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He was decidedly embarrassed. Since his retirement, he was keen to keep a low profile and had generally done so. A little bit of consultancy work here and there, but then he’d hide away in his burrow. His partner was concerned about his almost hermit lifestyle and was constantly dragging him out to various places. She didn’t tolerate his whinging and whining on the way, knowing that once he was in the new situation, he would quickly mellow. He fully understood when he wasn’t getting anywhere with his complaining when the radio volume rose higher and higher in the car.

Today was more complicated though. The crutches that supported his large frame clicked and clacked as he made his way into the crowded hall. The noise slowly died down as eyes turned towards him and the sea of bodies parted allowing him to make his way to the front. He would rather have slid quietly into the back of the hall if he had to be there at all. Being the almost centre of attention didn’t sit well with him at all. Surely, they could have taken him in through a side door closer to the front. That wasn’t how things were arranged in this room that he had become familiar with. What he dreaded was slipping and face planting himself on the floor. He’d been on crutches for only a week and was still trying to master the use of them, therefore he went quite slowly gaining more looks. None were of disapproval. None of humour, except just from the one person up the front and the one he knew was at his side. He dare not look at her. She would quickly stop her grin if she caught his eye, but he would know that she would already be suppressing her laughter. She snorted when she laughed and if they weren’t already the focus of attention, they would certainly be after her laughter and associated snorts echoed around the small hall.

He was surprised at the number of people in the room. When he retired, there was no ceremony at all. That was his choice. He’d just walked out of the door and couldn’t be cajoled into any celebrations whatsoever. His mate who was the reason for all this, hadn’t worked as long as him and after thirty years, when his option came up, had grabbed it with both hands. An empty nester like himself, he hadn’t seen the need to work any longer. Retirement before the age of fifty-five seemed ludicrous when they had talked it over, but the daily grind gets to some more than others. Besides joining his mate in an already set up business was a good reason to pull the pin.

All this had been planned weeks ago and the accident and mending of the recently broken leg complicated things. A promise had been made and crutches or not, he was not going to squib out on the demand that he say a few words about his mate, the mate who’d worked with him for many years and would be joining his business in two weeks’ time. He’d been known as a grumpy old bear to his colleagues, but they all knew it was a facade. Today, however, he was that grumpy old bear.

Trying to explain his leg injury had been difficult. There was no wonderful sporting achievement, no super human feat, just a trip going up three steps. He hadn’t had a drink. He couldn’t blame his eyesight. He was wearing his glasses for once. He saw these as a sign that he was old. He refused to consider himself to be classified as old. He fervently hoped that his children would hold off having kids until his late nineties. By then, he would be quite prepared to be a grandfather. What was damning about lying in that hospital bed, post operation was the surgeon saying that he had the beginnings of osteoporosis. To him that was heartbreaking. In his mind, he was still the fit young seventeen-year-old who was very athletic. In the mirror, which he shied away from, complaining that his partner had replaced it with a window and that he was being stalked by a strange old peeping Tom, he was not that seventeen-year-old. Even sucking in breaths didn’t reduce the paunch below his grey-haired chest. The hair was thinning to the extent that he had taking to wearing hats as often as possible. The image in the mirror had only a few things in common with his fixed notion that he had of himself. The height was about right, the colour and devious twinkle in his eye was still there, and the broad grin he had sported all his life was the same.

He wasn’t smiling now as he inched his way towards his chuckling best friend. He was too busy, rephrasing some of the words he had learnt by rote expressing the qualities of the man who was ten years younger than himself. His partner had coached him and in fact had written most of it for him. She would be furious but probably not surprised when he tossed out the speech and said what he thought. Good points would be sacrificed on the altar of sarcasm. His mate would be laughing on the other side of his face by the time the speech was over.

It was unlikely to affect their relationship and they would begin working together just as they had in the past. The older one would be ostensibly the one in charge and the slightly younger one would know that; however, they would work as equals, each having strengths that the other lacked. Each knew what the other brought to the table and each knew each other’s and their own limitations.

