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Richard Evans’ first book, Deceit, is a five-star thriller that brings the Australian political process to life.  – GOODREADS
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I absolutely loved it, couldn’t put it down. I would love to see your book become a movie. – IAN S., MELBOURNE
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Richard Evans first book in the Democracy trilogy was compelling. – GOODREADS.
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Rich in ideas and provokes much thought about our parliamentary process, abuses of power, corruption, and the need, at times, for ordinary people to step up and take a stand in the name of honour and professional integrity. – NADINE D., EDITOR
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This is an outstanding debut from Evans, and this terrific read comes highly recommended.’ – GOODREADS
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From former Federal MP Richard Evans comes this exceptional political thriller debut, which serves as the first part of his Democracy trilogy.’ CANBERRA WEEKLY
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I adored Gordon O'Brien. Straight as an arrow amongst those who are only in things for themselves, I couldn't help but cheer him on as he was like a dog with a bone, searching out the truth’ BJ'S BOOK BLOG
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Just finished reading Deceit and it was gripping; I could not put it down. It was brilliant. I just loved the book and can't wait to read Duplicity.’
FORMER CLERK OF VICTORIAN LEGISLATIVE COUNCIL
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I thoroughly enjoyed the book and did not want to put the book down, but neither did I want the story to end!   Congratulations! – TRINITY MARKETING
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Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

If you like fast-paced, page-turning thrillers then Richard Evans’ political thrillers will not disappoint you.

Richard served as a federal politician in the national parliament giving his books added authenticity. As an insider, Richard recognises the tribalism, warped egos, and the ruthless lonely life of a politician, writing thrilling character driven stories about this exotic, mysterious world. 

Richard lives above a pub, opposite a church with his partner in the small bayside village of Williamstown, overlooking Melbourne, Australia.

––––––––
[image: image]


‘I value readers wanting to read my books and if you haven’t already read the first episode of the Democracy Trilogy then allow me to offer you a FREE copy of my first book DECEIT available from this link.’

GET MY FREE BOOK. 

‘Enjoy the read.’

For more information about his other books, or to contact Richard please visit:

www.richardevans-author.com
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© Richard Evans 2021

This book is a work of fiction. The characters and incidents are the products of the writer’s imagination and are not to be construed as real.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or by any other information storage retrieval system, without prior permission in writing from the publisher.

I am not an Indigenous person and this work of fiction does not,

and could not, replace an Indigenous voice.

I would like to acknowledge the Traditional Custodians of the land now called Australia and pay my respects to Elders past, present and emerging. I extend my respect to all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples.
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My friends inspire me.

One friend inspired this story - I share her passion for justice.
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PROLOGUE


[image: image]


No one heard a thing. 

No bracken rustled, no stick cracked, no gravel shifted. There was nothing. They lazed about the fire, some under blankets, others sitting on plastic chairs or boxes, a few snoozing in meagre humpies. The night was crisp, and most dozed, weary after another long day defending ancestral lands. Miller noticed Aunty Mary’s head jolt back driving her off the stool, upending it.

‘Aunty Mary? Are you okay? What happened?’ Miller shoved up from her bedroll and hurried over to check on the woman everyone called Aunty. As she bent over, she felt a sharp bite on her calf, and slapped the bug away, checking her hand for its remains but seeing blood, lots of blood. 

‘RUN.’ 

Silence no longer mattered, the men hidden at the edge of the clearing opened up with rapid-fire weapons, smashing the mob’s signs, smashing lean-tos, smashing tents, smashing bones. Miller heard the rolling echo cross the valley as she crashed uphill, barbs tearing at her. She kept running until she reached the ridge, stumbling down the other side, breath rasping.

The destruction stopped at a command and then from the silence someone asked, ‘Did we get ’em all?’

‘I think so, Commander.’ A large man stood and entered the clearing, dressed in black, a balaclava obscuring his face. ‘Shall we burn them or bury them?’

More black-clad men entered the camp site, weapons at the ready.

‘Burn the equipment. Throw the kaffirs in the river. Give the crocs a feed.’

The men combed the killing field for evidence of failing life, finding none. Like any elite military unit, they organised themselves, some dragging bodies to the nearby river bank while others tossed junk onto the fire, the flames and wafting embers reaching high into the overhanging trees.

‘Pity there’s no wind, we could start a bush fire,’ joked the big mercenary. ‘Nothing left of their precious land then.’ A few comrades chuckled.

‘We’re here to do a job, McGuiness,’ snapped the commander. ‘Let’s get it done and start back to the rendezvous point. It’s a long way, so remain focused. Plenty of time for jokes later.’

