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Part 1

 


1

 

Month 1

AN IDEA

 

Andrew Engels’ body was shaking violently as he fumbled for the car keys. The consequences of his decision to resign from the job he had held for the last seven years had just hit him like a Mike Tyson punch in the chest. It had been so different the day before. He had been strolling around, dishing out handshakes and farewell-hugs to his colleagues. Without exception they had all wished him the best. Said he would never regret his decision. In fact, they all secretly wished they had been able to do the same. But, of course, they had mortgages, they had kids, they had bills to pay and commitments to keep.

Excuses, Andrew had thought. That’s what they had - excuses. 

So he had paraded around the office floor on that glorious day, basking in the glow of his courageous decision.

He was finished with excuses.

Finished.

Avensis Accounting had seemed like a sensible and safe place to start a career after completing a Master in Finance at Griffith University. His original intention had been to stay for a year, max a year and a half. He would acquire some relevant work experience before he moved on to something bigger and better – something more suited to his abilities and aspirations. That short year had turned into seven long ones. Incredible how quickly time flies, even when you don’t have any fun, he had thought as he gave Janine from the reception a hug. She had held on just a bit too long. He had sensed the tension in the air, the tension in her body. In fact, he had been almost certain that he could have had her there and then if he had wanted. Just there, in the middle of the floor, right in front of all the other staff. So ridiculously great had the admiration for Andrew Engels been on that fabulous last day of work.

He had been the fearless.

The one they all looked up to.

The one who had managed to break out of the rat race.

Then suddenly his moment in the sun had been over. One of the partners had entered the lunch room and told everyone to pack away their toys and get back to work. Andrew’s colleagues had obediently jumped to their feet, and then slowly made their way back to their desks, sulky faces and all. Janine hadn’t even turned around to steal a glimpse of Andrew as she left. She wasn’t interested anymore. The thrill was gone. She was back in the usual trot. Reality had hit home. The week wasn’t over yet. She was probably already looking forward to the early Friday knock-off, to a weekend-bottle of Shiraz to numb the feeling of being unappreciated at work.

With a trembling hand, Andrew again attempted to find the ignition. Reality had just hit him too. Why had he done it? Why had he quit a perfectly good job without having any plan, without having any safety net? He couldn’t come up with any good reason. It was as if someone else had made the decision for him; a crazy person, a person who didn’t think about consequences.

Could he return and ask for his job back? Beg for his job back? Was that a possibility? No. Definitively not. He had burnt the bridges in his farewell speech, scorched them, carpet-bombed them with napalm. 

He hadn’t been rude. Just honest. When he had started his career in Avensis, it had been a small accounting firm with a friendly work environment. Everybody worked hard, especially coming up to the end of financial year and other accounting deadlines. But they always had fun. After the merger with the established accounting firm Dinamo, everything had changed though. Andrew wasn’t sure whether the changes had been caused by the different culture in the new company, or if it was a natural progression of the company now being bigger and more professional. The fact that the financial state of the Gold Coast was, well to put it in one word: fucked, didn’t help of course. Business was harder, and productivity had to be increased.

The partners had implemented a new standard in micromanagement to solve the problem. You were measured on everything you did. How many minutes you used on a client conversation. How many clients you met with each day. How many phone calls you made. He reckoned it would only be a matter of time before they started timing the accountants’ toilet visits. Couldn’t bloody well invoice anyone when you were on the crapper, could you?

Nevertheless, he shouldn’t have said what he said in his farewell speech. It was normal etiquette to never say what you really meant when you left a job. It didn’t matter how much you hated your job, or your colleagues. You always parted on good terms. But what was done was done. He couldn’t retract his comment about the greedy partners who would never be satisfied. They had after all been the reason he had stayed for as long as seven years; their continuous promises of promotion to partner status. He just had to work a little bit harder, increase his fees slightly, take some more education.

Education my ass. Andrew had so many titles that he could hardly fit the phone number on his business card. He was the white Indian in the company, overqualified and underpaid. But he had finally had enough. The cup wasn’t just full. It was overflowing. Of anger, hate and pain. He felt that the company had robbed him of all those years. What did he have to show after seven years in Avensis Accounting? A cheap Mazda 3, and a mortgage that exceeded the value of his apartment. He had of course bought when the market peaked in 2007. He had missed out on that boom too, fucking desert-generation.

Andrew wiped a tear away from his cheek. This wasn’t how he had envisioned his first week without a job. He had just seconds earlier hung up after having spoken to Janine. Andrew couldn’t understand why there was so little money in his account. Janine had conveyed the bad news; as he had resigned just shy of being employed for a full seven years he wouldn’t be paid the six weeks of long service leave he had accrued. If he had waited two months to resign, the story would have been different. Andrew swore. He was dependent on that money. He had counted on that money. He hadn’t saved up a big pile of money for a rainy day. All those years he had slaved away to attain the “impressive” title of Senior Account Manager at Avensis Accounting had been a waste. He had lived from hand to mouth for years. From fortnight to fortnight. Paycheck to paycheck. Every time he thought he was about to get a little bit on top of things, something unexpected had happened. His car had broken down, he had been required to take a new course, or a family member had died. His miniscule raises had been eaten up by the surge in power bills and living costs. Truth be told, Andrew had enough money to keep going for three weeks. Then it was over.

What in hell was he supposed to do now? He couldn’t admit defeat and go on the dole. He wouldn’t. With the full force of his hands he rammed the steering wheel. As the horn let out a beep, Andrew let out a scream. He wished he could curl up and hide. Just disappear without anyone noticing. Move somewhere else, where no one knew him.

Start over.

A fresh new start.

Life was of course not that simple. Nothing was simple.

He wiped away his tears and started the engine. A yellow light appeared on the fuel gauge.

As he drove down Scottsdale Drive he thought back on why he had quit his job. He shook his head in disbelief of his own naivety. He had been a participant at a tax seminar at the new Hilton Hotel in Surfers Paradise four weeks earlier. After having been sitting on his ass for three hours, he had finally had enough and decided to go for a walk around the hotel. He had needed to clear his head and rest his eyes. Near one of the coffee stations, he had found something to rest them on; a beautiful brunette, balancing on high heels and chatting on her fancy smartphone, all while elegantly sipping to a glass of champagne. Multitasking in action, he had thought. The brunette’s high heels and long legs made the young teenager in a hoodie standing next to her look like a hobbit. Andrew made his move and approached the coffee station. As he poured himself a cup, the beautiful woman wandered off in the direction of the elevators. It was just as well. Andrew hadn’t planned to talk to her anyway. Just to stand as close as possible. Hoping she would approach him.

“What’s happening here?” he asked the pimply teenager with the hoodie instead, pointing at the nearest conference room.

“It’s the new economy,” the teenager answered, his braces brown from the cake he was eating.

“Say what?”

“It’s bus-pres day. It’s like a free mic day. If you’ve got a business idea, or need money to grow your business, you can present it here today. If the suits like it, they may invest. If they don’t like it, well, it’s probably not a good idea.” The hobbit giggled of his own joke as he wandered back into the conference room, one of his untied shoelaces dragging behind him like a tail.

Andrew shook his head. The new economy. What a load of bullshit. Who the hell would want to invest in a company led by a pimply teenager with braces? All these idiots. From time to time a new fad seemed to pop up out of nowhere. And without exception people started to say that regular business rules had ceased to apply. The new companies didn’t need to make money. If they acquired enough customers, or users as they preferred to call them, then they could always find ways to monetize those users later. Idiots. Andrew Engels had worked for seven years in accounting. He had been studying business for another five. And there was one thing that was as certain as death, taxes and reporting deadlines. If you didn’t make money – you didn’t survive in the long run. Cash flow and profits, they were the only things that mattered. Andrew Engels stuck his head into the conference room. There were a lot of empty seats. Casually he wandered in and sat down on one of the chairs in the back. Nobody attempted to stop him.

What he witnessed the next half an hour changed him as a person. It changed everything. It opened his eyes. He felt like one of those guys who had accidentally stumbled into a church, or some other religious place, and walked out with a purpose in his life.

Immediately after the conference had finished, he drove back to his office and handed in his resignation.

Now, sitting in his car, tears streaming down his cheeks, he realised that he hadn’t thought that decision through. He, he who had always been so sensible, so rational and logical, he who had always waited so long to make decisions that all his girlfriends had ended up making them for him.

Now he had made a decision he couldn’t undo.

He had screwed up his life.
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The editorial office of The Gold Coast Times was buzzing. One of the journalists had overheard a rumour that the mayor, Eddie Molan, had an interest in the investor group that had just put forward a proposal to invest four billion dollars in a new cruise ship terminal and two new casinos south of Surfers Paradise. Everyone in the room agreed that something had to be done to attract more tourists to the Gold Coast. The high Aussie dollar, and cheap airfares to Asia, had put the tourist industry in a squeeze.

Vesna Connor coughed “It’s not a question about choosing sides. Every single one in this room knows that something has to be done to get the Gold Coast out of this rut it’s stuck in. For the last ten years I’ve lived in Burleigh Heads. My morning ritual has always been the same. Every single morning I go for a walk at the beach, from Burleigh Heads to Miami, and back. On this short stretch of sand I used to see hundreds of utes, and hundreds of locals on surfboards. In fact, this has always been the lifestyle of the typical Gold Coast tradie; to catch a few waves before the workday begins. When I walked this route yesterday I barely counted ten people out in the water. And that was under ideal conditions. Does anyone here know why there were so few surfers out there?” she asked.

Nobody answered. The room was silent.

