of the constables who tried to bring him in, so, we’ve got him on ‘resisting arrest’ for a while, but without a way to talk to him we’re stuffed. Plus, he has that barking cough. We don’t want him dying on us.”

Mac returned, sat down and said, “He’s got all the hallmarks of a ‘stranger in a strange land’ - could be an illegal, so we called you. The only lead we have is some business cards, no other ID or cash. How do you want to play it?”

Shanley gazed into space for a second and then focused, first on Mac, then the rest of the group.

“Your current charges are fine for the moment. Let’s try to identify him first. We’ll observe and cross check anything you get with the Federal system - should save you some time and cut through the usual bullshit you have to put up with. When we know more, we can reassess. OK?”

Sanders nodded, “Good enough.”  

As he returned to his office, the phone on the desk rang and Mac snatched it up. She listened intently for several seconds before putting the call on hold.

“Chief.”

Sanders stopped and looked over his shoulder.  

“We’ve got a lead. One of those business cards – the video supply house – they know the guy. Mo’s got the details and he’s heading over to an apartment in New Farm now.

“Great. Take our Federal friends and get over there.”

Ryan asked quizzically, “Mo?”

“Detective Mohamed Jones,” answered Sanders.  “No jokes about the name. The kid’s good and I don’t want to lose him.”


SUSPECT’S APARTMENT – 12:15pm


The view over the river was superb.  

The sort of thing you’d expect in this type of exclusive, ultra-modern complex. A sleek ferry; a low catamaran, glided by.  

Darren and Peter dragged themselves away from the vista, as Mac and the younger detective approached. They had met downstairs, but Mac insisted on checking the concierge’s security system before they entered the apartment together.

“... Manager let us in, no problem,” said Jones to Mac. “First glance gave us nothing though, so I locked it up and waited for you.” He nodded to Darren and Peter, “But you should see the guest room. It’s like something out of a very cheap movie.”

Mac used the swipe card and keyed in the manager’s override code on the door pad.  They entered the stone floored foyer and spread out, taking in the high-end finishes and what looked like original art works, hanging on the walls. A brass and stainless-steel sculpture floated in the coffered ceiling.

As they wandered about, Mac muttered, “It’s a bit too clean. No man is this neat.”

Darren backtracked his route from the sprawling lounge area to a narrower access hall.

“There’s a false wall back here.”

Ryan joined him, and gently ran his hand over the timber-paneled surface. Suddenly one portion popped and swung inwards.  

“Gloves on, everybody,” ordered Mac.

One by one they entered what turned out to be a medium-sized, windowless room. It was wrapped in shelves, crammed with electronic equipment and banks of DVD cases. 

Snapping on his gloves, Ryan reached out and took a random selection of discs.

“Porn,” he grunted, handing several to Darren.

Mac had found an editing bench and PC. 

“Mo. Can you operate this lot?”

“Sure.”

While Jones booted up the equipment, Mac prowled the shelves, inspecting the collection.

“There’s two categories here,” she announced.  “Hardcore, commercial stuff, which looks like he’s re-mastered. And this. Seems to be custom jobs. Here Mo, try this one first.”

Jones took the offered disc. “Gotcha. Loading up and ... here we go. Shit. That’s the room down the hall. Hey look, split screen. He must have the place ... ooooh.”

Shanley and Ryan both tilted their heads to one side, trying to see the three faces on the screen. Mac’s eyebrows rose so high, her forehead started to hurt.

“Er ... Mac, you sure you want to see this?”

“Get a life, Mo.”

Shanley grinned and looked away, searching for something new. He found it on a low shelf to one side of the desk.

“This looks like some sort of ledger,” he said, shuffling through the book’s pages.

“Let’s see ...” said Mac.

“More like a cast list. Shit. He’s got names and addresses. Mo, do we know who this guy is yet?”

“Oh ... yeah. On the kitchen sideboard is his wallet, passport and some other stuff. Terry Dance. Welsh, apparently. Been here for six months on a skilled worker’s visa.”

“Right,” said Mac, leaving the room. She flipped open her mobile phone and headed for the kitchen.

Darren continued to examine the shelves, while Mo and Ryan watched the screen. He also kept an ear to the nearby conversation.

“Yeah, Chief, we’ve got some leads. Look, can you organize a forensic team? I’ll give you the details ...”

Ryan’s breath drew Darren’s attention.

“I didn’t know you could do that ...”

“Yeah ...” echoed Jones.

“Peter ...” said Darren, quietly.

Ryan turned away and pulled out his PDA.

“Sorry,” he said sheepishly. “I’ll scope the rest of the place.”

Keeping his back to Jones, he held the slim device in front of himself and passed it over various pieces of equipment and filing cabinets. It issued a soft beep, as it neared a tall cabinet.