‘Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.’

***
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Miller couldn’t run anymore. She crashed over a log and lay there, panting, then wriggled under the fallen giant, caring little what might be sharing the small, damp space. She listened and waited for the sound of heavy footsteps, but the only thing she could hear was a pulse pounding in her ear. In time, when her breathing slowed, and anxiety weakened, the lair became a bed.

Warmth roused her. The sun was high, ants scurrying across her face searching for food and anything else she offered. The buzz of frenzied flies nearby was the first sound she heard. Miller crawled from her hideaway, brushing and flicking insects, grubs and dirt from herself, as she left her burrow stopping to listen and checking about.

Nothing.

She was stiff and sore as she stretched to stand, then collapsing as a sharp pain in her calf crippled her for a moment. An ugly gash along her calf had congealed with bugs wriggling in it, a blowfly extending its stay until she flicked it away. After testing the leg a few times, she assessed it was sturdy enough to walk, albeit little by little. She wanted to bathe and dress it, but options were limited. 

Miller twisted onto the log to survey the landscape, searching for familiar markers. She figured what was left of the camp site must be back over the hill behind her; the stench of acrid smoke meant it was close. She gazed out over the valley, over a stand of forest and rough terrain, squeezing a smile, feeling good about what she could see. The land of her ancestors provided a deep sense of spiritual wellbeing.

Cautiously, slowly, painfully, she crept back up the hill, alert for unusual shapes or sounds, thanking her father for the skills he had taught her. ‘Stay low, blend in, become one with the land.’ She collected as much spider web as she could on her way back to camp, just in case.

She reached the edge of the clearing late in the day and waited. She studied what was left of the family’s camp but could hear or see nothing other than the charred remains of equipment in the smouldering ash-laden fire, a trail of smoke filtering high into the trees. 

Miller took a deep breath and stepped out into the clearing, tense, rigid, listening for any sound of aggression. She circled the clearing, watching, searching for any sign of her family.

Nothing.

Her mob had been at the site for a week, working and playing together. Their plan had been to stop the wrecking machines consigned to build essential services for a mine that would scar the landscape and drive away ancestors’ spirits. They intended to take as long as was needed to prevent the works. Diamond deposits had been found years earlier and now the prospectors wanted a mine to extract the rich vein of valuable diamonds. First the government, then the courts denied the traditional owners’ rights to stop exploratory mining that had been undertaken to assess potential yield of the deposits, and now the miners were coming.

Traditional owners demanded sacred sites be protected; they explained sites were used for ceremonies and spiritual connection, but the government rejected their submissions. The courts dismissed claims of native title, determining the almost extinct language and diminishing cultural links to the land meant there was no authentic connection to qualify their claim, so the sole action left for the Umbakarta people was to fight to protect ancestral lands. Their strategy was simple enough: deny access to the excavators. To them, no access road would mean no mining. They hoped any delay would convince the government to rethink its policy and support them. Now, Miller stood alone; she was all that remained of her people.

She walked to the river’s edge and dribbled water onto her wound, keeping an eye out for crocodiles, then sat cross-legged, back straight, facing the streaming water, humming and reciting a spiritual chant to her forefathers. Once the wound was dry, she packed the spider web she’d collected into the wound, resuming her chant until the sun set.

‘Miller? Is that you? Where is everyone?’

She jumped. ‘Who is it?’

‘It’s me, Jimmy. What the hell happened? Where is everyone?’ Miller’s cousin hurried from the clearing down to the river.

‘Where have you been?’ asked Miller, scrambling to her feet. ‘Why weren’t you here?’ She stepped back, moving away, heading toward a clear escape path.

‘What’s wrong? Where are the others?’

Miller sucked in a breath, filling her lungs to calm emotions, then another. She was trembling, unable to say what she thought might have happened. ‘You said you would be here; where were you?’

‘I was in town buying supplies . . . you know that.’

‘Dave always manages supplies,’ Miller said, circling back into the camp site. ‘You never like handling food supplies, you hate it. You administer the money, so why now?’

‘Miller, don’t be like that, come here. I had nothing to do with this tragedy.’

‘Yeah?’ Miller cocked her head. ‘So, what tragedy are you talking about?
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CHAPTER 1
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FIVE YEARS LATER

The scratching whirl of the overhead fan slinked into Miller’s consciousness as she roused from sleep. It was already hot, her cotton sheet was damp. She rolled over to gaze out across the balcony onto the empty beach. It called to her, so she jumped up, grabbed her sarong and skipped along the thin sandy trail until it opened out onto the cove. The waves were gentle, so she dropped her wrap and ran in until she met a wave, diving through it, flipping onto her back and spouting water.