“Because they are all stuck in traffic on the M1. They are all on the motorway, heading to their jobs in Ipswich, Brisbane and the sunny coast,” she answered rhetorically. “They don’t have time to go for a surf when they’ve got to jump in the car at four thirty in the morning, just so they can make it to where the jobs are before the day starts. This is the reality of the Gold Coast at the moment. Nothing is happening. There are fewer building cranes on the Surfers Paradise skyline than there were during the recession in the early 1990s. Nobody is building anything – and nobody is buying anything. It is therefore I believe we have a responsibility, a responsibility to create some positivity. To pull people out of this cloud of doom and gloom they are living under. But we can’t afford to take any shortcuts, we can’t afford to present anything one-sided. I want an unbiased presentation of this Tugun project. It doesn’t matter that we really need it. I don’t care that we all have seen our house prices drop over the last few years. You are journalists, and you have a professional duty to present all sides of the cases we cover. That is why we will investigate the rumours that our mayor has an economic interest in this latest proposal for a cruise ship terminal. We will give the tree-huggers and every other minority interest a voice, but we will let our audience make their own decision. We only present the facts. Am I making myself clear?”

The small team, consisting of five business journalists, nodded. It was quite obvious that they weren’t overly excited about being taken to task by the young editor. Who did she think she was? Hardly dry behind the ears. Twenty-five years old and devoid of any real journalistic background. Barging into the morning meeting on her first day in office, talking to them like they were children.

It was a bad start.

That much was certain.

Vesna Connor was an anomaly in the Gold Coast Times. The most read paper of the Gold Coast was mostly staffed by journalists in their late forties and early fifties. They had grown up with papers made out of paper, and were now with horror witnessing that new forces in the newspaper wanted less and less substance in the articles. It was the digital version that was the future. The paper paper suffered from declining subscribers and ad-revenue, and there was no cure. The circulation of the traditional paper would continue to whittle away as the younger generation, who had never paid for news and never ever would pay for news, gradually took over. And that was how Vesna Connor had entered the picture. Headhunted from an IT company, without any journalistic experience other than having written a below average popular blog about fashion and shoes when she was at university. Recommended by one of the major owners of the paper, she had been thrown into the position as editor and handed the responsibility of leading the paper into the digital century.

Scott Davis coughed. The old crime reporter knew he was on the list of people who were on their way out the door. Thirty-five years of service. It would be too expensive to give him a redundancy package. He wasn’t stupid. Of course he knew why he had recently been shifted to the business desk of the paper. Nothing happened on the coast. The business desk would be the next to face the chopping block after the political desk had been reduced by a third five months ago. Scott was already halfway into his Performance Management Plan. Weekly meetings where he had to outline what he was doing to improve the standard of his work. It was a joke. It wasn’t about improving the standard of his work. It was about shortening it. Apparently he was writing too lengthy articles. Too many words. Too many difficult words. He needed to learn how to express himself in fewer words, in more accessible language. Come up with catchy headlines that caught the attention of readers with the attention span of goldfish. Couldn’t they just change the name of the paper to Twitter? Everything he submitted that was more than 140 words was rejected anyway.

Vesna asked whether anyone had questions. No one had any. She declared her first morning meeting over, dismissed the journalists, and walked directly into her office and shut the door. Then she had a panic attack.

“They hate me,” she cried on the phone to her brother. “They all hate me.”

“Pull yourself together,” her brother said. “They don’t hate you. They don’t know you. They are just afraid of what you represent. Change. New blood. Progress. That’s what they are afraid of. They are not idiots, you know. They realise why you’re there. That the world has changed, that they need to change with it, or die.”

“I don’t think I can work in a place where everybody hates me again. I don’t want to do this,” Vesna cried.

“You’ve chosen to become a leader, Vesna. That’s not easy. You’ll have to make some tough decisions over the next twelve months. It will become easier. But it will take time. The only thing you need to know is that I support you whatever you decide to do, Vesna. But do me a favour: Don’t give up so easily. Give it a few weeks. Make your mark on the organisation, and do it quickly. If you wait too long, you won’t succeed. Call me again in a few months. If you still feel the same, we can discuss it. But don’t give up. Remember, you are a Connor.” Then he hung up.

Vesna Connor stared out the window. She missed a good girl friend. Someone she could talk to, someone she could share her worries and insecurities with. It was nice to a have a close relationship with her brother, but there was something missing. She always felt that he was judging her when they spoke together; that even though he never actually expressed it with words, he was disappointed. Vesna’s perfect brother; partner at Morgan Stanley Investment Bank’s Sydney office at the age of twenty-nine. He made more money per week than Vesna did in a year. How could she ever compete with that?

She opened the Excel spreadsheet. It was an overview of who were deemed to be ‘not essential’ for the organisation. Don’t hesitate, her brother had said. Move quickly. She might as well have presented the list at the morning meeting, her first official day in her new job. But she had decided to hold off for a few weeks. Let it seem like she had put some thoughts into it. That cutting the staff by twenty percent was a decision she didn’t make lightly.

She decided to focus on something positive. What could create positivity on the Gold Coast without jeopardising the paper’s integrity? What was booming? She reviewed the business articles for the last twelve months. It was mostly headlines about companies in receivership and properties in bank foreclosures. There was really no positive news. She flipped through the various articles so quickly that her eyes struggled to focus. Suddenly she stopped. She moved the scrollbar up two pages. Something had caught her eye.

‘App millionaires on the Gold Coast – the new economy.’ The article read.

The article was authored by Scott Davis. One of the reporters she had included in her Excel spreadsheet for early retirement. Human Resources had, however, advised her to exclude him. He had been on a Performance Management Plan continuously for the last twelve months. There should most likely be ample opportunities to get rid of him without handing him any money.

Vesna read the article with interest. Even though the Gold Coast in general had broadband speeds comparable to Albania, and investors avoided the coast like a plague, a small technology community seemed to have grown out of the local universities. It had spawned several successful companies, some of them even able to compete in the international arena. The last company out of the blocks had been founded by three Bond University students. They had developed a new smartphone app, a math game of all things. It had proven quite successful in Asia, and the three students had recently dropped out of their studies to pursue the development of the app full-time. Vesna raised her gaze from the screen. This was exactly what the Gold Coast needed. Success stories. She located Scott Davis’ number from the intranet directory, and picked up her phone.
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The blank computer screen stared at Andrew. He sat in his office chair staring back. Neither of them blinked. But when the screensaver turned on, Andrew realised it was time to do something.

He had been so bedazzled by the presentation he had witnessed at the Hilton hotel four weeks earlier; the hooded teenager who, cocky and arrogant, had explained to the audience how he had developed an iPhone application that transformed your mobile phone into a flashlight. There were hundreds of competitors, but users had taken a liking to the minimalistic user interface the teenager had created, and in less than a month, without any marketing whatsoever, the free application had been downloaded forty-three thousand times. 

Forty-three thousand times.

It was amazing.

The pro version cost ninety-nine cents, and the teenager received seventy percent of the gross revenue. Unfortunately, very few seemed to be willing to shell out a dollar to buy the pro version, but the teenager envisioned a huge potential if he could translate the free version into other languages. Andrew was dumbfounded. The teenager wasn’t even a programmer. He told the audience that he had taught himself app-programming over the last twelve months by downloading free lectures from the Khan Academy. The flashlight application had been developed in less than a month; he had done it late at night, in between his afternoon shift at McDonald’s and school.

Andrew Engels felt he had witnessed something truly remarkable when the teenager, still on stage, verbally accepted an investment of sixty thousand for forty-five percent of the company. Was it possible? What in hell was Andrew wasting his life trying to become partner at Avensis Accounting for? When a teenager with an IQ of ten could raise this amount of money, without having any revenue, without even having a business. He had sold four copies of the pro version, the paid version. Four copies. This was the opportunity Andrew had been waiting for.

This was the new gold rush, the new Klondike.

And he needed to seize the opportunity before it was gone.

Andrew had left the Hilton Hotel without returning to the tax conference. He had simply jumped into his car and driven straight to the office, where he had written up his resignation in less than thirty seconds. Then he had walked straight in to his boss, Gerard Cassar, and handed him the letter. Gerard Cassar hadn’t shown any feelings. “That’s a shame,” he had said. “You were the next in line to make partner. We had big plans for you, Andrew.”

Andrew didn’t believe a word Cassar said. He had heard that promise too many times before. And who cared anyway? It didn’t matter anymore. After having witnessed how easy it was to raise funds, Andrew knew he had made the correct decision.

The correct decision. How wrong he had been. It had seemed so obvious there and then. Even his mandatory four weeks of notice had seemed to fly past. Now he bitterly regretted not having spent those precious weeks of guaranteed pay to do some groundwork. Seriously. Had he believed that he could just sit down in front of a computer, brainstorm a little bit by himself, and come up with a million-dollar idea? He had been an idiot. That’s what he had been.

He didn’t even own a smartphone. Avensis Accounting had always provided their employees with Blackberry Bold models. Officially, the reason had been that they were more secure. The real reason, of course, had been that the accountants didn’t spend time fidgeting with apps and games when they had Blackberry phones, they were too crappy for that. And Andrew had never seen the need to buy his own phone when his employer provided him one for free. Now he had to cover that expense too. For the first time in his life he actually understood how many fringe benefits he had enjoyed at Avensis Accounting. And it made him even more scared. Profits and cash flow – Avensis Accounting’s mantra. Andrew had neither. He studied the phone in the palm of his hand. He hadn’t bought the iPhone he had really wanted. The gorgeous looking girl in the Virgin Mobile store had convinced him to buy a Samsung Galaxy S3 instead. iPhone is so last year, she had said. Andrew had no idea, but he was smart enough to listen to the younger generation after having witnessed what he did at the Hilton Hotel. It was quite possibly Andrew and his entire generation that was so last year.

He opened the Mozilla browser on his mobile, and searched up the phone number to the Hilton Hotel. After a bit back and forth, the Hilton Hotel provided him with the name of the firm that had organised the conference four weeks prior. It was a so-called incubator, something that supposedly meant that it invested or provided early investors in technology companies. The chosen companies didn’t only receive funding, however. As part of the package they also gained access to knowledge, expertise and the contacts the incubator could provide. Andrew keyed in the number to Y-Bator.

