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“Tom Brennan is a former SAS Special Forces soldier Jack. At forty two he is not as fit as he used to be. But he is no pushover. You are not looking for a weak-kneed victim.  Tom and I were on a train a year or so ago. Three young thugs were harassing a woman. Tom walked over and told them to lay off. One of them swung a punch. Tom grabbed his arm and dislocated his shoulder.“

“The other two saw wisdom in departing the train, with their friend, at the next stop. To get that shoulder back in would have required a Doctor or Hospital visit.”

“I am wondering if his disappearance means Tom’s special forces background coming back to bite him in some way?”

Robert Chambers had come to me at the recommendation of his daughter Sarah, an opal miner at Coober Pedy. I had made her acquaintance during a week up there on another missing person case. Finding answers for the abrupt disappearance of Thomas Brennan was my task. Robert was Thomas Brennan’s business partner.

I felt it rise up. Happened almost every-time I made a quick decision to take a case. Regret tugged at me as it dawned on me it was highly likely anyone causing problems for a man of Tom Brennan’s abilities would have similar abilities. Special Forces Military, Intelligence Operatives, and people of that ilk. Professionals. I had volunteered to be out of my depth – again.

I hoped my ruminations did not show on my face –  My surreptitious glance seemed to indicate Robert had no qualms.

“Ok, Robert, I have some questions to begin with”

He nodded.

“First of all tell me about this new business venture both of you have been working on.”

Chambers hesitated..... “I request that you keep it to yourself. Best business acumen is to keep new ventures under wraps as long as possible, to protect the investment.”

“You have my word.”

“It’s a gold mining collaboration with some other investors, in Bendigo. The Fosterville mine in Bendigo has pulled over 4 million ounces of gold out of the ground since 2020. Individual prospectors are finding gold daily. One individual found a quartz rock with 2.4 kilograms of gold in it in 2023. Netted him $245.000.”

“The difficulty is obtaining permission from the authorities to mine in the area. We are having to jump through a lot of hoops. Geological surveys estimate 75 million ounces of gold still in the ground in the land surrounding Bendigo. That’s more than the total amount of gold found so far in the area, including the 1850’s gold rush that established the town.”

“Is Tom’s disappearance connected to the venture, do you think?”

“I can’t see how. We have kept it quiet. Any other Company wanting to mine would face the same obstacles we are. I suppose holding Tom somewhere, to delay his work on our venture, could be a possibility, but it sounds far fetched to me.”

“Tell me anything, anything at all, big or small, you noticed over past months unusual in Toms daily living, business life, demeanor, interaction with people. Anything you noticed as out of the ordinary, strange? It could be something as small as a change in the coffee he drank – flat white instead of the latte’s he has drunk for years.

Chambers went silent for a while. “Not really, Tom is a balanced individual, gets on with the task at hand. He’s been putting in long hours on the upcoming proposal. He might have been a bit tense and tired from that. But then so was I – nothing unusual in that.”

“How about secrets,”I said. “Was he having an affair – anything like that?’

Chambers shook his head rigorously. “No, Tom was a one woman man – loves Mary with all that is in him. They have been together since his military days. Their relationship is stronger from her sticking with him when duty took him away for months at a time – often into perilous circumstances. He has mentioned that to me a few times.”

“Which makes it a big deal that Mary is as mystified as everybody else about Tom’s absence.”

“Yes.”

“What about her – do you think she is all Tom believes her to be? Sorry – I have to ask these things.”

“I have no reason to think otherwise.”

The bane of a P.I.’s existence! Everything was perfect – then he disappeared!

“Did Tom talk about his military past?”

“No, he told me once there was no place for it in the peaceful refined life most of us live. It was a brutal life. His rational – he saw it as a type of Police action – necessary for law and order – to control evil – and ultimately reduce suffering.”
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Robert scribbled Mary Brennan’s phone number and address before he left. She agreed to meet me the next morning. Meanwhile I wanted to get an idea of the sort of Man Thomas Brennan was. These days use of the proliferation of free artificial intelligence sites, means comprehensive research results in a matter of seconds.

I knew the percentage of soldiers who make it into the Special Forces is small. Around 99% of applicants fail to get through the intense vetting process. I asked the AI to give the character traits most commonly agreed upon by Special Forces trainers, regarding the men who make it into the special units.

They are often unusual characters. I read of one applicant who broke his leg in the middle of a course. His leg was placed in a caste – he returned to the course, completing it with the caste on – and subsequently was inducted into a special unit. Another, though retired from the Special forces, rejects hotel accommodation, sleeping rough in Central Park, when visiting friends in New York – to keep his edge, he says.

The traits commonly agreed upon:

Unbreakable Self-Discipline - Emotional Control Under Stress - Grit and Relentless Perseverance - humility and ego control - Team Orientation - Adaptability and Problem-Solving - Internal Locus of Control - Moral Courage and Reliability - Long-Term Purpose - Psychological Endurance

Anyone can understand pain thresholds and endurance marches. It’s the rest of it that tightens something in my chest. The Special Forces process is designed to peel away ego, impulse, and bravado, until only a certain kind of mind is left standing. Calm under pressure. Comfortable in isolation. Capable of violence without being ruled by it.

I recognised some of it. I know how to wait. I can sit with unanswered questions for weeks without forcing a conclusion. I watch people instead of trusting what they say. I’ve learned how to function alone, how to keep going when no one’s cheering. Those traits didn’t come from training; they came from necessity.

Then I hit the parts I don’t share.

These men weren’t trained to avoid trouble. They are trained to step into it and stay there. Pain isn’t a warning sign; it’s a tool. Fear is something to be acknowledged and filed away, not negotiated with. I’m methodical, not fearless. When a situation turns bad, I look for leverage or an exit. Special Forces soldiers are conditioned to push forward, even when forward is the worst possible direction.

Brennan would have been a hard man to snatch. And he would not disappear on impulse. It is highly likely he planned it.  Measured time and distance, thought three moves ahead, and accepted the cost. There would be no sloppy mistakes, no trail laid out for someone like me to follow.

It cleared the air.

I have just enough of the same wiring to understand how he thinks. Enough to remember what he’s capable of. I closed the screen knowing, as Chambers insinuated, this probably isn’t a hunt for a victim. Very likely the pursuit of a man who chose to vanish.
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