This was the unsullied life she cherished, untouched by Europeans and seldom shared with the peoples from nearby islands. A life as it should be with little care for economies and markets. The worries of the warring countries to the north were of little interest. She didn’t know them; their disputes were of no concern to her. She was in country and that was the most important thing to her.

She stood her ground, looking back to shore, letting the small waves break over her. Her father must have been a visionary to have built their shack so close to the beach, and although she now lived by herself, she was happy with the simple, yet sturdy building. Unless you knew where it was, nobody stumbling onto the beach would be able to find it.

The tide was out, exposing a fringing reef, so Miller went fossicking for a meal. She had left a piece of metal wedged between rocks, to prise shells from the reef whenever she needed a feed. The reef was overrun with breakfast and soon Miller had heaped enough onto a rocky outcrop. She collected her sarong gathering the shells into a ball then strolled back, picking up a sea cucumber she noticed on the way.

Once back at the shack she unhooked a pot dangling from the ceiling, half filled it with water from the overflowing rainwater tank before putting it on a gas burner. She rinsed the shells in a bucket before tossing them, with the cucumber, into the pot to boil for five minutes. While she waited, she stepped outside to the rudimentary latrine, turning on the shower, sluicing salt from her skin and soaping her hair, before rinsing in the warm water. As she patted herself dry she felt the scar on her calf. It had taken a long time to heal and still looked nasty, the pale gash contrasting with the dark honey colour of her skin.

She came to visit her father’s house whenever she needed to re-energise her spirit, which happened more often over the last five years. The loss of her family was like a heavy sludge upon her soul, dragging down her thinking. Sometimes, she spontaneously wailed when she thought about them, distressing those about her. It was still raw for her, often feeling answerable for what happened and uncaring. She had a duty to avenge what had been done; she just didn’t know how, or what she could do, until a few months back concocting a plan.

After breakfast, Miller relaxed in a chair with a glass of her special mix iced tea, enjoying the noises of country. Always a perfect moment for her.

The peace was cracked when she heard a male voice call from near the end of the dirt track. ‘Hello.’

Miller kicked out of her seat and crept to the edge of the verandah to try identifying who was calling.

‘Hello, Nellie?’ The call came again – then there was a pause before the call was repeated. ‘Hello?’

‘Wooy,’ Miller called back, hoping to catch a glimpse of who it might be.

‘Hello?’ The man was tramping closer.

‘Wooy.’ Miller couldn’t yet see any movement through the bush. ‘Yes – I’m here,’ she called. ‘Come through, follow the trail.’

It wasn’t long before Neesham appeared. ‘I thought you might have been here. Don’t you ever answer your phone?’

‘No reception out here. Well, at least that’s my excuse.’ Miller stood with hands on her hips inspecting Neesham walking toward her. ‘What do you want?’

‘Yeah, nice to see you to, cuz,’ Neesham said, sauntering to the steps. ‘Do you want to, maybe, put some clothes on?’

‘Hasn’t bothered you in the past.’

‘You were a kid back then.’

‘Don’t tell me a naked woman frightens you,’ Miller laughed as she retreated to wrap the sarong around herself. ‘I sometimes had my suspicions about you.’

‘You don’t scare me . . . but I’m here on business.’

‘Do you want anything to drink?’

‘A tea would be nice.’

‘A tea?’ Miller laughed. ‘Now I definitely have my suspicions.’

‘Get stuffed will you and put the kettle on.’

‘I have iced tea; will that do?’

‘If you made it, and it’s not processed crap, then that’ll be great. Do you want a hand?’

‘No. Relax and I’ll be right back.’

Neesham stepped up onto the verandah, placing his bag beside a wicker chair collapsing into the cushions as Miller moved off into the kitchen. ‘I have serious business to talk to you about.’

‘Oh yes?’ Miller called from the kitchen as she prepared the chilled tea. ‘It must be important for you to come all this way on the off-chance I might be here.’

‘It is.’

‘Sounds ominous,’ said Miller as she returned, handing Neesham a glass, plonking herself on the cushioned lounge. ‘What’s troubling you?’

‘I’ve been approached by the government about a couple of things,’ Neesham said, before taking a long draught of tea.

‘What do those flakes want?’

‘Well, it seems they’re concerned about you.’

‘What have I done that should concern them?’

‘You do and say things that concern Homeland Security.’

‘What a joke. We don’t have a homeland.’

‘They reckon that’s their issue,’ said Neesham as he took another mouthful, placing his glass on a wooden crate beside him. ‘They reckon you’re stirring up trouble talking about wanting to create a homeland.’