“Hey, I’ve got something.”

Darren watched him try the handle, but it was locked. Glancing at Jones, who was still engrossed with the screen, he nodded slightly to Ryan who was waiting quietly. He nodded back and placed the PDA next to the lock and pressed several buttons on the small machine.  A softer beep sounded and the lock undid itself.  

Ryan opened the door while Shanley joined him.

“Mac. Get in here,” called Darren.

“What’s up ... Jesus wept! Now, this is getting serious ...”

Jones turned to see what the fuss was about and looked straight into a man-sized locker filled with multiple versions of half a dozen hi-tech handguns.


POLICE HEADQUARTERS, MAIN OFFICE –1:30pm 


Shanley and Silvester stood behind Ryan who was operating a computer.

“We’ve run him through the whole system,” said Darren. “Nothing. The guy’s a ghost. Peter is trying less official channels, but I’m not optimistic.”

Silvester nodded, “The Chief and Mac are interviewing the girlfriends now, but we’re not getting much. You sure you don’t want to talk to the guy?”

Shanley glanced past Ryan at another screen, which showed multiple views of the suspect in a nearby holding room.

“Not yet. We might spook him. If he thinks he’s still dealing with the locals, he could slip up. Your surveillance system is pretty good, by the way. We’ll stick with that for the moment.”

Mac came out of an interview room with two young women who looked slightly embarrassed. She showed them to the lift then returned.

“Anything?” asked Silvester.

“Nada,” she answered, contemptuously. “They thought he was some really cool, international businessman with a ten inch dick. Even when he asked them to do a threesome they didn’t wise up. They had no idea they were being filmed. Bastard.”

Silvester glanced out to the foyer. “Ah. Here’s the migration broker. Mo just brought him in.”

“Him I do want to talk to,” said Shanley. “If you’ve no objections?”

Silvester grinned. “Go for it. Just remember. We did do a background check on you two, so we know you were Federal Police before you joined Immigration. But you’re on our turf now, so no hitting ... unless we say so. OK?”

Shanley nodded as Ryan rose smoothly from his chair. He indicated that Mac should go ahead of him, “Ladies first.”

“Retard ...”


INTERVIEW ROOM – 1:45pm


“... don’t know what you’re talking about. Everything’s on the up-and-up,” protested the sweating man.

Mac stopped her pacing and glanced contemptuously at him. She held up a thin file and tossed it, skipping the bundle over the surface of the interview table to crash into the man’s paunch. He swatted at it to prevent the contents from flying everywhere.

“Your paperwork isn’t worth shit, Mr. Bell,” snapped Mac. “My friends here from Immigration, will be talking to you at length about that shortly. What I want to know is how much you’re paid to look the other way.”

“Don’t know what you’re ...”

Ryan stepped into the room, moving from his position against the wall next to Darren.

“Immigration fraud comes under the umbrella of ASIS and ASIO these days, Bell. National Security. That’s the barrel you’re looking down right now, fleadick. You won’t see daylight for six months by the time our mates are finished with you.”  

“Who pays you?” 

“I ...”

Shanley held his position against the wall as Ryan moved out of line. This was an old tactic of theirs. Mac had quickly picked up on their method and, held her position. 

Darren spoke with the pitch of his voice slightly down, like a judge announcing a criminal’s sentence, “Detective, this is going nowhere. Lock him up for the night, and I’ll have the Security Service here in the morning. We’ve already confiscated his bank accounts.”

The man palled and began to rise, “No, wait. I’ll tell you what I know. It’s not much, but ...” He flopped back into his chair.

Mac stepped closer and leaned on the table, “Who, what, when. Now, Bell.”

Wiping his brow with a hastily produced handkerchief, the man started to talk.

SANDERS’ OFFICE - 2:15pm

Shanley said, “The connection’s thin, but worth following up. Bell’s obviously just a flunky.” 

“What about jurisdiction?” asked Sanders, “You boys gonna take this one away from us now?”

“Not yet, Chief. I think we can call this a joint venture for the moment. The guns mean we’re getting close to having to make some sort of decision, though. If it’s not us that does it, it could be ASIS. Either way, your people have got runs on the board. We’ll make sure that’s recognized.”

“Appreciate that,” Sanders murmured. “Just try and give us some notice, will you?”

“Sure. What bothers me, though, is the porn.”

“Prude!” laughed Mac from a nearby chair.

Shanley grinned at her. “The content’s not the problem, it’s the quantity.”

“And the catalogue?” added Mac. “He’s got a commercial range. All of it’s re-mastered for multiple copying. But it’s nothing special, really ... the usual suspects: straight, gay, threes and fours. Plus the personal stuff. No animals or kids, at least. He must have a closed market. It’s the only way it could justify the production costs.”