“You’re talking to Richard,” the other end answered.

“Hi. My name is Andrew Engels. I was wondering if it’s possible to get an appointment with one of the partners of Y-Bator.”

“I’m a partner. Convince me of why I should have a meeting with you,” the voice said.

Andrew was caught a bit off guard and there was an embarrassing moment of silence before Richard asked if he was still there.

“I honestly don’t know,” Andrew answered. “I accidentally walked past a conference at the Hilton Hotel a few weeks back. I was so motivated that I quit my job the same day. Now I just want to learn more about what you guys do. I believe half an hour with you could make a huge difference in my life,” he finished.

“Wow. That’s probably the worst sales pitch I’ve ever heard. Not one single word about ‘what’s in it for me.’ It was all about you.” The voice on the other line laughed. “But it was also refreshingly honest, and devoid of the usual BS people feed me, so I accept your offer. You can take me out for lunch tomorrow. Meet me at the Courthouse Hotel at one. Let’s see if I can help you.”

Andrew said thank you and rang off. He was relieved. He had managed to get an appointment with one of the partners of Y-Bator. He could get invaluable knowledge in that meeting if he prepared properly. But the coin also had a flipside – he had to pay for lunch, at the Courthouse Hotel. He secretly hoped that Richard wasn’t too thirsty, and that he would show some moderation, because Andrew’s bank account didn’t exactly have room for any extravagances. 

He glanced down at his mobile. At least he had time to play around a little bit with his new toy before he started planning what he wanted out of the meeting with Richard.
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Scott Davis looked like he wanted to be anywhere else than in Vesna Connor’s office. The large body wormed around in the chair. It looked like he didn’t know where to put his feet, which he occasionally crossed back and forth.

“How’s work going?” Vesna asked.

“It is how it is. Not much I can do about it,” he said.

“What do you mean?” Vesna asked. She found the answer perplexingly strange.

Scott Davis rubbed his left palm on his clean-shaven head. He was wearing a short-sleeved white shirt and a screaming red tie. The tie appeared strangely out of place, considering the rest of the outfit looked old and worn. Vesna assumed she was witnessing his work uniform. That she would probably never see him in a different outfit. He was either one of those who didn’t care how they looked, or he was one of those who refused to spend a single cent on something job-related, clothes included. Her money was on the latter alternative.

“Let’s be honest. I’ve worked for this paper for thirty-five years. You’ve been here for five minutes. You’ve called me in today because certain people here don’t like me, and want me out. So you’re going to give me the same spiel your predecessor gave me, and his predecessor before that. Improve your output, improve every aspect of your job or you’re out in six months. Let’s instead cut through the crap, Vesna. Give me a redundancy package, and you can pat yourself on the back and tell your superiors that you succeeded where your predecessors failed – you got rid of Scott Davis.”

Vesna Connor studied Scott Davis. There hadn’t been any aggressiveness behind his words. In her last job, the job that supposedly qualified her for this one, she had fired sixty percent of the staff. Without exception they had all yelled at her or broken up in tears when they had received the news. Scott Davis was way past that stage in the process. He had already given up. He was a beaten-up polar bear who had realised that the world around him had melted, and that there was nothing left for him to grab onto.

Only open sea.

“I don’t want to get rid of you, Scott,” Vesna said as she rose from her chair. She walked over to the window and peeked out. She looked straight into some trees, so she turned around on her heels and observed Scott as she leant against the shelf the previous editor had filled up with sports memorabilia.

“I’ve just read two of your articles about these new technology companies springing up on the coast. Martini – a social network for professionals, and Elantra – a virtual art museum. Well done, Scott. This is what we’ve been missing. Positive news. News that encourages people to be proud of their city. We’ve had enough of reading about Jim Raptis and other real estate developers going bust. We’ve had enough of hearing that nobody goes on holiday on the Gold Coast because of the high dollar. We need something new. The Gold Coast needs to reinvent itself. And you, Scott, you are going to help it do exactly that.”

Scott Davis hadn’t changed his expression since she started speaking. She might as well have undressed and done the hula hoop naked on the table. It wasn’t easy to get this guy enthusiastic.

“So you want me to find positive stories about new tech companies on the Gold Coast? To write that everything is bliss, even though nobody is making any money?”

“Help me out here, Scott. Media has a role to play. We can create positivity or we can create negativity. We need something positive on the Gold Coast right now. We need it badly.”

“Media’s role is to report news and facts,” Scott replied. “Report! It doesn’t matter whether the news is good or bad for this paper or not.”

“Well, if this economy doesn’t pick up soon, if people don’t start reading our news instead of watching TV and wasting time on Facebook, then soon there won’t be any advertisers left to pay your wage.”

Scott Davis studied Vesna. She seemed sincere. “I guess I can give it a shot,” he said reluctantly. “How many words am I allowed to write?”

“Write as many as you want, Scott. This segment will be our priority for the next six to twelve months. Do a proper investigative job. What did you call it in that article about Martini? The new economy. Continue to use that. It sounds good. We are going to help transform the Gold Coast into a new Silicon Valley.”

Scott Davis stared at the notepad in his hand with tired eyes. He had secretly hoped he would be offered a redundancy package in the meeting. He had been holding out for one for years. With the severance money he could have bought himself a campervan and taken that trip around Australia that he and his wife had always spoken about. Sashi. He still missed her immensely. She had deserved so much better. So much better than Scott.

But instead of driving around Australia he would now have to write about teenagers in business. He sighed. He couldn’t really stand most young people. They were so bloody naïve, so gullible. He was certain that Vesna truly believed that it was possible to create a new Silicon Valley on the Gold Coast by publishing a few positive stories. Another victim of this positive thinking philosophy that had swept over the country a few years back. Silicon Valley. He laughed again. The only silicon you would find on the Gold Coast was stuffed away in fake tits.

Them, however, them there were plenty of.
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The Courthouse Hotel in Southport, the so-called financial heart of the Gold Coast, was buzzing with professionals. In sharp contrast to the hot lunch spots for professionals in Sydney and Melbourne, where most lawyers and accountants wore dark suits and ties, the hottest spot on the Gold Coast didn’t have a single person in a full suit. Everyone was casually dressed. Men had two buttons undone, and women wore short skirts. It was just plain common sense when the temperature hovered around thirty degrees.

Andrew recognised Richard Smith from the picture on Y-Bator’s website, and walked over with his hand extended.

“Andrew Engels,” he introduced himself.

“A pleasure,” Richard Smith replied without making any attempt to get up from his chair. “Tell me about yourself, Andrew. Where do you come from and what do you want to do with your life?”

Andrew sat down, a bit perplexed. He wanted to keep the introduction short. He wasn’t there for a job interview. He only wanted to learn how he could become part of this new economy that the teenager from the Hilton so appropriately had called it.

“There’s not much to say. Born and raised on the GC. Attended St Andrews Lutheran College. Did triathlon and surfing in my younger days. Completed my Master in Finance from Griffith Uni in 2004, and started working in a local accounting firm. Quit four weeks ago, and I guess I’m now officially unemployed.”

“Let me get this right, Andrew. You’ve lived your entire life in the same city. You’ve only had one job in your entire career. You’re not exactly what I would call the definition of a risk-seeking entrepreneur. Do you even know what you’re doing?” Richard Smith asked as the waitress filled his glass. 

Andrew tried to sneak a quick look at the wine list, to gauge how much he was out of pocket, before answering. “I don’t know what happened. My entire life I’ve wanted to be crazier, but common sense has always prevailed. I’ve got no good explanation why I quit my job. It just felt right at the time. It was something I had to do.”

“What did you have to do?” Richard asked.

“I had to take a chance. For the first time in my life I understood that I wasn’t meant to be where I was.”

“So you quit your job. Without any freaking idea what you were going to do. I hope you’ve got lots of cash in the bank. Because you’re gonna need it.”

“I’ve got enough to last me a couple of weeks,” Andrew said.

Richard Smith coughed into his wineglass. “You haven’t even got a security net? What were you thinking?” he asked.

“I don’t know. It just felt right.”

“I’ll give you some advice, Andrew,” Richard said. “Take a big drink of your wineglass and swallow your pride. Move in with your parents or your girlfriend. Get a part-time job and minimize your costs. If you, by some wonder, come up with a great idea in the next year or so, then give me a call.”

Andrew stared at his wineglass. Moving in with his parents wasn’t an option. They were both dead, and he didn’t have a girlfriend, the only girl he had ever loved lived in Hong Kong. None of the things Richard had mentioned was an option. “I want to know what you look for when you invest,” Andrew said.

“I look for winners,” Richard answered, clearly implying that he didn’t view Andrew as one. “I usually say that a great team with a bad idea is preferable to a bad team with a great idea. Your first priority will have to be to find a good team. I’m sorry to break it to you, Andrew, but no one will ever invest in you. No matter how good your idea is,” he said. “The next thing I look for is a huge market. There has to be a massive market for me to be interested in your idea. If you want to start a company to have a nice work-life balance and make a decent living, then start up a gym or something. I don’t invest in lifestyle companies. I invest in companies that have the potential to become global giants and become worth bucket loads of money. The winner takes it all in this industry. And I, I invest in winners.”

“But how do you know who is going to become winners?” Andrew asked, immediately regretting the question. He sounded stupid.

“If I succeed with one out of ten investments, then I’m thrilled. This is the reality in the start-up world. Most of the companies I invest in don’t survive more than a year. If you decide to start up your own business you are going to enter a completely new world. You will forever chase money. From investors, customers – everybody. If you get stressed about not being able to pay your phone bill one week, then this life is not for you, Andrew. But if you can live with constant uncertainty, if you can cherish always being broke and work eighteen hour days seven days a week, then there is nothing more rewarding than starting your own business. I swear that I learnt more during the two first years of my first start-up, than I did my entire time in kindergarten. And I started kindergarten when I was one, Andrew.”