‘The Congress have had the idea as part of their strategy for yonks, but they never act on it.’ Miller swung out of the lounge and sauntered back into the kitchen as Neesham’s eyes followed her, switching to the ugly scar on her leg. She picked up a bowl of chopped vegetables and nuts and brought it back, offering it to Neesham to select a nibble, before resting it on her lap as she lay back on the lounge.

Neesham bit into his carrot stick. ‘We have been debating the idea for years, but Congress is yet to agree on anything. We can’t seem to get past what it means and where we should claim – too many traditional owners want to have a say. They want to stay close to their land and don’t want others sharing Country.’

‘A homeland wouldn’t override native title claims; it would complement it.’ Miller crunched on some nuts. ‘A recognised homeland gives us identity and place. It shouldn’t matter who the traditional owners are, we should be able to work with them. Claims in other parts of the country can remain as valid as they are today. I don’t see a problem.’

‘The government sees a problem.’

‘They want our land to extract riches from it; to rip it open and feast on it. They never give anything back. They are killing us and our culture, and it’s been like that for years.’

‘That’s ridiculous, the government is not killing us.’

‘Time is killing us, Jimmy,’ Miller shoved the bowl away, sitting forward, ‘they stole our land – no problem, they did that in other countries they conquered – the trouble is, they’ve forgotten us. We didn’t resist them tough enough when they arrived, and we’ve been paying the price ever since.’

‘We resisted, we still do – I do.’

‘You know something, Jimmy, if I was at Warrane all those years ago, fucking Phillip would never have come ashore.’

Neesham avoided her gaze. ‘Yeah, maybe,’ he smirked, ‘fact is, they did come ashore.’

‘We have been done over by every government ever since. It’s even worse now with their false promises of reconciliation and closing the gap.’

‘We are making significant steps getting what we want; it just takes time.’

‘While you blokes talk, talk, talk and fucking talk, our culture dies, and we just become the dregs of the country as every other immigrant group that comes here generates greater benefits and acknowledgement from the government. Squatters, the lot of them.’

‘That may be so, but we have to work with what they’ve given us.’

‘That’s the point, Jimmy,’ Miller perched on the edge of the lounge, ‘we accept their handouts and get nothing more from them. Why not fight and take our country back?’

‘This is the type of language they have a problem with. They reckon you are stirring up trouble amongst the community and want you to stop pushing this idea of revolution.’

‘I’ll stop when we get action from the government.’

‘No – you’ll stop now. The Council of Elders has withdrawn your membership.’

‘They can’t do that; I represent my mob.’

‘Your family no longer exists. The Elders have insisted you need to wait until you are of age to take your place at Congress.’

‘That’s bullshit. Why?’ Miller stood creeping to the edge of the verandah, squinting out to the beach.

‘The elders believe you are speaking the language of hate, on social media especially. We hear you’re recruiting some sort of secret mob. They believe you are stirring up too many spirits from the past – they say we have come too far to fight the battles of the past.’ Neesham also stood and faced her. ‘They see the young listening to you and rejecting the elders’ proposals for reconciliation and building respect through dialogue and negotiation.’

‘Gee, hasn’t that worked well for the first three hundred years.’

‘We now have the Congress, which is arbitrating well, and our needs are being acknowledged by the government. We influence laws affecting us and elders are treated with the respect they deserve before the commonwealth parliament.’

‘You don’t think they treat the elders’ days in the parliament as anything but tokenism, do you? They sit with the senate for a few days? So, what? They meet with us, we have members sitting in the parliament, so what? It hasn’t solved a damn thing.’

‘It’s been an important step to recognition – it’s what we agreed to do when we were proclaimed acknowledgment in the constitution.’

Miller stepped away, shaking her head.

‘We are close to getting a treaty signed.’

‘Then what?’ Miller snorted, turning back to glare at Neesham, arms crossed. ‘All our troubles will be over?’

‘This idea of a homeland may have merit, but it will never be sanctioned by the government.’

‘Of course, it will never be approved by the government – they would lose credibility and respect if they did,’ Miller barked. ‘We have to take it from them.’ A bird screeched, others fluttered away at the sound of her voice.

‘We’ll get it. It just needs time.’ Neesham tried appeasing her.

‘Talk, talk, fucking talk – that’s all you ever do.’ Miller wished he would leave.

Neesham was cautious, ‘Nellie, they know you are asking around about weapons.’

She dropped her head shaking it then squinted out to the beach again.

‘They want me to satisfy myself you’re not dangerous.’