“So ...” mused Darren, “... he expects to make a profit, which could be the financing stream for something nastier. Bell told us Dance didn’t mix with the usual crowd.”

“You thinking terrorists or ...” asked Sanders.

“Maybe,” answered Darren, standing suddenly and moving to the window of Sanders’s corner office. Mac stole a glance, taking in the easy grace he had. And the exquisite clothes. With my luck, she mused, he’s bound to be gay.

“The guns are a worry,” he said, not facing them. “Despite the relatively small quantity. But people smuggling springs to mind. Or something similar. He might have been trying to finance his own operation. We need more information. I’d like to chase down the few leads Bell has given us. If there’s a network out there, I want it.”

“So do we,” said Sanders loudly. “So you’d better get back at it then. By the way, where’s Ryan?  I thought you two were Siamese twins.”

Shanley grinned again.  “He’s on the roof with John, having a smoke. Hasn’t been able to quit yet.”

Mac grunted.

OFFICE ROOF – 2:30pm

Silvester exhaled gratefully. Ryan smiled. He had finished his cigarette a few minutes ago and was looking out over the parapet, taking in the city view.

“Jones knows his stuff. Mac too. You’ve got a good crew, John.”

“Petersen as well. Soon as we get him out of the uniform. He saluted the Commissioner last week ... Jeez, we all nearly died. Norm was not happy.”

Ryan laughed softly.

“You gonna tell me about Jones’s name or what?”

“He hasn’t said?”

“Haven’t asked.”

“Fair enough. Father’s an Aussie, a teacher. Mother’s an Afghan refugee. She got out before the Taliban took over. Good family, really.  I’ve met ‘em both a couple of times. But the kid’s had it rough - with a name like that. I think his old man saw it coming, though. Mo’s got a sharp eye. He can read people real good. And he’s been trained in three or four martial arts since he was twelve.”

“Impressive.”

“You don’t know the half of it. Mac’s seen his moves. Don’t piss the kid off, you know?”

“I’ll remember. Darren’s quite taken with Mac. She spoken for?”

“Really? No, not currently,” Silvester tensed suddenly. “Hey, you’re not gonna try and steal her, are you? Cause if you are ...”

“Calm down, John. We don’t head hunt. Not usually, anyway. And if we do, you’ll know long before she does.”

Silvester wasn’t placated. Staring hard at Ryan’s back, he said, “Mac’s had it tough, too, in her own way. Most women grow balls in this job. And they turn mean. Mac’s got armor, but she’s got soul, too. We look out for our own, you got me?”

Ryan turned and Silvester took an involuntary step away. John had seen a few died-in-the-wool stone killers in his time and the cold predatory creature that faced him now could easily have joined their ranks.

Ryan held his gaze for a few seconds and then said, “You’ve played fair with us and we’ll do the same. Don’t presume otherwise.”

Silvester swallowed, “Fair enough.”

BISTRO – 2:45pm

Mac saw Shanley at a corner table and waved. She ordered her usual and joined Darren. He was picking over what looked like a green salad.  

“Real men eat meat.”

“Real men die early from heart attacks.”

“True. Late lunch, eh?”

“Yes. I’ll fall asleep soon if I don’t eat something.”

A waitress brought Mac’s food - a healthy looking sandwich with a side serving of yoghurt.

They ate in comfortable silence for a few minutes. Mac stole a glance at Darren and looked up suddenly, a surprised expression on her face and a hand frozen between the table and her mouth.

“What?” asked Darren, noticing.

“Your eye. The left one. It’s bleeding.”

“Oh ... again!” He took out a handkerchief and dabbed away a small speck of blood.

“Contacts. New ones. They’re supposed to act like sunglasses. You know, change tint with the amount of sun that’s around. Bit thicker than the usual ones.”

“Never heard of them.”

“New stuff. Peter and I seem to end up guinea pigs for all the latest toys.”

Darren reached into his coat and brought out a small squirt bottle, which he proceeded to use on the errant eye. Mac noticed the butt of something large in a shoulder holster as his coat moved.

“So, what’s it like in Immigration?”

“Interested in transferring?”

“No, just curious. I have a friend in Sydney who’s worked with you two. She said you seem to get all the hairy cases. Things most cops wouldn’t touch with a barge pole.”

“Which friend?”

“Don’t change the subject.”

“OK. She’s right. We’re the clean-up crew, Peter and I. We have a knack for sniffing out illegals and the brass use us on the messy stuff. Fortunately, they also back us up when things get tight. So ... can’t complain. It’s never boring.”

They chatted amiably about work for five minutes until Mac’s phone beeped. She took the call, hung up and said, “Gotta get back. You coming?”