Andrew found it ridiculous that Richard claimed to have learnt more by starting a business than he did in the life-shaping years when he learnt to walk and talk. But he understood the point. And it made him motivated. 

The problem would be money. Andrew was genetically disposed to become stressed out when he was broke. He had been taught to always pay his bills on time, no matter how little money was left afterwards. He knew that many of these get-rich-quick prophets said you should always pay yourself first. Ensure that there was enough money to invest before you paid your bills. But that was a principle he would never be able to follow. He had to pay his bills when they were due. Otherwise he would pass out from the stress.

“So, if I return with a good team and an idea with a large market, you’ll support me?” he asked.

Richard Smith laughed. “It’s not that simple, Andrew. But OK. If you return with a great team, and a brilliant idea that has the potential to disrupt an existing industry. Then we’ll talk. And then I’ll pay for lunch,” Richard Smith said as he closed the menu. “I’ll have the lobster,” he said to the waitress. “Because there is nothing called a free lunch in this start-up world you so eagerly want to become a part of.”

Andrew looked at the menu. Richard Smith had just ordered the most expensive meal on it.
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It was a sunny afternoon at Don’s Tavern, Bond University’s local hangout. Andrew had known what to do the very second Richard Smith had said that the most important thing for any start-up was to have a great team. Andrew didn’t have many close friends. He did however have one close friend, a friend he also deeply respected, a friend he was forever in debt to: Ken Speis.

They had been friends since they both started in the same kindergarten almost thirty years ago. At one stage Andrew had even dated Ken’s sister. She had been his true love, the one that got away.

Ken and Andrew had remained friends throughout childhood, although they had been split up for a few years when they attended different high schools. After losing his mum, Ken had been adopted by his uncle and sent off to an expensive private school while Andrew had attended the local State High School. They had always kept in contact though, and they sort of shared the same backstory; they had both lost their mothers early in life.

Contrary to Andrew, who started working straight after graduating from University, Ken had just continued on. Instead of specialising, and going for a Ph.D. or something, he had just been floating around, studying a million different subjects. He was now studying medicine of all things.

Andrew sometimes struggled to understand his friend. Andrew had been raised to provide for himself, to always fend for himself, but Ken just didn’t seem to care. It helped, of course, that his family was filthy-rich, and that he had inherited a trust fund from his mum, but still, there just didn’t seem to be any plan behind Ken’s university studies. He just studied something until he got tired of it, and then he simply changed subjects.

Ken squinted through the dark Elektra sunglasses. It appeared he had a headache.

“I don’t understand how you handle it, Ken. I can hardly drink anymore. Sick for a week afterwards,” Andrew said.

Ken took a large drink from his beer. “You’re out of practice, Andrew. But you’re right. It’s getting harder and harder.”

“Harder? You look like you’ve slept under a bus. AIDS patients look healthier. What in hell were you drinking last night?”
“Absinthe.”

“Absinthe? Do they still sell that shit? I thought it was illegal.”

Ken smiled. “I can acquire most things. But enough about my drinking, what’s this exciting new business idea you’ve come up with? Don’t tell me somebody has tricked you into some multi-level marketing shit, and that I have to sit here for the next two hours listening to how I’m going to become a millionaire selling soap and phone plans.”

Andrew laughed. He had been to his share of those meetings. “Relax. This isn’t some pyramid scheme. Did you honestly think I was going to try to trick you into some shit like that? I’m offended.” Andrew smiled before continuing. “I need your skills, Ken. I want to start a company with you.”

“Start a company, with me? Why?” Ken shifted uneasily in his chair.

“Because you are a brilliant designer, Ken. I’ve got no idea why you’ve started studying medicine. We both know you’re never going to work a single day as a doctor,” Andrew said bluntly.

Ken knew Andrew was right. His best time at university had undoubtedly been the two years he studied design. He knew he had a talent for it. But then again he had a talent for many things. He could become whatever he wanted. The world lay wide open for him. The only thing he knew for sure was that he would never be working as a doctor. When he got his diploma he would find something else to study. He enjoyed university. He was in control there.

He liked being in control.

“Maybe you’re right,” Ken said. “But I’ve always wanted to address myself as doctor. And there are way too many pretty girls at med school for you to convince me to quit.” He smiled.

Andrew studied his friend. Ken always bragged about his conquests, but Andrew couldn’t really remember ever having seen him with a girl. He didn’t look bad. In fact he almost looked like a spitting image of Andrew, and they had often been mistaken for each other when they grew up. At one stage Ken had borrowed Andrew’s driver’s licence for an entire year, after he had lost his own for DUI. He had been stopped by the police a few times, but they had never suspected anything. He still used it from time to time when he didn’t want to draw any attention. He did after all come from a well-known family.

“You don’t have to give up your career as an eternal student, Ken. I only need you with me on paper. And if you have time you can help out designing the products I intend to launch. These Venture Capital vultures invest in people, and you are exactly the sort of person they will invest in.” Andrew knew what he was talking about. Even though Ken didn’t have any work experience to speak of, he was an amazingly talented web designer, and he was quite switched on. Andrew guessed he could have aced all the subjects at university if he wanted to, but he seemed to be content just floating by, just hovering above the pass grades. And who could blame him; it wasn’t like he would ever have to work for a living. And that was the second reason for choosing Ken. He came from an impressive family. When his mum died from a drug overdose when he was four, he was taken in by her wealthy brother, John, who adopted him. When John sold his chain of electronics stores in the mid-2000s, and decided to migrate to Hong Kong with his wife and biological daughter for tax reasons, Ken was the only one who stayed back at the Gold Coast. So for the last eight years Ken had been living by himself in their old mansion at Sovereign Island, the place for people with more money than taste on the Gold Coast.

“So what exactly is your product?” Ken asked.

Andrew coughed. “I haven’t really gotten that far yet. I need to put together a team first.”

“Aren’t you starting in the wrong end?” Ken asked, sporting a smug smile.

“This is the new economy, mate. Old rules don’t apply anymore,” Andrew Engels laughed.

“So what’s our next step?”

“Well, apart from needing a good business idea, we need a good programmer, someone who will look good on my PowerPoint presentation.”

“PowerPoint?” Ken repeated.

Andrew smiled. “The most important thing is to have a great team so that we can get some funding in place. We can figure out what we want to do later. Most companies end up with a totally different product than they originally planned anyway.” Andrew had paid attention to every single word Richard Smith had uttered in their lunch meeting. Richard Smith had explained how a long line of the most successful internet companies in the world had started off with totally different product ideas than what they had ended up with. The road was made when you walked, Richard had said. Andrew was in a rush. He only had enough savings to keep going for a few weeks.

The road would have to be made running.

“Yes. Someone who can provide credibility, someone with qualifications and a good CV, someone who will look good on paper.”

It appeared that Ken Speis was pondering for a moment. “I’ve got a few candidates,” he finally said.

“Are they any good?” Andrew asked.

“They are very good. I just don’t know how motivated they are,” he replied.
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The rubber ball ricocheted from the wall before landing elegantly in Scott Davis’ palm. His relaxation exercise was interrupted by the door being opened and a wax-covered head of hair poking in. It was the head and hair of his colleague Mark Moss.

“Are you using the office?” Mark asked.

Scott Davis gave him a disappointed look, like a father’s gaze when he was disappointed with his son’s achievements in life. Mark Moss apologised and was about to close the door when he seemed to change his mind. He poked his head back in. “Have you got five minutes?”
Scott didn’t really want to talk to anybody. There was a reason he used the meeting room to work. He didn’t function well in an open office where every thought he had was interrupted by a colleague’s well-intended triviality or attempt to be social. He knew there was a lot of dissatisfaction with him permanently occupying one of the meeting rooms to work; they were meant for confidential phone conversations and meetings – that was the reason they were called meeting rooms. They are not called writing rooms, his old boss had said. Well, you should have thought about that before you removed my office and placed me in a fucking call centre, he had snapped back. As usual, his boss had just shook his head and walked away. Scott waved Mark Moss back into the room. He closed the Excel spreadsheet he had open on his laptop so that Mark wouldn’t realise that he was actually organising the training schedule for the rugby team he coached.

“What can I do for you?” Scott asked.

“I heard you were on the crime desk before me?” Mark said.

“Thirty-five years. I was on the crime desk for thirty-five years,” Scott replied, slightly annoyed.

Mark Moss sat down in one of the spare seats. “I’m struggling with this case I’m working on. I was wondering if I could ask you for some advice.”

“Ask me for advice? I thought you were the new hot shit,” Scott snapped. He stared straight at Mark Moss, the kid who had only started in the Gold Coast Times less than a year ago. Twenty-five years old and almost devoid of any relevant work experience before he had been given Scott’s job a few months back.

“I heard what they did to you,” Mark said. “I don’t think it’s fair. I didn’t know that I was getting your job when they offered me a position on the crime desk.” He was fidgeting with his fingers. “You’re a legend there. Everyone knows how good you were.”

“Were?” Scott asked.

“I didn’t mean it that way,” Mark apologised. “In my opinion you are the best crime reporter in Queensland, and I don’t understand why they transferred you to the business desk. I didn’t make that decision though. I was just moved around. Just like you.”

“Ok. Let’s cut through the bullshit. What can I help you with?” Scott Davis was starting to get annoyed.

“For the last couple of days I’ve been working on this story about missing persons cases. But there is something odd about it. I think they may be connected.”

“What’s connected? What missing persons cases? People disappear from the Gold Coast every day. It’s called moving, Mark. People move from the Gold Coast to get jobs.”

“I’ve been working on this feature story for our Saturday issue. It is supposed to be a story about people going missing from the Gold Coast over the last twenty years, and where they might be now. I’ve been planning to interview parents and friends, to give the missing persons a face, to give their parents an opportunity to tell their stories.”