The click clacking had a regular tempo, and to the horror of the user of the crutches, his mate was clapping that same rhythm and encouraging others to join in the applause. The flushed look on the face of the one who was the centre of attention had been a mixture of effort and embarrassment. Now it flushed a deeper red as anger was added to it.

Finally, the two protagonists stood face to face. With surprising adroitness, the end of a crutch pushed the younger one back into a chair. The older one turned and faced the crowd.

“We are all here to listen to some nice words about this cretin here. However, I am not prepared to lie to appease his overinflated ego. Let me tell you a little bit about the real Nat Johns.”

While the crowd of serving and former police officers whooped and laughed, Sarah, the speaker’s partner, stood in disbelief and then covered her eyes with her hand and slowly began shaking her head. She was hemmed in by people who had moved closer to the front. There was no escape from hearing what Sarge Downs was about to say. She looked across at her best friend, Nat’s wife as if to express an apology with a facial expression, but noticed that Jess was laughing harder than all the rest.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 2

[image: image]


Exactly two weeks later, right on time, Nat Johns, the recently retired detective chief inspector in Cairns opened his mate's office reception door in the small office block in Sheridan Street, just around from the law courts and the Cairns police station. It was convenient for contact with the network of former colleagues and gathering information as part of Sarge's crime consultancy business, but Nat knew that was not the reason that Sarge had chosen this place. It was just around the corner from Sarge's favourite bakery, the one that he frequented more often than he should as the burgeoning waistline attested. Nat had indeed in his hand a tray of cakes from that said bakery as a way of appeasing the boss on day one. It would also act as an apology for laughing loud at his own retirement ceremony when, after Sarge had given his speech about all the stuff ups that Nat had caused as a young cop, one of Sarge's crutches had slipped and Sarge had gone arse over, well, just arse, landing on his bum and swearing profusely. Sarge rarely swore. He wasn't hurt, but his pride was severely damaged. He pushed people away who had rushed to help him, by flailing the other crutch at them until tiredness got the better of him. Nat had then said that Sarge was trying to make snow angels and encouraged the rest of the attendees by winking at them to also lie down on the floor and imitate Sarge. That cracked everyone up and they were literally rolling on the floor laughing. Sarge didn't see the funny side at all, nor did he see it as karma for the tall stories he told about Nat just prior to his fall.

They hadn't spoken for the intervening two weeks. Rarely had a day gone by since they had met, that the two hadn't spoken. In Port Douglas on that fateful day, Sarge was dealing with his first case as a detective when he came across a young Nat Johns. Nat had blond long hair back then, but his surfer looks and his laconic manner merely masked the dedicated highly intelligent police officer that lay underneath. They were kindred spirits, although ten years apart and with different experiences and skills. Sarge did not trust computers and preferred pen and paper and his photographic memory. Nat was all for research and was a master at technology. Together they made a formidable team after Sarge snaffled Nat from the uniform branch. Liz Rhodes, who was now very senior down Brisbane, had made up the third member at the head of the CIB and commanders in police headquarters up and down the coast of the state of Queensland had tried unsuccessfully to lure one or more of them away.

Both Liz and Nat knew that they owed so much of their own development and career path to the 180 cm man born 700 km away in the western plains of Queensland near a place called Croydon. They were grateful, but also cognisant of the fact that this gentle giant refused any praise and recognition of rank. You worked with Sarge, not for him.

As to calling him Sarge, it was because he refused to answer to anything else except "dad" from his two daughters. Even Sarah called him Sarge. He was born Bernard Wilfred Downs, but he was ragged so much about that name at school, he was called Downsy. Then having achieved the rank of Sergeant, a rank he was prepared to end his career on, that changed to Sarge and it stuck. Only his late aunt who had adopted him when his parents died in a car accident when he was four, ever called him Bernard Wilfred and that was a signal that he was in big trouble for doing something he shouldn't have. Her own sons constantly set this cousin up to take the fall for something they had done.