“Give me minute.”

“No problem.”

Mac rose and left. Darren watched as she went. She had uncommon balance and a light, easy step. A fine specimen. Just what the agency was looking for. As he picked away at the last of his salad, he wondered whether she could cope with the pressures of his unusual department.

MAIN OFFICE – 3:30pm

Darren was watching Mac again. The team was working well, making good progress and he was suitably impressed with how she managed to keep that process going without losing momentum.

Yes, he mused, very competent - just the right mix of imagination and determination.

Suddenly, she looked up and said, “Oh shit ...”

Darren followed her glance and saw the suspect, Dance, escorted by two uniformed officers, passing by the door to the general office area. The hunched, bedraggled man looked straight into Darren’s face. And surged upright with a manic gleam in his eye.

He started hurling obvious abuse at Darren in the unknown language, as everyone in the office turned to see what the fuss was about.

The officers tried to tighten their grip, but he slipped an arm free and in a few oddly graceful slashes he subdued them and stepped clear. A well-coordinated kick and punch finished the job. He turned and sprinted through the office, keeping as much distance as possible between himself and Darren, who stood casually, seemingly unfazed by the imminent escape. The rest of the office was frozen in shock.

Never taking his eyes from the fleeing man, he turned his head slightly towards Ryan and said quietly, “Go.”

Ryan was a few meters away and moved instantly, vaulting a desk and bolted across the office to cut off the suspect.  

They faced each other stock still for a full second, then exploded into furious action. There was no rhythm to the combat. It was continuous and brutal. Fists, elbows, knees and feet blurred in manic motion. Blocks became strikes became blocks, as both men pounded viciously at each other. After a few seconds Ryan scored a hit and Dance lost his initiative.  Savagely, Ryan followed up and knocked him down, unconscious.

Seconds of stunned silence followed before Sanders said, “Sweet mother of God.  What the fuck was that about?”

“You’ve seen our files, Chief,” said Shanley from nearby. “We have some, ah ... special skills.”

“Yeah, right.”

Pointing at Shanley, he barked, “You. Get this mess cleaned up then stay put. Mac, sit on him.”

Pointing at Ryan, he continued, “And you. I want a word. John, you’re with me.”

SANDERS’S OFFICE –3:45pm

Ryan sat casually in the chair opposite Sanders, who was wedged in behind his desk. Silvester stood to the side.

“Things are obviously more complex than any of us thought,” Ryan said. “Those combat skills he’s got are military so ... I think we should both get out of the way and drop it all onto the Feds.”

“But you two ARE Feds ...” began Silvester.

“Yeah, sort of. It’s complicated. When we need real muscle, we have to call in our old mates.” He paused, sat forward then continued sarcastically, “They love that, of course. But that’s the way it is. You however, have to agree, or it stays local ... until it blows up in your face.”

Sanders cut in. Skeptically, he offered, “So you’re doing us a favor?”

“All of us. This is inter-agency shit. Do you really want to get your hands that sort of dirty? We don’t.”

The chief rocked back in his chair, thinking.

“OK, I get the point,” he said finally. “Make your calls, but keep me in the loop. I don’t want any more surprises.”

“Done!” said Ryan, rising gracefully from his chair.

MAIN OFFICE – 3:50pm

Ryan headed toward Darren, who was listening attentively as Mac explained their recent efforts.

“... Then we crosschecked Bell’s mobile records against the bank withdrawals and it all came together. We had a pattern so ...”

“Done,” interrupted Ryan, as he joined them. “You want to call it in?”

“Excuse me,” said Shanley to Mac. “Yes. I’ll do that now.”

While Darren took out his mobile phone, the lift doors opened. A four-man delivery crew entered the outer area with a trolley and a cart. They surveyed the office, looking inwards and at the exit.  

The man with the cart went to push it further into the office, but his companion hissed something under his breath, a sound like, “Het-da, Nah.” 

The cart man stopped.

Ryan straightened slightly. “Incoming,” he breathed.

Shanley unbuttoned his brushed cotton lounge jacket and slowly limbered his shoulder.

“Yes. Warn the others, quietly. Quickly.” Ryan moved.

He tuned to Mac. “We have visitors – unfriendly ones. Do you have protocols for hostiles?”

“Is this going to get messy?”

“Probably. Why?”

Mac glanced at her feet then back at Shanley, grinning, “New shoes.”

“Oh ... sorry.”

The delivery crew was starting to work their way into the office and, almost in unison, the detectives turned to face them, ready to draw.

Sanders said firmly, “You don’t have a chance. Step away ...”

After a moment’s hesitation, the four intruders moved and split apart, drawing and firing their weapons. The detectives scattered.

From behind a desk a voice called loudly, “Tzen-daa, Tzen-daa. Pik-nas Soo. Het, Het.”