Scott studied the young wannabe-crime-reporter. He seemed genuine. He seemed to want to do some proper journalistic work. It was clear he hadn’t been at the paper for very long. “So, which cases do you think are linked?” Scott asked.

“Two young women have disappeared every single year since 2008. Nine young women have disappeared without a trace. And no one seems to care. No one seems to ask any questions.”

“What’s the common denominator? What connects the cases?” Scott asked.

“All the girls look exactly the same,” Mark replied.

Scott couldn’t help himself. He started to laugh. “Let me give you some advice, Mark. You’re on the Gold Coast. All the girls look the same.”

“But…” Mark started before being interrupted by Scott. “No buts. Let me guess: they were all in their early twenties. They all had light blonde hair and silicon tits. They were prostitutes or students who made a bit on the side working in strip clubs. Maybe they had invested in a suitcase with toys and gave private parties for buck nights?” Scott Davis snuffled. “What did you think you had discovered, Mark? A serial killer?” he said in a demeaning way.

“I only wanted you to have a look. Something is not right.”

Scott regretted his comment. He didn’t normally care too much about how people perceived him. But this young kid had walked into his office asking for help. And Scott had ridiculed him. It hadn’t been necessary. “Put what you’ve got in my mailbox, and I’ll have a look at it,” he said, and opened his laptop. Mark Moss uttered a thank-you, but Scott Davis didn’t care to acknowledge it. He was already busy thinking about his conundrum; the match on the twenty-fourth was too close to the State of Origin match being broadcast live on channel ten. Queensland against New South Wales. The highlight of the season. There was no way in hell he would miss that. Not for a junior rugby league match.
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Andrew and Ken had been unsuccessful in finding a third partner. Ken Speis had organised meetings with three programmers he knew from uni, but none of them was particularly interested. The market was screaming for people with programming skills, and they could all walk straight into well-paid jobs in Sydney and Melbourne.

Unfortunately they were all willing to do exactly that.

“So what do we do now?” Ken asked.

Andrew shrugged his shoulders. To be honest he hadn’t even thought that far ahead. He had always believed that their problem would be to come up with a great business idea – not people. He had been so wound up by witnessing how investors were willing to give sixty grand to that teenager at the Hilton two weeks earlier that he had thought everyone else would see what he saw: That this was the second dotcom wave. It was a window of opportunity that soon would close. Ken’s friends had been walking around on campus for the last few years though, believing they were God’s gift to worklife. They hadn’t spent the last seven years slaving away for a pity of a salary, without any real prospect of ever becoming debt-free before they retired at sixty-five. Oh, yeah, forgot to mention that you wouldn’t be retiring at sixty-five anymore. Generation-X would probably have to work until eighty-five. Longevity came with a price.

Ken’s friends though, they still believed in the old lie that the grass was green in employed life, that they would be headhunted by a company that would appreciate their knowledge and reward their efforts. Andrew knew better. But it had taken him a long time to figure it out. These soon-to-be-graduated computer science geeks would have to learn the hard lessons on their own.

“I don’t know.” Andrew pulled out a crumpled flyer from his left pants pocket. Richard Smith had told him Y-Bator would be chairing a seminar for start-ups later that evening. “We could always try this,” he said, handing Ken the flyer.

Ken skimmed through the information on the flyer, sipping on his beer. “I guess it can’t hurt.”

 

Ken and Andrew arrived at Y-Bator’s forum for budding entrepreneurs at seven o’clock. It had started at six. Free pizza and mineral water was on the menu, and the event seemed to have been a success. Young kids mingled and the room was buzzing with activity. Andrew and Ken, however, felt like outsiders as they tried to work the room. Most of the other guys were at least ten years younger and wore hoodies and T-shirts. Andrew and Ken had dressed up for the event; nice shirts and dark jeans. It made them stand out like cheerleaders at a Goth party. It was only ten years since Andrew was twenty, but he couldn’t remember ever having looked this young. After a few failed attempts at initiating conversations with some of their fellow aspiring entrepreneurs, Andrew and Ken retreated to one of the safe corners of the room, the corner where the mobile bar was placed.

It was a humiliating experience. Andrew felt like the uncool kid on his first day of school, the wimpy one no one wanted to talk to. It was almost as if they were two old guys, perving at the young girls at a school dance. The rest of the aspiring entrepreneurs whispered among themselves, and shot Andrew and Ken the occasional glance. As if to say ‘What are you two still doing here? Get lost, losers’.

“Do they have something stronger than beer?” The voice belonged to an older man, the only one in the room older than them. He had wild bushy hair and was dressed in an old and tired tweed suit.

“Sorry,” Ken answered, “it’s beer or mineral water, most of the kids here are too young for anything else.”

“Do you work for Y-Bator?” the elderly man asked.

Andrew smiled. True, they were probably five to ten years older than most of the guys in the room, but he hadn’t considered that they actually looked like they were from the company that organised the event, that they didn’t even look like aspiring entrepreneurs. “No. We’re entrepreneurs, just a bit more mature than the rest of the room.”

The older man studied Andrew. “Welcome to the club,” he finally said.

“Are you too an entrepreneur?” Ken asked.

The older man shook his head. “I’m just a programmer. I’m looking for someone to start up a company with.”

Andrew extended his hand, and introduced himself.
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Frank Geitner was walking around naked, with his hands clasped behind his back. He was humming on a classical Grieg piece as the music boomed around in the spartanly decorated living room. It was already one pm, but he had just woken up. He was most certainly not a morning person, more like the definition of a night owl. When everyone else was asleep; that’s when his brain worked the best, and he had a good one.

He had been working throughout the entire night, all the way until eleven o’clock this morning. Then he had awarded himself a quick two-hour powernap. And now he was waiting for these two young men he had met at Y-Bator’s networking event the evening before. They were already running five minutes late, and he could feel his irritation build. His annoyance was interrupted by the sound of the doorbell. He fetched a bathrobe from the closet, put out the joint he was smoking, and waved away the worst smell before walking across the living room floor to open the main door.

“Come in, boys” he said as he unhinged the security locks.

 

“Glad you had time to come around. Tea or coffee?” he asked while Ken and Andrew sat down at the kitchen table. Frank Geitner explained that he had a Master in Computer Science and had spent most of his working life in different IT companies throughout Europe, before settling in Australia a few years back. He didn’t say any more than necessary, and seemed very humble. Every time Andrew tried to dig a bit deeper into his life, he was quickly brushed aside. To talk about himself was obviously not Frank Geitner’s strongest side.

Andrew talked about the so-called new economy; apps for mobile phones. He described how he had missed out on the dotcom boom, and how this was his chance to be part of a unique time in history.

Frank Geitner disagreed.

“Andrew, you didn’t miss out on the internet boom. The internet boom has just started. You haven’t missed anything.”

“All the good dotcom names have been taken. It’s virtually impossible to launch a new service without having a ridiculously long name.”

“I’ll give you that one. But how many websites do you visit every day or every week? How many websites are part of your daily routine?”

Andrew counted the websites in his head. He checked news, Facebook, email. Apart from downloading a movie now and then, and buying cheap electronic gadgets, there weren’t really that many sites he visited on a daily basis. Ken did the same exercise. Between them they had eight to ten websites they visited weekly.

“As you can see, the internet is still in its infancy. It has transformed many industries, and will continue to do so over the next decade, but our daily use is still limited to a few simple needs. The reality is that we don’t have a clue what we want. The real home runs over the next few years will be the launching of services for needs we didn’t even realise we had.”

Ken nodded, interested. “So I guess you have some ideas for what this next great thing could be?”

“I’ve got something far better than an idea,” Frank Geitner replied. “I’ve got an almost finished product. I only need someone to help me market it.”

The kitchen went dead quiet. Andrew and Ken exchanged insecure looks. Frank Geitner had an almost complete product. There was no reason for him to include either Ken or Andrew in his team. They had nothing to contribute.

“But I must say it has been pretty boring to work alone here by myself the last year or so. I wouldn’t mind some colleagues. So what do you say, boys? Do you want to help me?”

Ken and Andrew could hardly believe their own ears. Had Frank just offered them to be part of his business? Andrew was the first to say something. “We would be honoured to work with you, Frank. But what exactly is it that you have developed?” 

“I’m not quite sure,” Frank replied.

Ken and Andrew briefly exchanged looks again, before looking back at Frank, who was getting up from his chair. “Come. It’s easier if I show you. Maybe you have some ideas for what the technology can be used for,” he said, and walked over to the door to the basement.
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Vesna Connor lifted her gaze from the iPad. She had just finished reading the first article Scott had written about the new economy. It was brilliant. How was it possible that they had missed noticing that an entire new industry had developed on the Gold Coast in the last twenty-four months? Scott had written that the reason most likely was that these young entrepreneurs didn’t attend the traditional networking gatherings in the city. They didn’t go to fancy business lunches or mingle with the mayor. They lived on noodles and tuna fish, and their social arenas were Facebook and Tumblr. Scott Davis made a point that the world often worked in this way. Success spawned success. Many of the most successful companies in California and Silicon Valley had been founded by the same core of key people who had helped starting up PayPal, Google and Facebook.

LinkedIn, Facebook, Friendster, Yammer and Yelp - the list of companies started by the PayPal-mafia was ridiculously long. It was the same for key people in Google and Facebook. The funny thing was that these people weren’t necessarily the smartest ones when they started out. Often they didn’t even have the best ideas. But they did have three distinct advantages: They had a reputation – they had been part of a success story. They had a network – they knew the right people. And last but not least – they had seen that it was possible. They had seen that it was possible to create a multibillion-dollar company from a simple idea. That it was possible to conquer the world from a garage. They had lost the little man’s limitation of what was possible. Scott Davis had used a cheap journalistic trick. He had written about the Brit, Sir Richard Bannister, who in 1954 became the first to ever run an English mile in under four minutes, an achievement which at the time was considered physically impossible. The following twelve months, after Bannister had broken the four-minute barrier, thirty-six other athletes achieved the same. Richard Bannister had breached the mental barrier in people’s heads. He had shown the world that it was possible. Vesna Connor knew that this was a very simplified presentation of the facts. Richard Bannister had himself said in interviews that the whole myth had been created by creative sports journalists. The four-minute barrier had never been viewed as an impossible feat by the athletes. It was just another round number. The story, however, fit the article. They were supposed to create positivity, show that there were still opportunities on the Gold Coast, that everything was possible if you just set your mind to it.