Sarge had lampooned Nat in his speech. His country drawl dragged out the whole show and Nat had to admit, that the slight twists Sarge had put on events were very clever. A few gasps and laughs just encouraged his mate to really go for it. From the day Nat had cut his hair and died it back to its natural black so that he wouldn't be recognised through to Nat's lack of expertise when horse riding, nothing was left out.

Nat had wanted to say something similar about Sarge on Sarge's last day, but never got the chance. Front and centre would be Sarge's fear of the ocean. The same Sarge, who had managed over thirty years or more earlier to procure land that offered a private beach. Sarge also had a well-known fear of flying. He would rather spend days driving than board a plane. Despite these phobias, Sarge had been forced to ignore them on some cases, such was the nature of some of the investigative work in far north Queensland.

Nat knocked tentatively and entered; he genuflected in jest before Sarge who was sitting behind his desk. With eyes downcast Nat proffered the tray of cakes to his new boss. There was a cursory grunt and as Sarge lifted the top of the brown paper bag and peered inside, there was a brief smile and almost a lick of the lips. "Thanks," he said, "It's the least you could do, but what are you going to eat?"

Sarge's consultancy business was not a private detective agency. He did not trail people or monitor them for his clients to garner evidence that would be helpful in a civil proceeding. He had been used to bring in a different set of eyes on a police case. He offered his services to people who had incidents that weren't able to be investigated by police due to the workload of the police or ones that police were making no headway in. All of these were done after informing his former colleagues. He was especially wary of any crossover potential incidents where he may disturb an ongoing criminal investigation by either overlapping it or unwittingly exposing knowledge of it to those under investigation. He was also called in by private employers to help with security and internal potential criminal issues.

Nat and he had discussed the structure of the business at length. Sarge needed help at times but there would be downtimes as well. Work was intermittent. That suited Nat fine. His twin boys were further south, one studying medicine in Brisbane and the other doing some sort of technology coding for the army in Townsville. Downtimes meant more time to catch up with them or to have some time away with Jess if it worked in with her psychologist practice. He was on the fortunate position of not needing a steady income. He, like Sarge, was still fascinated with the sort of work that had filled their lives, and he, also like Sarge would have become excessively bored if he had nothing that pushed his brain to function at a high order. Both Jess and Sarah were relieved that both their partners would be occupied. Sarge, Sarah had found, was impossible to live with if there was nothing to do. Many were the days just after he'd retired, that she would come home from lecturing at James Cook University to find rooms totally rearranged.

Sarge had no need to work in terms of money. He had a fifty percent share in the family farm out in Croydon. His cousins had the other fifty percent split between them. The farm was managed as none were really interested in managing the over two thousand hectares of the family beef farm. Management costs were high but so was the income that was being generated. He and Jess would visit a couple of times a year and a tradition had begun after the death of Sarge's uncle, whereby all the cousins and their families had Christmas together. Sarge and Sarah's two daughters, both in Brisbane also studying and working made the long trip. Nat and Jess and their two boys had been adopted by the family or as Nat would say had been coerced by the Downs family and too attended.

Yes, as far as money went, Sarge had more money than he needed and it recently increased as Sarah had finished yet another book on marine biology that was being hailed as a must have in universities across the world.

"Bit early to start on the cakes, isn't it?" Nat asked leaning against the wall. He had chosen to stand so that Sarge wouldn't appear to dominate the room if they both sat. Nat was about fifteen centimetres shorter and many kilograms lighter. He had learned the tactic early on when they started working together. Sarge didn't set out to dominate at all, if anything, the reverse, but the sheer physical size of him made it impossible for him not to have that effect on others. His late aunt who was tiny by comparison had no such thoughts. The little firebrand would put him in his place even when he was in his fifties. Sarah had learned well from Jean and a quick glare from her would be enough for him to try and shrink his body.

"We've got nothing on the books," Sarge replied with some flaky pastry and cream around his lips, "This is just my thinking regime. You know what they say, that's food for thought."