‘Dangerous?’ Miller shook her head and brushed a tear from her cheek. ‘Was Mandela dangerous? Was Gandhi dangerous? Was Pancho fucking Villa dangerous?’

‘Just assure me you are not planning anything crazy.’

‘Why don’t you go back to your cosy nest of thieves and continue to get fat and lazy while your brothers and sisters remain forgotten by you and your mates. Our people are struggling, and you lot do nothing but appease.’

‘I work hard for them.’

‘You know that’s crap.’ Miller turned and ripped her sarong away, tossing it on the lounge. ‘You have done nothing, and our culture continues to be the loser. Now, fuck off.’ She skipped from the verandah, heading for the beach.

***
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A few hours later, as night darkened the waters, a fishing boat puttered into the cove. Miller, waiting on the beach, flashed her torch a couple of times and the vessel changed direction, navigating toward her. As it neared the shore an athletic man jumped off the bow with rope in hand, heading for the shore, searching for a solid mooring. The skipper shut down the engine and waddled from the wheelhouse to the bow.

‘Ahoy there,’ he growled.

‘Are you from Moresby?’ Miller stood at the water’s edge.

‘Where else would I be from, lady? I’ve got a load for you – where do you want it?’

‘On the beach is fine.’

‘Try not to leave it out too long; the salt and sand won’t do the mechanisms any good.’

‘I’m leaving first thing, it’ll be okay.’

‘Do you have me money?’

‘Come ashore and we can settle up.’

‘Not that I don’t trust you, lady, but I’d prefer you come aboard.’

The young man had waded back to the boat and was passed a large grey plastic chest, which he hoisted onto his shoulder, striding back to shore, dumping it near the tree line. He returned and lifted Miller onto the boat as if she weighed no more than a child.

‘Strong boy. Where did you get him?’

‘He’s from the mountains. He got sick of eating his neighbours, so he came to work with me,’ laughed the skipper. ‘Now he’s a vegetarian. Go figure.’

‘Yes, yes – very funny,’ Miller dismissed him. ‘I have your money; I suppose you want to count it.’ She tossed a plastic-wrapped wad of notes to him.

‘Lady, if it’s not all there then I’ll be back for it, and you.’ The skipper snatched at the wad and waved her to sit as he walked back to the wheelhouse, tugging a bottle of dark rum and two glasses from a shelf. ‘Fancy a drink, love?’ He filled the glasses and offered one to Miller. Not a shot, but a half glass. ‘Here’s to international business.’

The skipper held out his glass and Miller clinked hers before following the skipper’s lead, swallowing the load. She coughed as it burned, but it felt good. The old man poured another.

‘If I need you again, I’ll be in touch,’ Miller said, tossing back the glass before slipping over the side.

‘You don’t want to stay for a bit of fun? Maybe a quickie?’ The skipper squeezed the front of his trousers, a scheming grin on his grimy face. ‘You look as if you could do with one, and it’s been a while . . .’

‘I don’t screw dirty, old white, fat bastards, but thanks anyway.’

The skipper cackled as he resumed his position in the wheelhouse, restarting the engine. Miller loosened the mooring and the trawler headed out to sea as the deck hand hauled in the rope. She didn’t bother waving and turned to the chest, dragging it up the beach to the hut, where she unfastened the clips, lifting the lid.

The greasy smell of stiff waxed paper thrilled her as she tugged apart the wrapping. Her first discovery was a body armour unit, which she dragged from the chest, tossing it onto the lid, eager to get to the foam-encased lethal weapons below. She hauled a handgun from its mould, toyed with it gingerly, then gripped it in a firing position before placing it on the body armour. Next, she dragged the entire foam casting from the chest, placing it beside her pulling aside more greased paper, revealing an encased M4 carbine, the preferred weapon of most military special forces. It was lighter than an M16 and she had no trouble pulling it from the chest.

Miller stood and held the weapon up to see it better in the fading light. She chuckled as she put it aside and dug deeper into the chest. There she found 240 rounds of green tipped bullets, two 30 round magazines, eight M61 hand grenades, twelve blocks of Semtex plastic explosives and three remote detonators.

Miller stood and admired her cache then did a little animated dance on the spot.

‘Let the revolution begin.’
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CHAPTER 2 
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The Umbakarta people had never given up their demand for the recognition of their traditional rights and resisted every attempt to include them in the project; it wasn’t about money and ignored the government’s requests to kow-tow. No offers of money, entreaties or special programs could switch the thinking of the elders. When the United Aboriginal Congress directed them to acquiesce under threat of disqualification and banishment from the Karrakatta, even this heavy-handed approach did not convince the traditional owners to conform.

They wanted their Country protected.