An answering shout was heard from Dance in the holding area.

“That pretty much clinches it,” muttered Mac, who crouched beside Darren.

Drawing a large gun from his shoulder holster, he said to himself, “Messy, very messy.”

“What the fuck is that?” exclaimed Mac as she saw the weapon. Long and thin, it looked like the mutant child of a power drill and a chainsaw. Pulsing orange light seeped out along its reinforced barrel. 

“Machine pistol,” answered Shanley. “It’s experimental.”

He stood and fired in one quick motion, unerringly finding the angles that flushed the invaders out. The gun spewed rounds and blowback flame with very little sound. He advanced, still firing and drove them back towards the lobby.

Ryan joined him. and shot one of the men who was about to return fire. The bullet hit him in the chest and exploded, pushing him back several meters. Darren and Ryan dove for cover, as the fleeing men started a coordinated barrage. Darren heard a grunt of pain from behind and quickly glanced back to see who had been hit.

The intruders kept firing but had made it to the foyer and moved quickly towards the exit. Jones scampered forward with Petersen behind.  

One of the invaders stumbled at the door and the young detective surged, covering the distance rapidly and knocking the man’s weapon aside. A short, vicious fight ensued, in which Darren saw just how impressive Mohamed Jones was. He had the other man stunned and his arm locked in just a few seconds.

Unfortunately, the prisoner seemed to be double jointed. He slipped from the restraining hold and barged momentarily confusing Jones who, off balance, stepped away from the exit. The man was gone in a heartbeat.

Jones and Petersen checked the exit door carefully and threw themselves as a single shot rang out.

“They’ve gone up. Probably to the roof,” called Jones.

Sanders took charge, “Mo. You and Matt follow them. Carefully. Don’t take chances.  John. Call Tactical, then Building Control. I want this place locked down now.”

Mac added, “They may have a chopper. We need air support.”

Silvester nodded in agreement as he picked up the phone.

Sanders walked over to Darren and Ryan who were dusting themselves off.

“You two. My office. Now.”

SANDERS’ OFFICE – 4:00pm

“I thought I told you two I didn’t want any more fucking surprises. Well ... any ideas what that was about?”

Shanley answered from the doorway, while Ryan took a chair. “Pretty obvious, really.  He’s important. All the more reason to hand him over to the Security Services. But first, I think Peter and I will have a little chat with our troublesome guest.”

“What?” said both Sanders and Ryan, simultaneously.

“I finally recognized a little of what they were shouting out there. I need to confirm my suspicions. It won’t take long.”

Sanders stood up suddenly from behind his desk, “Hold on. What’s with the lingo?  How come you suddenly understand it now? And the ordinance you two carry, that’s serious hardware. You’re not going anywhere till I’ve got some answers.”

“You do it,” said Shanley, as he turned away, pulling out his mobile. 

Ryan un-holstered his gun and handed it to Sanders.

“We get to play with some pretty impressive toys. As you can see, it looks like a standard Beretta, but the bullets are ceramic with a liquid capsule tip. On impact the slug shatters, the liquid hits the air and BANG. It’s a percussion round. Causes some damage but usually they live. It scares the crap out of most people, ‘specially if you lay down fire real close.”

Sanders grinned and passed the gun back. “Nice. And his bazooka?”

“Pneumatic machine pistol with soft tip rounds. It carries two hundred of the little buggers and fires five rounds a second on auto. Put a big enough magazine in the thing and it’ll go non-stop for five minutes.”

Shanley turned back, pocketing his phone. “On their way. You can work out jurisdiction when they get here. Now ...”

“OK, OK,” said Sanders, flopping back into his chair. “Go have your little chat but share what you get and don’t take too long. I want you in plain sight when the heavies show up.”

“Done,” said Shanley, turning to leave.

“Let’s go up to the roof for five minutes,” added Ryan. “I need a smoke. And I want to see where our friends went.” 

BUILDING ROOF – 4:15pm

Exhaling a long plume of smoke, Ryan sighed and said, “Gods above, I needed that!”

“The implant is easier on the lungs.”

“I know, I know. Maybe after this little project is over.”

Jones walked over to Shanley and Ryan from the opposite side of the roof.

“Not a bloody sign of ‘em.”

“Don’t worry,” said Ryan. “We’ll get them eventually.”

“Hope so. By the way, good moves down there with Dance. I’ve never seen that style before and I’ve seen a few. Where’d you train?”

Ryan glanced at Shanley who nodded.

“It’s a mixture of things - a bit like Chinese Sticking Hands - it only works up close.  It’s really good in the dark, though. We picked it up when we were in the AFP.”

Mo nodded, “You’ll have to show me a few moves. If you don’t mind? I’d like to learn. Could come in handy.”