Nat thought that Sarge was doing a lot of thinking these days then, but he didn't say it. Sarge was well aware of his expanding girth but cakes are cakes.
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Nat was a bit concerned that he had made the wrong decision. In his first two weeks there was nothing really much happening. Sarge was tying up some loose ends with some companies about their security. One had hired him to interview new candidates and to go over processes. There was little for Nat to do except to sit back at the office and digitise the filing system, more his own benefit than Sarge's. All the files there were handwritten and a couple of large filing cabinets occupied one wall in his office. The office area consisted of an empty reception room and two offices. The second of which was Nat's and also operated as a storeroom. The whole set up was not conducive for visiting clients. Sarge was doing it all himself before Nat arrived. There was no receptionist and nowhere really for clients to sit comfortably in a professional space. Surprisingly Sarge conceded and Nat was given a free hand to redesign the office space. There would still be no receptionist employed but with the help of a local builder and an office furniture design team, within a week, the office looked modern and professional. 

But that surge of enthusiasm didn't last and Nat wondered about the way Sarge attracted clientele. Word of mouth was all good and well, but it was limited. Sarge was loathe to outwardly seek work, but Nat was more practical. You didn't hand out pamphlets advertising the business on the street, nor create humorous ads on the TV, but you did use your contacts to find out if there were people out there who needed what he and Sarge could provide. It was difficult because they had no police powers, nor did they get approached directly by the public who were thinking that they were like private police. It was ears to the ground stuff, but within limits and boundaries. You couldn't be seen as an ambulance chaser. You needed to remain on good terms with the police. To Nat it was a very narrow path that they had to tread and he had to remind himself that he was there to serve clients rather than the law. Sarge set him straight very early on and he did the same for his clients. Anything potentially illegal, the company didn't handle at all. There was no client employer privilege. Any potential illegality would be referred to the police. It would cost them custom, but the same morality they had as police officers remained the same in the private world. That was not done to enhance the reputation of the business, nor to retain their own reputations. It was done because it was the right thing to do.

Nat felt that he had contributed nothing and as he and Jess sat out in chairs on the expansive deck of Sarge and Sarah's huge deck overlooking the beach and lagoon after one of the weekly dinners the four very close friends had, he expressed his frustration out loud. Sarge just grunted. He had been doing this for a few years and he knew the swings and roundabouts that existed. Whether it was Nat's frustration or Sarge's grunt or just coincidence, Sarge's phone rang and within two days both men were boarding a plane, admittedly one reluctantly, to Brisbane.

The caller was an internal affairs officer in the police headquarters who had a huge dilemma. She wasn't sure who she could trust and needed an outside set of eyes to go over evidence that was building up rapidly. That evidence was pointing quite ominously towards some of her fellow officers, acting corruptly, possibly rorting the department and may involve criminal and political elements. Police investigating themselves was always controversial, but in this particular instance her gut feeling was that things were far from being as they should be. As it was Liz Rhodes, now deputy head of ethical standards, Sarge and Nat didn't hesitate, although Sarge thought a few days driving down might help them formulate a plan. Nat, very much aware of Sarge's flying phobia, pointed out that they could not really plan until they knew more so driving down ate into their time to deal with this urgent request. He was also sure he would not cope with Sarge's chat, dad jokes and virulent flatulence over two long hard days of driving. Besides, two hours watching Sarge squirm and suffer in a plane would be far more entertaining.

Sarge had just finished a long conversation with Katie about what she wanted to do when she finished her masters at Griffiths University. Her answer didn't please him, but it also didn't surprise him. He wondered if she would still be at uni in her thirties as she had told him that she had found another course that interested her. She wasn't one who switched courses willy-nilly. Once she started, she would finish and then use credits from each to build up her scholarly portfolio. Three degrees now, one honours and now the masters. It was all too much for Sarge who had finished his schooling at the age of seventeen and went to the police academy. From then on for him, it had been studying to jump through hoops. He found no pleasure in it.