Then a week before the scheduled start of site works the group disappeared. No one was able to explain what happened – they just disappeared. The Congress continued to be perplexed by the government’s lack of action and failure to investigate the disappearance of fourteen people. There were theories, rumours and conjectures, but no substantial evidence other than Nellie Millergoorra’s claim of a massacre, with her leg wound the solitary evidence of the lethal gunfire used to rid the site of whining natives.

The campaign to stop the mine was abandoned and with the Karrakatta acting as trustees for the traditional owners, approving the mine in return for a substantial annual contribution toward its operating costs. The mine went into full production two years after construction commenced, and the economic yield improved as the mine began producing quality gems; Koning Mining’s share price improved with every new batch of quality stones released to the market.

The second shift of the day was due to start when Miller pulled her Colorado into a gap on a hill overlooking the mine. She had left the access road a few kilometres back and brought her arsenal as close as she dared. The sun was blazing low in the sky causing a bead of sweat to trickle to the small of her back; the heat would dissipate as darkness swept across the land. Miller estimated she had forty-five minutes of daylight left to reconnoitre the area.

She hopped from the cab and sat on the metal bull bar to scout the site with military binoculars, identifying points of access and security checks. The workers’ accommodation was sited by the East Alligator river some kilometre from the mine’s underground cage portal. Staff in offices positioned closer to the site were finishing up for the day and strolling back to their hub. Vehicles were scattered throughout the site and she couldn’t see any sign of the 120 listed miners.

Her plan was simple enough – blow the crap out of it.

Years earlier Miller travelled to Papua New Guinea for training at a mining school in the highlands, which didn’t ask too many questions. Now she was ready for the retribution she needed to cleanse her soul. She felt little empathy for the workers who might be injured by her impending attack – her family hadn’t had a say in their demise either. 

Once the sun was gone she organised and prepared her equipment, beginning with the explosives. She stowed the three devices into a knapsack, checked her carbine and armed the handguns.

She was ready, and in six hours she would go to war.

***
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The dull soft shrill of her wrist timer snapped her up, scanning for unfamiliar shapes outside the vehicle. Satisfied, she stretched and forced a yawn before stepping from the cab. The air sent a shake through her as she dressed in a black drill shirt followed by the armour vest and webbing. Next, the holsters from the back of the truck, clipping the belt before checking the handguns, loading a round into each breech, snapping on safety and securing them in each holster. She then slung her pack of explosives and other equipment onto her back, checked her carbine, loading the breech before heading off over the ridge. She had an hour before the second ten-hour shift ended, allowing a four-hour window of opportunity before the scheduled start of day shift.

The sky was cloudless with the half-moon brightening the terrain. Avoiding movement across the horizon Miller crawled, edged and clambered down the hill toward the mine. As she reached the clear graded site the cranking mechanical noise of the elevator engaging startled her. She ducked for refuge behind a mound of soil and before too long voices were heard and she counted off heads as they began their stroll back to the accommodation hub. The elevator returned for another three trips and she watched, counting the miners as they placed their tags onto the shift board confirming they had ended their shift and were out of the mine.

Thirty minutes after the last miner logged off, the floodlights and the ventilation compressor switched off and the mine fell silent. Miller waited another thirty minutes before stalking to the elevator shaft. She slid open the railing and stepped into the cage, prodding the down arrow; the machine engaged. It was the longest two minutes she could remember before the cage bumped to a stop. She pushed at the railing, opened the cage and stepped out into total darkness, her breathing rapid and sweat now dampening her fatigues.

Miller tugged out a LED head torch from her webbing, settling it on her head, switching on the power. The beam was bright, lighting up the tunnel, casting dramatic shadows against the walls. She knew from her training what she needed to do and loped off to secure the charges. Her first, the farthest from the mine entrance, a hundred metres along the tunnel. As she counted off her paces she squeezed past equipment and warm machinery. The air was thin and mixed with gaseous smells. She struggled for breath by the time she reached her designated point of detonation. Dropping the knapsack from her back, Miller dragged out the first charge and pressed it against a ragged edge of the tunnel, setting the detonator to activate in sixty minutes. She checked her watch and scooted back fifty metres to lay the next charge.

Miller surveyed the area noticing a transporter ten metres further along the tunnel. She clambered onto it, reaching up toward the roof. She was just too short so dropped back to the floor searching for something she could stand on. A wooden truss was leaning against the machine and she figured she could use it to push the charge onto the ceiling. It would be difficult, but the explosion would be more effective if the second charge was attached to the roof of the tunnel.