“Sure. If we get time.”

“Yeah. Speaking of which, I better get back to it. You two coming?

“In a minute.”

As Jones entered the rooftop stairwell, Shanley took out his PDA and keyed in several commands. He smiled at the resulting message.

“Our fake Feds will be here soon. They’ll extract him, whoever he is.”

“I have a few ideas. That clean-up crew was too large for a simple kill. They were trying to get him out whole. He’s either a player or gentry. Anyone else and they’d simply smudge him. Or her. You do get all types on these little adventures.”

“Don’t remind me,” sighed Darren. Turning to face Ryan, he said, “You’ve seen more of the local network than I have, what’s in there that we can’t afford to leave behind?”

“Not much. I can plant a worm remotely to take out any visuals and that should do it.  Otherwise, we’ll need to send in a Cleaner. Sanders doesn’t have a clue about IT. Petersen’s the one to watch.”

Shanley’s PDA beeped and he glanced at it for several seconds. “OK. Extraction is set up - hard and soft, just in case. Let’s go have a little chat with our angry tourist.”

“By the way,” added Ryan, cheekily, “I know you already are, but keep your eyes on Mac. I get the impression she’s the brains in this outfit. We may have to take her out of the loop to keep our cover in place.”

Smirking, Darren answered, “I have a few ideas on that. Leave it to me.”

MAIN OFFICE – 4:30pm

Shanley sat down beside Petersen.

“Matt, I want all surveillance devices turned off in the interview room. No exceptions.  Sanders authorized it. And Matt, I’ll know if anything’s active.”

“OK, OK, but I’ll have to log this. My ass isn’t goin’ to swing if there’s a problem.”

“Fair enough.”

INTERVIEW ROOM

As they entered, Dance rose from his chair. Drawing breath to speak, he suddenly convulsed in a fit of hoarse coughing. Ryan ignored this and took out his PDA. Using it like a scanner, he circled the room, watching the small machine intently.

“Clear,” he finally announced, pocketing the device.

Dance had recovered and began to hurl abuse at them in a harsh, sibilant tirade.

Shanley threw a pack of cigarettes and a lighter onto the table. The man hungrily grabbed them and lit up.  

In the same tongue, Shanley hissed, “Well, my Lord Tzen-daa, which son or second cousin is under all that cheap surgery?”

After exhaling, the now identified Tzen-daa spat derisively, “Regulator scum. You’ll pay for this. Why have I been locked up with these brain-dead apes? You’ve known who I was since you first walked in here.”

Ryan answered while Darren circled the prisoner.

“True, my Lord, all true. But if we hadn’t waited, we never would’ve got a lock on who allowed you onto this world. Illegal adventure holidays among alien cultures are a very serious breach of the Sector Charter and you’re going to tell us all about it. That second-rate language implant you’ve got ... the one that failed because you watched too much video ... it will start to leak soon. If we don’t take it out, well ...”

“You cannot blackmail me, mongrel. I am immune from prosecution.”

Darren took up the conversation and Ryan moved away, circling. “Ordinarily, my Lord, that would be true. But you’ve stepped way outside the usual boundaries with the amateur filmmaking. That’s cultural pollution – strictly forbidden. But it wasn’t just illicit vids you were making, was it, my Lord? They’re marketing tools for your own little franchise.”

Tzen-daa growled, a low feral sound. Ryan’s eyebrows went up.

“Yes,” breathed Shanley, “Tzen-daa’s Porno Palace - Earth. Come and screw the apes.  And anything else you can find. Diversification, that’s the ticket. And the rescue raid just now ...” He trailed off with an exasperated frown creasing his features.

Suddenly slamming his palms down on the table, he whispered fiercely, “You inbred imbecile. You risked exposing us to the humans. Have you any idea of the ramifications? I don’t care if your relatives ARE on the High Council ...”

MAIN OFFICE

“He did what?” asked Mac.

Petersen answered defensively, “Had me turn off all the recording systems. Said Sanders OK’d it.”

“Bullshit. No one does that unless there’s lawyers involved. Have we got the experimental unit installed in there yet?

“Yeah, but ...”

“No ‘buts’. Move over. Let’s see if we can sneak a peek at those two.”

INTERVIEW ROOM

Shanley was circling again, “... our orbital team monitored your tour guides attempt to retrieve you and we WILL have them in custody. Add to their testimony the network revealed by the human, Bell, and we have a conviction. All in all, my Lord, I think ...”

Ryan’s PDA beeped and he whipped it out, looking concerned.

“Shit ... shit, shit, shit.”

“What?” snapped Darren.

“There’s some sort of passive surveillance device operating in here. No moving parts and very low current.”