He wasn't about to tell Katie to get a real job, because she was actually paying her way with the sales of her artwork. Her mother had given her the intellect, but the sophistry in her artwork came from his genes. There was no better way to describe her art. What was seen at one level was totally different at another level. Sarge could paint and draw but there weren’t the creative nuances in what he did compared to his daughter's work. He'd rung her to get an update on her younger sister who was in her first year at the University of Queensland. He trusted both his daughters but only so far. Katie, being seven years older, had always assumed an almost parental role for Eloise. They both shared an apartment that he had bought before the housing boom came. It was in the northern suburbs of Brisbane much to both girls’ annoyance. All the fun happened south of the river. Katie's uni was on the south bank and Eloise's on the north side of the city slightly south west of the CBD. There were five train stops each to get their university but they still were annoyed with their father for buying in a cheaper area where the night-life consisted of bingo nights in the retirement village across the road. Sarge was canny with his money, but also very aware of what they might get up to. The cotton wool he wrapped them up in when they lived at home was hard to keep intact 1700 kilometres away.

Their mother Sarah knew full well the antics that young susceptible students got up to. As a professor at James Cook University in Cairns she had seen all sorts of students come through and realised that she had encouraged her girls to have a set of values that would hold them in good stead whatever they decided to do. There was no cotton wool around them from her or so she told herself. People learn from mistakes and she would support them come what may. By their early teens they were independent assertive and confident women and she treated them as such. It didn't stop her using her contacts to check up on Katie when she embarked on her tertiary studies so far from home. However, Katie found out and facing an angry daughter annoyed that her mum didn't trust her, was not a pleasant experience for Sarah.

The two girls were at different universities, studying different courses. There was an age and experience gap as well. They lived different lives and that suited both of them.

Those lives would soon be disrupted though.
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Katie and Eloise had little notice to expect a visitor and little choice for that matter. Their three-bedroom apartment was not the cleanest. They did not have the fastidiousness of their father, nor the hounding of their mother to ensure that visitors apart from their friends would think well of them. Sarge had bought the apartment in Katie's first year in Brisbane. She had initially been living with Liz Rhodes and her partner Michelle, but had wanted to branch out on her own and hence the purchase of the apartment and also the arrival of the visitor.

Sarge had initially demanded that the girls bunk in together and he and Nat have the other two rooms. He was assailed by both his daughters and reluctantly capitulated. Nat was even more adamant when it came to bunking in with Sarge. Sarge's snoring was notorious and while each room was really well soundproofed, there would be no escape if he shared a room. He begged off and booked a hotel room saying that Jess might come down. It was a lie, but Sarge had always been the gullible type.

The spare bedroom was used as a study/studio for Katie. Eloise tended to use the kitchen table. Unlike her father, she was adept with a laptop. She had his incredible memory skills, but not his determination. Her mother was also the source of her intelligence and there were many times the intelligence and memory allowed her to wing it with ease.

The sisters were close and she pitched in to make the room where her father would stay habitable. They both had hoped that he would end up in a hotel and Uncle Nat would be their guest. He was much easier to manipulate. Given the situation, they hoped that Sarge would be fine with just a welcoming hug and they could get back on with their separate lives. Fat chance, both girls separately believed.

They met him at Albion station which was on the Airport route. Nat hopped off too, gave the girls a hug and proceeded to wait for the next train. He was off to Rydges south of the centre of town and across the river. Trains departed every ten minutes. As Sarge left the platform the two girls looked at Nat, pleading showing in their eyes. He just grinned and noticed them roll their eyes in sync and follow their father slumping their shoulders as they walked. Everyone knew that there was no time limit on this visit. Sarge had always tried to keep his family out of the loop when he was on a case as a police officer. He did the same in his new role and the reality was that he had nothing to tell them anyway. He would learn that from Liz the next day.