She scrambled back on top of the transporter and stood on the highest point before setting the detonator for forty minutes. She balanced the charge on the truss and raised it to the roof, prodding the malleable plastic explosives into the rock. Once it took hold she patted the truss into the bomb to make sure it would stay in place. Satisfied, she dropped to the ground and trotted off to the cage where she would place the last charge. She had twenty minutes to get to safe ground before her fireworks kicked off.

The damage to the mine would be disastrous, but she knew Koning would be back to recover the mine and recommence production. They would not give up, but she needed to send a message and enjoy her retribution.

***
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Security at a mine site relied upon its remote location and the risk factors associated with production. Australia had a secure economy, was free from insurgencies, unlike Africa and South America. Apart from the weird environmentalists who chained themselves to machinery or climbed trees, there was little to concern companies extracting minerals. Diamonds and gold were a different matter. Security teams were often engaged to protect workers from anyone with criminal ambitions.

Koning Mining, a South African company, shipped in their own security – former special services personnel – to provide a safe worksite and protect the company’s assets.

Conan Messaris was fading in and out of sleep when he caught the faint sound of the cage machinery being activated. He strained to listen, tossing a pillow to his colleague, Terry McGuiness, snoring on the other side of the room.

Messaris stumbled out of bed, turning off the air-conditioning unit as McGuiness struggled up to an elbow, grumbling. ‘What’s going on?’

‘I can hear a machine.’ Conan stepped out into the night to listen and establish if there was movement amongst the sheds. ‘Get dressed and let’s explore the hub. We’d better arm up.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Hurriedly dressing in fatigues, they went to a more solid structure at the back of their quarters, heaving open a heavy door, unlocking a cage and stepping into an armoury. They stripped chains from a rack of M16s and tugged two from the housing, before clipping a magazine into each weapon, stashing two more in their clothing. They each grabbed a nine millimetre from the cabinet, buckling the holster, before locking up and walking off toward the site supervisor’s room.

‘Do we need to wake him, Commander?’

‘Why should we have all the fun?’ smiled Messaris. ‘Besides, he may have early starters in the mine.’ He thumped on the door as he shoved it open, turning on the light, startling the sleeping manager.

‘Have you anyone in the mine this morning?’ Messaris demanded.

‘What?’ The manager struggled to understand the intrusion as he grabbed for his glasses. ‘What the hell do you want?’

‘I said, do you have anyone scheduled in the mine this morning?’

‘No, now nick off.’ The manager tossed his glasses away and thumped back into the pillow, tugging the sheet over his head.

Messaris retreated, leaving the light on and door open. ‘Let’s go check the tags; someone may have wanted an early start.’

The two men stalked along the service road to the mine, checking for signs of movement and listening for uncharacteristic noise like restless animals. As they reached the mine clearing they slowed to listen and scan for movement. When they considered it safe, they crept to the entrance. They identified no absent name tags on the board and could hear nothing, but the cage was missing in the portal.

‘You think someone might be down there, Commander?’

‘Must be.’ Messaris cocked his weapon. ‘Why else would the cage be down below? Let’s wait to see who comes up.’

‘How many do you reckon?’

‘Your guess is as good as mine. There could be one, or there could be thirty,’ Messaris said, walking over to the gate and checking through the wire into the shaft below, seeing nothing. ‘What are they doing is my question.’

‘Taking produce?’ McGuiness suggested.

‘If they are, then we had better check the grading shed.’ Messaris stepped off with the M16 resting on his hip. ‘Give me a whistle if they start coming up.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Messaris headed for the grading works, careful not to startle any unexpected visitors. As he neared the building he dropped his weapon into a fire-ready position, creeping forward. He was confident there was no one about – the lights were off and there were no flashing torch beams, but he checked the doors and windows anyway, confirming no forced entry. They were all in the mine, whoever they were.

As he returned to the portal, the cage engaged, pushing the two men back a safe distance into the darkness. They sidled away from each other providing a wider firing perimeter.

***
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Miller now had fifteen minutes to clear the site. The charges were set to fire with ten-second delays for maximum impact on the tunnel structure, collapsing walls and weakening the roof. She reckoned if she hurried she could be back at her truck before the chaos after the first charge exploded and back on the road within the hour.

She tossed her knapsack aside, discarded her light harness and entered the cage, shoving the button to start the two-minute ascent. She cocked her weapon and flicked the safety off her handguns.

As she began clearing the shaft she checked her watch; she had ten minutes.

‘Hold it right there.’

The call chilled her as she unfastened the cage gripping her carbine. She couldn’t see anything and didn’t know who, or how many were waiting for her.

‘Are you the only one?’ The accent was South African. ‘Is there anyone else in the mine?’