He tapped the PDA several times, squinting at the results.

“It’s been running for several minutes. Shit.”

Shanley took out his large gun with one hand and his own PDA with the other.

“Too smart, Mac. Far too smart.”

Pointing the weapon at Tzen-daa’s crotch, he said, “Do exactly as you’re told or I’ll shred that abnormally large penile enhancement you’ve got - and what it’s attached to.”

MAIN OFFICE

Mac sprinted across to Sander’s office, skidding to a halt at the door.

“Chief, we got problems. Shanley and Ryan are in with the suspect and they can speak the language fluently. They also had Petersen turn off surveillance.”

“Crap. Get in there, break it up and get those two wankers in here now. I’ve had enough of this shit.”

Mac turned and walked away briskly. She called to several other detectives and they all headed for the interview area.

With the others bracketing the doorway, Mac stepped up to it, gun drawn and burst in.

The room was empty.

MAIN OFFICE – 7:30pm

Jones entered from the interview area. A few desks were still occupied. 

“Nearly done, Mac?”

“Almost. Another ten minutes, maybe.” She didn’t look up from her PC.

“Leave it till the morning, Mac. Sanders’ll probably re-write it anyway. Let him finish it.”

“No. I need to get this done, even if it gets edited to buggery. Those fuckers played us good. You and Matt get goin’.”

“OK. Come on Matt, pull ya finger out.”

“Yeah, yeah,” grouched Petersen, who was still smarting from the dressing down he’d received. “See ya, Mac.”

“See ya,” she said without looking up.

***
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As Jones and Petersen split up at the footpath, a nondescript man with very hard eyes separated from a nearby group of pedestrians and started after Jones.

***
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Twenty minutes later, in the office above, a shadow near the lift lobby shifted and darkened.

“Saying good things, I hope,” asked Darren Shanley, as he cautiously approached the desk.

Mac drew her pistol from its belt holster, “How the fu ...” She froze.

Shanley had drawn his own gun before she could react. He wasn’t exactly aiming at her but he easily had the drop.

“You put yours away, Detective. I’ll do the same. OK?”

“OK.”

Darren holstered his weapon and hitched himself over the end of her desk. 

“Firstly ... I know you probably won’t believe me, but I’m sorry things worked out this way. We had hoped to slip away with a minimum of fuss – not leave you holding the bag.”

“You’re right. I don’t believe you.”

“Then perhaps an explanation might help. Will you listen?”

Mac stared him down. “Shoot.”

Relaxing finally, Shanley looked away, “In brief, then. Your suspect was not a people smuggler or a terrorist, as you thought. But he was very well connected and the extraction team sent to pick him up was well paid. They were mercenaries of a sort. They provide transport and protection on this type of holiday.”

“What do you mean hol ...?”

Holding up a hand, he said, “I’ll get back to that. Anyway, the whole point of the thing was the porn. Our friend has discovered there’s a huge market for that sort of thing back home and he was planning on cashing in. Starting his own little empire.”

“Bullshit,” spat Mac, rising out of her chair. “That market’s wide open. He’d have to be from Outer Mongolia before that stuff became really valuable. And how come his girlfriends all said he could speak perfect English and when we picked him up, he was spewing gibberish, which you could also speak. It just doesn’t wash.”

Darren reached slowly into his breast pocket and handed her a business card.

“It does if you believe this.”

Mac looked at both sides of the blank card. She was getting seriously angry.

“What ...”

“Hold it between thumb and finger for about thirty seconds. It’ll read your DNA. But only you will be able to see it. You’re a rather special mammal, Teegan McNamara. You can go a long way if you’ve a mind to. I’d like to help.”

Mac glanced at the card as he spoke. She’d heard about experiments in DNA technology similar to what Shanley had mentioned, but when he called her a ‘mammal’ she fired up again. This weirdo was going to get a mouthful, she thought. She looked up ready to ...

Shanley was gone.

Mac drew her gun again and stepped out around her desk to cover the angles. 

“Shit.”

She remembered the card and glanced back at it. 
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When you have a level of technology multiple generations ahead of someone else, there are two possibilities which spring up almost automatically; conquest or espionage.

Because of the existing and well-policed embargo on the annexation of unclassified worlds, alien infiltration of planet Earth has been ongoing for about a thousand years (Earth standard solar rotation). The Crusades were a big hit with tourists. And the Silk Road; well, Polo really set a profitable template with that one.

The original Trade Directorate survey recommended large-scale observational tours with dedicated staging areas and guarded jaunts to secure observation points. But the Travel Agency advance teams realized the aggressive nature of Earth societies would eventually recognize and target these installations. Instead, they undertook a long and detailed study of the complex social structures of the time and suggested a more clandestine approach.