Things just proceeded to get worse for Sarge. He was out of his comfort zone yet again. Brisbane was such a busy place in comparison to Cairns and a far cry from where he grew up in Croydon in the outback west of Cairns, where, if you saw more than just your family, it was deemed a miracle, unless it was a neighbour wanting to borrow, often permanently, a piece of equipment. As far as travel went, if he was on land and in the driver's seat, all was well with the world. His mood was desultory. Liz had arranged to meet Nat and Sarge on the south bank close to Rydges where Nat was staying. That meant six stations and crossing the river. He sat next to Katie and sweated. She had a lecture and South Bank station was her normal getting off point. Her father stared straight ahead, but she resisted the temptation to wipe the beads of sweat forming on his temples with a tissue. If she had an idea what Liz's plans were, she would have realised that they don't make tissues that big.

Liz Rhodes had a difficult position and the role she played was very draining. The ethical standards division was always seen to be at odds with the rest of the force and the public's perception of a body investigating itself meant that they were being squeezed from both sides. She didn't know who she could trust in many situations, because the unspoken mantra was that you protected your mates no matter what.

Sarge had seen the station sign that signalled Roma Street before they crossed the river. He'd been to the big police complex there a number of times as a senior member of the force. Liz and her team were based there. He knew that there was no way Nat and he would be meeting her there, given what she had told him on the phone, but was totally unprepared for her opening remarks as they walked along the river after their initial kisses and hugs of welcome.

"It is hard to find a place where we can talk securely and we need to talk securely. I am pretty sure that the people I am investigating know what I am doing. I have to assume that all my communications are being monitored. I have to assume that the people who are at the centre of this are so high up that they have sophisticated monitoring of my every movement. I have been very open about us meeting up today. With Nat trying to catch up with past colleagues, having just retired and you, Sarge, catching up with your daughters, I have taken half a day in lieu to spend time with you both. It is all documented so wearing disguises and meeting in dark alleyways is unnecessary. There are cameras everywhere and those cameras have microphones, hence my whispering.

The only place that isn't covered effectively is out on the river."

Sarge's pallor faded. He'd worked out what was coming and the butterflies were going berserk in his stomach.

"The CityCats do have CCTV but no audio, so we are going to take a ride down the river."

Sarge's voice was a bit quavering, "Tell me what I have done to you for you to punish me like this? I'll apologise. I'll try to rectify it. I'll pay compensation."

Liz had the look on her face which said that her plans weren't about to change come what may. She knew that she needed their help, but their help couldn't be traded for a break in security.

Nat piped up, "It's a big boat. It's a river, and land is in sight and not far away even if we are in the middle. Crocodiles don't come down this far. It's not the ocean. Sea snakes live in the sea and so do jellyfish. Sharks are Saltwater. C'mon Sarge, it's just a cool bath. Think of it as that."

Liz decided not to correct Nat on any of those points. Bull sharks, very aggressive bull sharks had been seen and caught in the river. Once on board, her former boss would be fine she hoped.

Things were serious indeed, Sarge had first realised when Liz had signalled them to hand over their phones, which she then placed carefully in her car parked in Grey St.

Back on the riverbank, she whispered that even with their phones turned off, GPS tracking and possibly audio and video could be activated. Sarge had difficulty pushing the right buttons for the camera and the phone itself, so he had no real understanding of what she was talking about. Nat nodded sagely and thought that it was entirely possible that Sarge had accidentally pushed buttons granting access by everyone including extra-terrestrials to his phone. However, given Sarge's conversations, that might have been a good thing. They would bypass the earth and continue looking for intelligent life forms.

He noted that Liz hadn't changed much over the years. He remembered when they first met. She had followed a similar path to him. Sarge had discovered her and nurtured her talents to the extent that when Sarge retired, Nat and Liz were both in line for the top job in CIB in Cairns. Liz bowed out graciously and went to Brisbane on a sideways promotion. She wanted to be with her long tine partner Michelle and it looked like a very good and fortuitous move.

Liz did have a few crinkles around her eyes but that was the only difference at first glance he noticed. He wished he had aged as well. He inwardly laughed as he decided that having no kids kept you looking young. What was missing he soon noticed was her infectious smile and bubbling personality. Even in the toughest cases that never ceased. Laughter and joking, mostly at Sarge's expense was part and parcel of her character. None of that was evident today. Nat began to worry.