Miller raised her carbine pointing it out into the darkness.

‘I suggest you lay that thing down and join it on the ground.’

Miller didn’t move, her finger tensing against the trigger. She breathed deeply, readying herself for battle. ‘What do you want?’

‘I want you to drop your weapon and lie on the ground face down.’

‘Or?’

‘Or, I drop you where you stand.’

‘My friends will be up soon; you can talk to them.’

‘Bit hard when the cage is still here, arsehole.’ A second voice barked to Miller’s right, near the dirt mound.

‘Drop your weapon before the count of three,’ Messaris demanded, watching her. ‘One!’

Miller aroused a favourite movie trope – fire before the end of the count.

‘Two.’

She had a rough idea where they were and didn’t care about the outcome. Either way, there was just minutes before the explosion.

‘All right! You win!’ She yelled in a conciliatory tone, hopeful of disarming them for just a moment. Her finger tightened, engaging the carbine in rapid fire toward the voice before switching to the aggressive voice by the mound. As she blasted away she scurried toward the mound. The response was immediate and noise severe as the fizz of M16 rounds zipped passed her. She hit the dirt behind the mound, scrambling to the top to peer over, directing her fire at the source of the tracer rounds until the magazine emptied. She hauled a 9 mm from a side holster and plucked a grenade from her belt, tugged the pin and tossed it toward the men, then emptied the pistol’s clip. The shooters dashed for protective cover.

The delay in engagement allowed her time to reload her carbine and she appeared above the mound then emptied the magazine across the clearing before heading into the scrub behind her, running up the hill until she reached the shelter of a rocky outcrop she’d identified earlier. She collapsed behind it, listened, then checked her watch. Two minutes. She reloaded her carbine with her last magazine and listened as the M16s cracked below with the fizz of rounds spraying the area about her. They didn’t know where she was, so she waited.

The first blast was a rumble beneath the ground, like a distant rolling thunder. The second shook the ground like a deep earthquake and the third sent an angry roiling ball of fire and black smoke spewing high into the sky from the shaft. Miller grinned as she watched the fireball then detected the men running from the portal toward a four-wheel-drive truck. She needed to get the hell out of there.

As she reached the truck she stayed close to the ground and checked for movement. Detecting none she dumped her equipment into the back and jumped into the cab, tossing a handgun on the seat beside her. Her plan was to drive across country and reach the service track a kilometre or two before the bitumen road. She would then drive to Jabiru, refuel and head to Darwin. She engaged the ignition and it turned but didn’t fire the engine. Her breathing quickened as she pumped the accelerator and tried again; this time the engine staggered into motion. She hit the accelerator again and the engine almost stalled before kicking into high revs. She cranked the truck into gear and sped off across country, putting distance between herself and Koning mine, between herself and Country.

She bounced and crashed across rough scrub, a cloud of dust following her. She hoped she could outrun her hunters by reaching the bitumen before daylight and then a three-hour run to Darwin. Within an hour she’d hit the mine’s service track with the bitumen, not much further ahead, would make the going easier. As she changed the truck into two-wheel drive mode and planted the accelerator she began thinking about a celebration with friends in Darwin. She smiled at the thought now recognising that if her people were to win concessions from government it would take more than talk.

‘That’ll will show them.’ A satisfied smile creased her as face she barrelled along the track.

Rounding a cutting, she could see lights from a vehicle up ahead, and at the next bend a heavy four-wheel-drive truck blocked the track. She braked, sliding to a stop, raising a thick cloud of dust around both vehicles.

As the dust settled, Miller scanned about, considering an escape route, but she was blocked by unforgiving terrain, so escape was not an option. Two figures stood behind the vehicle with weapons pointed in her direction. She considered her choices. Her weapons were in back and the 9 mm beside her was not up to the job.

‘Get out of the truck with your hands up,’ a darkened figure called.

Miller didn’t respond.

‘Get out of the truck, now!’

Checking for her handgun, she thought again about grabbing the 9 mm and rushing to confront them, in all likelihood with dire consequences, deciding against it. She didn’t know who was calling her out of the cabin – it might even be Territory rangers. She opened the door and dropped out into what remained of the dust cloud and walked to the front of her truck, hands on her head, waiting for further instructions.

‘What the hell did you think you were doing?’ a gruff South African voice demanded.

Two silhouettes came before the lights of the four-wheel-drive, prowling closer. She still could not identify them, but heard the sound of a cocking handgun.

‘I’m not armed.’

‘So what?’

Miller heard the loud bam and felt the thud in her chest lift her and slam her back onto the bull bar. She was unconscious before she hit the dirt.
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