Vesna Connor approved the article, which yet again was about the founders of Martini.com. The company had created a new social meeting place on the internet, and Scott Davis had written a long interview with the founders.

Reluctantly, she also approved his request to dig a bit deeper in the background of the people funding the new mobile app companies. The risk was too great for traditional banks. The companies therefore mostly based themselves on loans from friends and family, and what little savings they could scrape together. The huge game changer was that you didn’t need a fortune to launch a mobile service. You could easily develop a website or a mobile app for a few hundred bucks. If the product was good enough, the market and the capital would eventually find you. And this was the biggest game changer, and the real reason for all these new successful mobile app companies on the Gold Coast: The money had successfully found the companies. Risky money was being injected into these new companies at an ever-increasing rate. Whereas it was impossible to get investors to fund any real estate developments or traditional retail opportunities on the Gold Coast, the money was flowing freely into the mobile app companies.

It appeared that someone hadn’t read up on the history of the Gold Coast, and its less than stellar reputation for investment returns, Vesna thought. She had grown up hearing the white shoe brigade story every time there was a new boom on the Gold Coast.

The white shoe brigade was a collective term used to describe a group of real estate developers from the Gold Coast in the 1980s. Equipped with the gift of the gab and a pretty ordinary fashion sense they had conducted some pretty dodgy deals with the Queensland government that left a sour taste in the mouth of the nation, and tarnished the reputation of the Gold Coast as a safe place to do business for decades.

Let’s hope this is not another white shoe brigade we are witnessing the contours of, Scott Davis had written as a conclusion in his interview. He had been referring to the shiny white sneakers all the founders of Martini.com were wearing. It was the only sentence Vesna Connor had deleted from the article.

There was no need to bring up old stories.

 

 

 


11

Frank Geitner’s basement reminded Andrew of a university lab. The walls were covered with white boards, mathematical equations scribbled everywhere. Multiple flasks and decanters lay scattered around the room. For a moment Andrew wondered whether he had walked straight into a methamphetamine factory, Walter White’s little dungeon. Frank assured Andrew that he only used the equipment to perfect his vodka production. Ken’s eyes lit up when he heard the word vodka.

After having been given a quick tour of the basement they sat down in a couch, and Frank started up his laptop. “What I’ve developed is a technology that enables you to use your own laptop camera to take a picture of your pet. This, for example, is a picture of my cat Jazz. If I want to buy a collar or a basket for Jazz, then I only have to surf the internet, locate the product I am considering buying, copy it over to my program, and kaboom, in an instant I can see how Jazz will look wearing her new merchandise.

Andrew and Ken looked at each other, unsure whether Frank Geitner was joking or not. “Is this your product?” Andrew asked.

Frank nodded. “To be honest I developed it for myself. But it has now become part of my daily routine. Isn’t that the definition of a successful product?” Frank asked.

“But who’s the market? I can’t really envision a massive market for people wanting to see what their cats look like with a new collar.”

“The market for pet accessories is huge,” Frank replied. “I spend a fortune on Jazz every year. She needs bathing products, special combs for her fur. And don’t even get me started on her eating habits. I brought her down to Peppers Resort in Kingscliff last March. After that trip she only eats tiger prawns from Hervey Bay.”

“But this isn’t about you,” Andrew interjected, “You’re not representative for consumers. We need to develop a product for the masses, not for the weirdos.”

“Weirdos? What the hell do you mean by that?” Frank asked, raising his voice.

You could feel the tension in the room when Ken asked a simple question. “Can it be used on humans?”

“Can what be used on humans?” Frank asked.

“The technology. It’s basically just camera technology isn’t it, so can it be used on people? Can I take a picture of myself, find a piece of clothing I like on the internet, and see how I would look like wearing that piece of clothing?”

“I guess so. I would have to make some adjustments, some calibrations, but the principles would be the same. But I don’t understand. Who would want to test out a piece of clothing on a computer screen?” he asked.

“Just the rest of the population,” Andrew said with a smug smile. He could definitely see a potential for the technology Frank had developed. Yes, a few changes had to be made, and the technology was still very rudimentary, but he could definitely see a potential. “How much money do you need to come up with a finished product?” Andrew asked.

Frank shrugged his shoulders. “No idea.”

“Ok. Let’s say a hundred grand. That should be sufficient for the development. If we need additional funds to market the service, we can always raise more funds at a later stage. I’ll set up a new company later today. We all go in as equal partners. I’ll handle the financial bit. Ken design and legal. And you Frank, You’ll be our new CTO, our Chief Technology Officer.”

Andrew stared Frank straight in the eyes. He was playing a high-stakes game here. There was absolutely no reason for Frank to let either Andrew or Ken become part-owners of the technology he had created. That wasn’t totally correct, though. Frank had clearly just shown that he had absolutely no idea what the regular consumer wanted. If he was to ever make a single dollar off his technology, he needed Andrew and Ken, young people with knowledge about the market and its preferences.

“Deal.”

To Andrew’s surprise, Frank accepted the proposal straight up. No negotiations required. Andrew extended his hand, and they sealed the partnership with a handshake. Frank walked over to the bar and pulled out a bottle of his best home-brewed vodka.

“Let’s celebrate,” he said. 

Andrew glanced at his watch, thinking it was a wee bit early for a drink.

Ken was already holding a glass in his hand.
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MONTH 3

 

NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES: 3

NUMBER OF USERS: 0

VALUATION: $500K - $750K

 

The meeting with Y-Bator, four days earlier, had exceeded all of Andrew’s expectations. Richard Smith had pulled Andrew to the side after his presentation, and confessed that not in his wildest dreams had he ever expected to see Andrew again. And now, only two months after their first meeting, Andrew had returned with a pitch and a slide deck that had blown Richard away. Andrew had put together a great team with a potentially disruptive technology, and most importantly; the product had a potential gigantic market. Andrew had spent a whole week polishing his PowerPoint presentation. Part of his old job in Avensis Accounting had been just that; to prepare fancy business plans and impressive cash flow forecasts so that his clients could secure funding, and the bankers could have their back clear. Andrew hadn’t bothered too much with details in his presentation though. He had focused on the market, the ridiculously large market.

In the end, that was the important thing. If the market was big enough, they could always figure out how to make money later on.

Halfway through the presentation it had dawned on Andrew how correct Frank had been in his summary of the internet. People still didn’t have a clue what to use it for. It was still in its very infancy. The average person only visited a handful of websites every day, and their habits seldom changed. The mobile market was the same. After downloading sixty-three different mobile apps the first few days after buying his first smartphone, Andrew now only used six or seven of them on a daily basis. The rest were clutter. Free stuff he had downloaded because he enjoyed downloading free stuff, he enjoyed getting something for free. This service Andrew and his team were in the process of developing had the potential to get on that precious list, that handful of webpages and mobile apps that the masses would be addicted to. It all hinged on them being able to execute properly, though. ‘Execution, Quality and Growth’. Andrew had stolen a slogan he had read on the internet somewhere. He couldn’t remember where, but he thought one of the co-founders of Twitter had originally come up with it. It didn’t matter, though. It was well suited for how they were going to succeed with their service, and he had plastered it on his wall.

Andrew stared at the bank statement.

One hundred thousand dollars.

They had done it. They were already a success. They had raised a hundred thousand dollars, and Y-Bator hadn’t even bothered to haggle on the valuation Andrew had set. To be honest, Andrew had arrived at the valuation by sticking his finger up in the air, and waving it around a little bit.

They were an eight-week-old company. Established with three shares worth one dollar each. All they had was a good idea and a largely untested technology. And four days earlier Y-Bator had agreed to acquire twenty percent of the company for one hundred thousand bucks. They had valued Frank’s idea at five hundred thousand, if you included the cash injection.

Andrew had to laugh. It had almost been too easy, and he regretted not having set the valuation at a million. They still had no idea how the company was going to make money, but Andrew knew that they could be sitting on a potential gold mine. There was something about Frank’s product. If they managed to get it working properly then this could get seriously popular. And if it tanked, they still had sufficient money to come up with another idea – they could just pivot.

They had secured funding, and that was the important thing. The absolutely most important thing, because Andrew had started to get increasingly stressed over the last few weeks. In the absence of any savings he’d had to resort to increasing the spending limits on both his VISA and MasterCard. He simply had nothing left. A week ago he had asked the bank for yet another increase of his spending limit. They had asked for updated pay slips; alternatively they could increase his housing loans if he provided them with updated valuations. Andrew was screwed. He had no fortnightly salary after quitting Avensis Accounting, and his housing loan was probably exceeding the value of his apartment – the one he had bought when the market had peaked.

But who cared? He was employed again, with a regular wage. The company had one hundred thousand in its business account.

Andrew was working for himself. He was an entrepreneur.

This was his chance to change his life.

His only chance.
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Scott Davis nodded to Mark Moss as he entered the canteen. The new editor, Vesna Connor, had called the staff in for an all-hands meeting. It was obvious for most of the employees that the meeting was going to be about new staff cuts. Vesna Connor was now well into her third month as editor, probably an eternity in her definition of time. Plenty of time to have learnt the intricate ins and outs of the organisation, to have assessed who was productive and who was superfluous dead weight. Scott smiled. He had already spoken to his lawyer. He wasn’t about to leave the ship quietly. If they wanted him out, they would have to pay up.