Whether Sarge noticed or not, he too began to worry. The sun was rippling across the water as it caught on the wavelets stirred up by the light breeze. It was much cooler than in Cairns and he shivered. However, that was more from the sight of the large twin hulled boat coming in to dock. Reluctantly he stepped on board grabbing on to the rails. Just removing one of them to tap his travel card against the screen made him nervous. He looked inside and was unsure whether to sit in there and not look out of the window. However, if the boat sank, he thought, he would be trapped inside. Out on the deck, there was too much water to see though. He stood stock still, blocking those behind. Liz took him by the hand and led him to the corner of the front deck. She stood in a certain pre-selected position and indicated where the other two should stand. The video cameras on the CityCat boat were fixed and there was less chance of lipreaders being able to determine what was being said. For all apparent purposes, it looked like an old friend was pointing out the scenery of Brisbane from the best vantage point. They began to head downriver, the boat criss-crossing from side to side to pick up and drop off passengers. All the way down to North Shore she spoke and they listened. There was a boat change at North Shore and they headed back. This time it was Nat and Sarge who had their faces obscured. She would nod or shake her head in response to the questions they asked.

Sarge had dealt with corruption before. His name had become synonymous with anticorruption for a while earlier in his career. What he listened to had the same smell of way back then. In his first dealings, it was about criminal elements filling the void arising after the cleanout caused by the Fitzgerald Royal Commission in Queensland. What Liz had described appeared more insidious, secretive and widespread. The three components of the justice system were colluding. The lawmakers, the politicians, were always suspected. The way politics worked seemed to attract the wrong sort of people, the ones who find things for their own pecuniary interest. The public servants were also in this group as they were charged with interpreting and implementing what their political masters arranged.

The second group were those that enforced the law, the police. Not everyone in a police force anywhere was a saint. Choices were made every day. Blind eyes and deaf ears weren't always seen as a disability. Investigations may be curtailed, derailed or follow different paths depending who was in charge. Evidence may be overlooked, tampered with or go missing. Potential suspects may get a free pass. These weren't common practices but they did occur.

Finally, the judiciary, who were supposed to be fiercely independent, could not always be counted on to do the right thing. Most of any possible corruption took place behind closed doors and never in the courtroom simply because the appeals process may point directly towards corrupt practices.

Sarge sensed Liz's dilemma. She had no idea how widespread what had been uncovered was. Even her own ethical standards division may have been infiltrated, hence her anxiety bordering on paranoia.

Sarge began to ask pertinent questions on the way back. He had become totally oblivious of the rocking of the boat and sudden rise and falls as they rode over a passing boat's wake. Nat's questions were zoning in on the practicalities associated with what the steps forward might be. Getting background information on politicians, public servants, judges and police was going to be necessary but also extremely difficult. Liz had access to it, but she could hardly be seen to hand it over willingly to private citizens. Transfer of any data posed unnecessary and dangerous risks.

Liz had been approached directly by a whistle-blower. This person was someone who had noticed a pattern of payments over the previous six months that could have been easily overlooked because they were done with a high degree of sophistication. It was that complexity that aroused the curiosity of the whistle-blower and after checking the figures over a period of time, had approached Liz.

The first thing that Liz did was not to document anything, nor allocate staff for an investigation. The status of the whistle-blower had to be verified and his entire background. In Liz's role she did not trust anything or anyone. The information given initially pointed to a small group of police officers, but these people appeared to be small players. One of them was in ethical standards and that shocked her somewhat. Gradually she built up a web of deceit based on the information she had received from the now verified whistle-blower. That web extended beyond the names she was given. There appeared not to be any known criminals involved, but a well organised group fleecing the government of taxpayers' funds.