The resulting profile remained in place for nine centuries with incremental refinements. This involved dropping tours into isolated sites and indulging in the vicarious delights of a primitive and pre-industrial world. Local contact was kept to a minimum with Guides who had some resemblance to humans. The only major technological advance came about in the 15th Century (Earth time scale) when observers became concerned with Galileo’s progress and determined to infiltrate the master cosmologist’s inner circle. Using bio-nanites, they took military stealth-ware and re-tuned it into a sophisticated interspecies disguise. Bulk was an issue, so only certain individuals could use what became known as the SKIN system. It was so successful not only was Galileo recruited to the Agency but Guides began to use ‘skins’ to reconnoiter their tours and improve the service considerably. Profits went up.

Europe was briefly off limits during the Napoleonic period and a few decades after, but it was World War I which became a crucial watershed to the way the Agency operated. The proliferation of Earth weapons technology and the scale of the conflict caused two significant developments.

First, illegal tours increased dramatically. With only light disguises, individuals who craved ‘hunting’ trips could infiltrate genuine conflicts and kill as many humans as they wished. This was quite popular among avian cultures, who had an ingrained mammalian prejudice. At the time, the Travel Agency space station was a basic unit. The staff was stretched thin with mapping the planet-wide conflict and rescheduling tours.

Secondly and most significantly, the situation caught the attention of two unusual beings; Rii-ahn, protégé of Selekhan entrepreneur, Slorssh, and a new recruit to the Agency, the master assassin, DArR’ NSHA-NLii. 

Slorssh was a relatively new director with the agency, having purchased his position less than a century prior to the current conflict. He was an accomplished surgeon and had a minor notoriety for the profitable application of scientific innovation. He also held several significant patents in language translation algorithms. The Fringe worlds were a new frontier and he came looking for opportunities to exploit. The Travel Agency provided a suitable platform. With him came Rii-ahn, who had sort out his medical expertise some years before and remained an associate ever since.

World War I, however, was a concern. Slorssh asked Rii-ahn to investigate not just the course of the war in Europe but the illegal tours as well.

Here we come to a little curiosity called ‘naming’, which can be attributed (quite rightly), to the Rii warrior. He reasoned that any false identity taken by a Guide or a Client for that matter should phonetically, where possible, resemble the person’s actual name. The rationale was that it would cut down on confusion. Subsequent experience has shown this idea to be a stroke of minor genius. Clients, in particular, take it as a point of pride to find a name match in Earth-speak. For example, the My’Osiean name Meef-er-O’deta becomes Odette Fermi.

And so Peter Ryan was born. His unique and virulent immune system made him incompatible with a ‘skin’, so he underwent several surgeries at Slorssh’s direction to become human looking and with half a dozen skin-adapted Guides, he dropped into southern France in the summer of 1916. They fed Slorssh a steady stream of detailed intelligence for over a year, working their way through German Allied and Resistance circles as opportunity allowed. Slorssh became very concerned.

Illegal tours were proliferating and more importantly, whoever was behind them was using the hunting parties to influence the strategic outcome of the war. The trend appeared to be intended to stretch the conflict out for as long as possible; good business for the illegal operators, but there was no profit in it for the Agency. And quite possibly it could destroy their business model entirely.

DArR’ NSHA-NLii had joined the Galactic Travel Directorate as a means to explore as much as possible and escape the burdens of his heritage. He was quite literally a living weapon, a tactical genius in a league of his own, with martial skills, an order of a magnitude above any contemporary. He also had a significant intelligence that refused to be pigeonholed.

Slorssh needed exactly this skill-mix to diffuse the difficult situation on Earth. He set DArR’ (now Darren Shanley) to hunt the hunters and to disable certain supply lines to bring the conflict to an end. During a related skirmish, Peter Ryan captured the leaders of an illegal tour and was immediately attacked by a concealed backup unit. Over the course of the next day, Ryan’s considerable skills were tested to the limits, and his survival chances looked grim. Darren Shanley reversed this situation. In a matter of only a few hours, the assassin, known on his homeworld as the Reaper, neutralized several hundred human and alien troops with nothing more than throwing knives and his weapon of choice, a pneumatic plasma lance. 

Peter, the last two of his Guides, and half a dozen Resistance fighters emerged from concealment to be presented with the leader of the hunting party, bound and muzzled. He was a Tzu merchant prince, and his communication records were intact.

Darren and Peter became friends on the spot.

And Slorssh gained a formidable team for his ongoing ambitions for the Agency. The infiltration and use of the skins had been so successful that once the conflict was resolved, the three colleagues proceeded to devise a means to revolutionize the tour experience. And spy on their competitors.

The Managed Infiltration Tour (MIT) was born. Profits went through the roof (Earth vernacular terminology).
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