Vesna Connor tried to force a smile. But no one was fooled; they could all see it was a fake one. A smile to defuse the gravity of the situation, a smile to make it easier to tell people they were about to lose their jobs.

“As everyone knows, we are living in exciting times….”

Yeah, sure. Try to turn something negative into something positive. It’ll be fun and exciting to lose your job when you have turned fifty years, and have never done anything else than news. What are you supposed to do then? Pack groceries at the local supermarket? Nahh. Not so rosy career prospects there either, Scott thought. The last time he went shopping at Coles he hadn’t been able to find a single person working there, and he’d had to scan his own groceries before paying at some sort of automated checkout machine. What the fuck was happening with society? Every job was either outsourced to India, automated or replaced by the internet. These ridiculous companies he wrote about; the companies of the new economy, they were supposedly the future.

“….we will all need to chip in.”

Scott Davis turned slightly to the left and observed some of the faces around him. Many of them had been there almost as long as him. They all looked tired. It wasn’t the first time the Gold Coast Times had called for an all-hands meeting in the canteen. New boss, same old shit. To be a journalist had been a fight against windmills for years, and it wasn’t about to get better anytime soon. Vesna Connor had just advised the room that the free coffee would be ended from Monday first. A sigh had travelled through the canteen. Like that was going to save the paper – to cut out the free coffee.

Scott felt a poke in his elbow. “Have you looked at the case?” It was Mark Moss, who had managed to manoeuvre himself next to Scott. Scott hadn’t deliberately tried to avoid Mark since he had popped his hairy head in and asked for help more than eight weeks ago. He just hadn’t bothered to seek him out. He had thought he had sent an obvious signal: of course he hadn’t looked at the case. Missing girls on the Gold Coast. Possible serial killer on the loose. Mark Moss was an inexperienced kid with a vivid imagination. Scott didn’t have time to teach him how to do his job. The paper had made the decision to replace Scott with Mark on the crime desk, not Scott. They could bloody well train him themselves.

“Shh. I’m trying to listen to Vesna,” Scott said.

“It’s a simple question. Have you looked into the case or not?” Mark pressed. He was a persistent little fucker.

“I want to know if I’ve still got a job,” Scott replied, and nodded toward the stage, where the editor Vesna Connor had started to rattle off the departments that were going to be cut.

She hadn’t mentioned the business desk of the paper yet.
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Y-Bator’s investment soon got legs to walk on when Frank heard about the account balance. Andrew had initially wanted to preserve as much cash as possible, in case the idea didn’t turn out to be viable, and they had to pivot. He was after all dependent on withdrawing a salary to survive from day to day. But Frank had convinced him: They could manage without any staff hires for a while, but they had to invest in hardware, expensive hardware. Otherwise the software wouldn’t be able to scale Frank’s advanced algorithms.

Upon returning from a shopping trip, Andrew received the message he had been awaiting for the last few days; their mobile app had been granted a green light from Apple – they were allowed to release the app on iTunes.

Andrew was fired up where he sat in his rusty Mazda 3, boxes of servers and computer screens stacked to the ceiling. Ken had done a magnificent job designing the user interface, and the development of the app had almost gone without a single glitch. Andrew had to admit he didn’t understand most of the technical jargon Frank used when he explained which problems he worked on, but who cared? In a matter of record time Frank had been successful in amending the original software so that they now had a functioning mobile app users could use to take a picture of clothing they liked, and instantly see what they would look like in that very same outfit.

There was only one minor flaw in the otherwise perfect software Frank had developed; to enable the software to calculate correct sizes and shape the piece of clothing around the user, the user had to film themselves with their mobile phone camera. As they did this they had to hold up something that the software could use as a stable reference, so that all future measurements were correct. Frank was an impatient man, so he had used whatever he had available at the time. And by accident this had been a can of tuna from John West. He had forgotten to update the software before sending the app off to iTunes for approval. So now the can of tuna had become the standard. Ken had thought the whole thing was funny, and had renamed the app Tuna Life. He had even created a logo that symbolised the new name, a tuna fish eating a smaller tuna fish. He reasoned they could always change the name later, when they had received confirmation that the app worked and appealed to consumers.

 

Three days after the launch, an agitated Richard Smith called Andrew: “Andrew, have you checked the servers?”

“No. Not in the last hour,” Andrew replied. “I’ve been to gym.”

“Check them. I think they’re about to break down.”

“What are you saying?” Andrew asked, quickly grabbing his gym bag and car keys, before heading for the gym’s exit door.

“We’ve had more than twenty-five thousand downloads in the last hour, and it’s impossible to access our website. Get hold of Frank. He needs to fix this immediately.”

Andrew didn’t know whether he should laugh or cry. He had understood that they were sitting on a possible winner when he had tested the app a few days earlier. The technology was incredible. After the install you could take a picture of any piece of clothing and instantly see how you looked in the same outfit. The software reconfigured everything you took a picture of and produced an incredibly real end-result; it actually looked like you were trying out the same outfit.

But how had they managed to get twenty-five thousand downloads in just under an hour? The app had only been available on iTunes for three days, and even though they had experimented with various social media platforms, they hadn’t experienced any great interest yet. Last time Andrew had checked the figures, and that was only three hours ago, the app had only been downloaded a paltry nine hundred times.

 

Andrew called Ken from the car on his way over to Frank. He was in the middle of a lecture at Bond University. They were about to start dissecting a corpse, and learn about acute amputation of fingers. He almost sounded enthusiastic when he said he couldn’t come. Andrew had to sort it out himself. This was one of those lectures where you got graded on your attendance, and he had already missed a fair few lectures designing the Tuna Life app.

Andrew said it wasn’t a problem. It was Frank he needed anyway.

 

At seven pm Andrew finally arrived at Frank’s house. The gate was open so he walked straight up to the front door. He was about to knock on the door when he noticed the massive Mahogany door move. Gently he pushed it open, and called out Frank’s name. Nobody answered. Cautiously he entered the house. He walked straight to the kitchen before proceeding out into the garden. Nobody was there either. He stopped and listened. It sounded like there was music playing from the basement. Fuck you Frank, he thought. Frank was probably stoned out of his head, sitting down in the basement smoking a joint. Andrew turned around and ran down the staircase to the basement. All the lights were on, and loud techno music was playing from the expensive Bose system. But there was no sign of Frank.

Andrew hooked up to one of the computers and organised some extra capacity on the servers. It would buy them some time, but he needed to get hold of Frank.

 

Two hours later, Andrew was still sitting in Frank’s basement. He had been forced to drive to three different electronics stores and buy all the fans they had. Frank’s air-condition system wasn’t sufficient, and the overworked servers needed cooling. At least he had avoided the Tuna Life homepage being down for too long, and the downloads kept creeping up throughout the evening and night. Andrew pulled a blanket over his freezing cold body, and lay down to get some rest. It looked like it would be an all-nighter.

 

The morning after, Andrew was still stuck in the basement. They had planned a low-profile launch of the app, to test how people responded to their product. Now they found themselves in the strange position that the app had been downloaded more than a hundred thousand times, and it didn’t seem to slow down. They had to pull the plug. They had to pull the plug before it was too late.

Andrew called Richard. “We need to kill it, Richard. If we don’t remove Tuna Life from iTunes we could risk having several hundred thousand users with a trial version of our product.”

“The beta version works fine,” Richard replied.

“But it doesn’t have the correct name. It’s supposed to be called Virtualme. I’m very close to securing the name rights. Now we have all these people downloading an app called Tuna Life. When we launch the real app there’s going to be massive confusion.”

“Don’t change the name. The name works. It’s hip. It’s cool. It’s got nothing to do with our product, and that’s why it’s so great.”

Andrew shook his head. “Well, you know best.”

“It’s not up to me anymore,” Richard replied. “It’s up to Roman now.”

“Up to who?”

“Roman Bezhrev. Our owner. He wants to meet you.”

“Today?”

“Yes. Lunch at the Hilton. Dress smart casual,” Richard said, and rang off.

Smart casual, Andrew sighed. What the fuck did he mean with that? What was smart casual in an industry where most of the players strolled around in flip-flops and hoodies? Was he supposed to put on some glasses to look smarter? Wasn’t this the whole point of the new economy? Old dress codes didn’t apply anymore. Andrew studied Frank’s basement. Racks and racks of servers were stacked on top of each other. Frank had insisted on running the network themselves. No outsourcing to the famous cloud. The result was that the basement now looked like a data warehouse. Apparently he had almost totally dismantled the servers before hooking them back up again in some sort of intricate and advanced system. Loose cables were hanging everywhere. The air-conditioning system was humming like a hard drive about to break, and all the fans Andrew had bought were going at full speed. It was freezing cold. It didn’t look professional at all, not even safe. But it worked. It worked fantastically well.

But why had people suddenly started to download the Tuna Life app? As far as Andrew knew they hadn’t done anything special the day before. No special marketing, no press releases or media coverage. How on Earth had all these people come to know about Tuna Life?

Was Frank Geitner responsible?

Was this the reason he was missing?
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Andrew checked his Seiko watch impatiently. Their meeting had been scheduled for one o’clock. It was now one thirty. “Can you try calling him again?” he asked Richard.

Nervously, Richard checked his watch. He had already placed three missed calls. He didn’t really want to make another.

Andrew had never given it much thought, where the money Y-Bator had injected into Tuna Life had really come from. He had simply assumed that the funds originated from a large pool of small investors having placed their funds with Y-Bator. And that even though there could be several hundred different owners in the actual fund that had given them the money, Capital 3, Andrew and his co-founders would only have to deal with Y-Bator. That assumption had turned out to be wrong.