That was as far as she had got. The police involved were being used to cover up the tracks that may be left from the money gathering enterprise. It was too widespread for her to do on her own and there was the added danger of being discovered if she had poked around too much. She didn't know who to trust within the force or in the judiciary. Her gut feeling was to trust no-one, especially ones local. She reached out to Sarge. Having worked with him, she knew he was beyond reproach. What had begun as a request for advice became an offloading of action. She was delighted to have Nat thrown in as an added bonus. She was relying on burnt phones to contact them while still maintaining her normal ones for ongoing work and social calls. To do otherwise would arouse suspicion. The second call to Sarge was using her personal phone. That call was to remind them to catch up with her anytime they were in town and she would show them around. When they left her today, they would be carrying an extra phone each that was untraceable. It was very James Bondish, but as the whistle-blower had gone missing, she was taking no chances. When she got back to her office that afternoon, she would file a report that she had met with that person who had relayed to her some minor issue; that she had investigated it and found there to be nothing in it. She hoped that would be enough.
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The amounts were hardly noticeable in comparison to the overall expenditure and everyone expected cost overruns. Contingencies they were called. Someone, somewhere was responsible for the accounting of these, but in the vast hierarchical structure of the public service, numbers were smoothed out, rounded off and synthesised to be then folded into the final reports handed out. Do it for enough projects, big and small, across enough sections in enough departments and the 'missing' money quickly added up. The auditor general whose staffing numbers were not keeping pace with tasks, focused on massive overruns. It was easy to slip the minor ones through. The fact that one person had tracked some of them and found them suspicious was surprising. Having the foresight to contact Liz seemed almost miraculous. 

Sarge hadn't really thought about the money needed to operate a police force. Cars were available as needed as were uniforms, those dreaded technological things such as computers and phones. Then there was the supply of weapons, although these were probably more carefully accounted for than anything else. He had heard his boss continually whinging about costs and budgets when Sarge was in charge of CIB. However, Sarge was never one to consider the financial side of things on operations. He thought overtime cost was to the officer's personal time, not in terms of money to the station's bottom line.

If there was someone controlling this carefully constructed conspiracy to defraud, as Liz had intimated, he or she had to have a large number of people involved who would benefit from a small piece of an enormous pie.

He had known and outed fellow officers who were taking a bit on the side, but what Liz had laid out sounded like it was being done on a grand scale. If it was, there would be a contained cell like structure. That was what Liz had suggested. Her source had just scratched the surface and that spelt danger for the whistle-blower, for Liz and in term for himself and Nat should they be seen to be linked. It was an honest and confronting conversation he and Nat had in the plush suite in the Rydges hotel later that afternoon.

"A business expense!!!" Sarge's voice contained some fury as he looked around the lounge area of the self-contained suite. "You are expecting me to pay for this? You have to be kidding or soon to be unemployed."

Nat didn't take offence. Sarge's fury was a sign of other pressing matters. He merely replied, "Yes. This labourer is worthy of his hire. The expenses for this and other things can be written off in tax as the cost of doing business. It's the same as the upgrade of your offices in Cairns."

"I've been meaning to talk to you about that. The bill arrived the other day and your wages may be garnished for a while. Oh hell, we didn't even discuss with Liz who is picking up the tab for our involvement for this. I hope she doesn't think that it is a freebie. I may have to sack an employee."

"When you are lined up in the dole queue, I will think of you briefly," Nat responded, "We are talking about Liz here. She has far more understanding into how much things cost. She is in charge of a large budget. We will get paid. She will have a discretionary fund. We have to focus on the task at hand, which is about the misuse and theft of taxpayers' money."

"That's what I am doing. You being in this swish place is a misuse of my money and in the long run taxpayers' money."

"In that case," Nat argued, "I'll pack up and go home. I don't mind. You can sort this out on your own."

Sarge then capitulated ungraciously, but he capitulated. He knew that without Nat's assistance, this was going nowhere. He then wondered whether, if they found a good bakery, he could write off cakes as a business expense.

After sorting out their finances and agreeing that the Rydges’ suite would be a good place to have as a base, Sarge asked what was needed.

"First and foremost, we need to make sure that we have dedicated absolutely secure technology. We'll follow Liz's lead and not ditch what we have. We'll continue to make calls to family and friends as we always have to keep up the pretence that we are on holiday. Anything else to do with the case
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