Normally, that was the way incubators and venture capital firms operated. But Y-Bator had an eccentric owner. The Russian Roman Bezhrev had built his fortune in the oil and bank industry in his home country before settling in Australia five years ago. Apparently he still maintained good political contacts in Russia, and he was recognised as a grey eminence in the Russian society on the Gold Coast. If you wanted something done – you approached Bezhrev.

After having been told about Frank’s new technology, Roman Bezhrev had decided to take the whole investment himself. Capital 3 wasn’t an investment fund: it was Roman Bezhrev’s private investment vehicle.

“I still can’t believe you kept this from me,” Andrew said.

“I was only following orders. Roman instructed me not to say anything.”

“Not say anything? A couple of days ago you told me the investment had no concentration risk. You told me it would be spread on multiple professional owners so that we didn’t have to worry about one single person getting too much power. And now you are telling me that one person owns twenty percent of the company?”

“You still have control,” Richard said. “You still control eighty percent of the shares.”

Andrew shook his head. Just then Roman Bezhrev entered the restaurant. He was surrounded by what appeared to be two body guards. Andrew shot Richard an angry look, before getting up to be introduced to the new owner in their company.

 

It turned out to be a long lunch. Roman Bezhrev asked questions and dug into Andrew’s and his team’s ambitions. It was obvious he had big plans.

“When I was younger,” he said, “all my friends wanted to become rockstars. Rockstars got all the girls and had all the fun. Unfortunately I had no singing voice, so I had to scrap that plan.” He laughed with such ferocity that the couple at the neighbouring table jumped in their seats. “Then soccer players became the heroes. If you were good at kicking a ball around for ninety minutes, then you were admired by the male population and adored by the female. I hate soccer,” he said bluntly. “But today. Today young men like you are the new rockstars.” He pointed his stubby index finger at Andrew. “Everyone knows who Mark Zuckerberg is. Everyone has heard about Instagram and Pinterest. You are the new emperor. You are the new rockstar.”

Andrew had problems concealing his smile. He hadn’t fully considered the consequences of the app turning out to be such a success. He had just wanted to change his life, to do something different. For once in his life not think about the consequences. To become rich or die trying as a famous rapper had once said. It hadn’t really dawned on Andrew that they had already succeeded, that the mobile app was a massive success, and that they most likely had one of the fastest growing user bases in the history of iTunes. And all this with a product that wasn’t even finished.

“I’m not the star in this,” Andrew said modestly. “I’m more like the invisible manager in the background. The real stars are Ken and Frank. They have created the product. I’m just CEO because neither of them wanted to be.”

“You will be the face of the company, Andrew. You will represent it. And in the process you will become richer than in your wildest dreams,” Roman said.

“So you reckon we’ll become rich on this?” Andrew asked.

Roman Bezhrev gave Andrew a friendly slap on the back. “Don’t you read the news, Andrew? Pinterest just raised two hundred million this week. The company was valued at two and a half billion dollars. And they still haven’t got a clue how to monetize the shit.” Roman Bezhrev leant back in his chair, and wiped his mouth with a napkin. “Tuna Life got more than a hundred thousand new users in the space of twenty-four hours. Believe you me Andrew; Tuna Life is going to be huge. So huge that your world will never be the same again.”

Richard Smith coughed. “While we’re on the subject of the huge increase in users. What caused it?” he asked.

Andrew smiled. If Richard had asked two hours ago he wouldn’t have been able to answer the question. The massive jump in downloads had come as a total surprise to Andrew. It turned out that Ken was the answer. Ken had casually shown the app to one of his friends at Bond University, and from that interaction the app had gone viral. First all the medical students downloaded it. Then it had spread to the business school, and from there it had just mushroomed to every other university in Australia, before going mainstream.

“We haven’t done anything special. It appears people have heard about it through the grapevine,” Andrew said.

Roman’s smile got even wider. “The grapevine. You know you’re onto something good when your customers are selling your product for you.” He gave Andrew another friendly slap on the back, before ordering two more bottles of champagne.

 

Two hours later they were still eating lunch. Andrew didn’t really know what he had expected. His only previous experience with Russians was from the odd beach holiday to Thailand. The Russians had initially enjoyed a good reputation in Thailand. Some loaded new-rich would arrive and spend a fortune building a palace near the local beach. It had been a welcome injection of money into the Thai economy. When the first wave of the new-rich subsided, it had been replaced by a wave of the Russian middle class. They didn’t treat the locals with much respect and were driving up prices on regular apartments. Ergo the mood had changed. Andrew had attempted to be nice to a couple of Russians on his last trip to Thailand, but they had refused to even acknowledge him; it had felt as if they had thought they were above him.

Roman was a totally different character. He was charming and generous. He didn’t brag, even though he appeared to have done exceptionally well. He was simply a very nice guy.

After Roman had paid for the lunch, he gave Andrew a hug and handed him a brown envelope.

“Go and buy yourself some new clothes. Remember; you’re the face of Tuna Life now.”

 

Andrew opened the envelope as he buckled up in his old Mazda 3. When he saw the content he almost fell out of his seat. The envelope was packed with hundred dollar bills. He counted them. There was more than ten thousand dollars there. Andrew smiled from ear to ear. He liked the new economy.

 

Roman Bezhrev asked to get a word with Richard before he left the garage of the Hilton hotel. “I thought we could do another share issue Friday first.”

“Ok,” Richard answered. “To what sort of valuation?”

“Let’s say seven hundred and fifty, before money. I’ll inject another two hundred and end up with just under thirty-seven percent.”

“Do you think they’ll accept the valuation? The app has already proven its potential. It’s obvious that it’s going to be worth a lot of money at some stage.”

“They need the funds. They’ll have to start hiring people, and that costs money. They’ll accept the offer. Andrew will ensure it.”
Roman Bezhrev smiled. He saw a massive potential in Tuna Life.

He saw a massive potential in Andrew Engels.
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Ken was sitting on the couch, chewing on a burger, when Andrew arrived in Frank’s basement. The basement was dark and cold. Techno music streamed from the loudspeakers on low volume. 

“Is he here?” Andrew asked.

Ken shook his head. “Haven’t seen him.”

“Where the hell is he?” Andrew swore, before sitting down at one of the work stations. “Where is he? He can’t just disappear,” he said, spinning mindlessly around on the office chair.

“I think he can,” Ken replied. “In case you haven’t noticed, Frank is not like you and me. He does whatever he feels like. Maybe he felt like a holiday?”

“And then he just walked out the front door? Without turning off the lights or locking the doors? I don’t think so. Not even he is that reckless,” Andrew said. “No. Something must have happened to him.”

“Relax. He’ll turn up.”

“Should I call the police?” Andrew asked.

“No. Not yet. Give it a couple more days,” Ken hurried to say.

“Ok. But if he hasn’t returned by the end of the week we’ll have to inform Richard. And maybe the police,” Andrew said, staring at the wall with a blank look. He had just had lunch with their Russian investor. The Russian had implied that the company Andrew owned more than a fourth of, quite possibly could be worth millions at some stage in the future. But it all hinged on Frank. It was his programming skills that had created the unique product they had. A product no one had even known they needed a few days ago. Where was Frank, and who was he really?”

He was a brilliant programmer. There was no doubt about that. But he wasn’t a very social person. In the eight weeks it had taken him to finish the development of the app, Andrew hadn’t learnt a lot of new things about Frank. He had learnt that Frank didn’t tolerate incompetence, had badly developed social skills and preferred working by himself. So Ken and Andrew had done just that; given him space and let him develop the app in peace and quiet. But there was something off about Frank. Every time Andrew attempted to ask Frank about something personal, he became very dismissive. It was almost as if he was hiding something. Andrew had never said it straight out. But he harboured a suspicion that Frank had been working for some sort of governmental agency, one of those secret ones. There was something about the way he always seemed to weigh his words, the way he never said anything without having considered the implications first. It didn’t really matter though. Frank was good at his job, and Andrew could live with being ridiculed if he said something stupid. He had worked with bigger assholes in Avensis Accounting. Maybe the unpolished truth was the cost of working with brilliant minds like Frank? They didn’t have time for small talk and trivialities.

 

Andrew spent the rest of the afternoon trying to find out more about Frank’s background. He did, however, keep an eye on the server capacity at all times. They had to ensure that the system didn’t break down. They hadn’t expected the demand they had experienced the last two days. From having a stable demand of a couple hundred downloads per day, the app had suddenly gone viral. And that wasn’t the only problem. After downloading the app, the users kept using it all the time. They didn’t just occasionally check how they would look with a piece of clothing. They were logged on all the time. A couple of hundred thousand pictures filtered through the Tuna Life’s servers each day. And that cost money. They would have to raise more funds shortly. But Andrew wasn’t worried. He knew that the users’ engagement with the app could become extremely important in the long term. If Tuna Life turned out to be an app people stayed on, that could quadruple the value of their users in the investor market. Somehow they would figure out a way to make money on all these users, but that wasn’t important right now. Right now it was important to grow as quickly as possible, while avoiding a breakdown of the servers.

Richard had proposed that they started to charge a nominal amount for the app in periods of high demand. If they alternated between giving it away for free, and charging when the pressure was high, they could easily control the demand so that the servers didn’t break down. But Andrew had put his foot down. Tuna Life should always be free. He needed to move away from the old way of thinking that had held him back in Avensis Accounting, that only profits and cash flow mattered.

This was a new world, a new economy, and he needed to play by its rules.

 

Andrew sighed. It was annoying that it was so hard to find out more about Frank. Nothing showed up on Google searches, and he wasn’t registered on LinkedIn, Facebook or other social media platforms. Frank was simply from a different generation. His life wasn’t registered on the net. If Andrew wanted to find out who he really was, he would have to do it the old way, whatever that was; call up old employers and friends, check public records? Andrew had no idea how to do those sorts of things. It was simply not feasible. Frank’s real background would have to stay unknown for now.
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A broken road sign narrowly missed Scott’s car as it whirled past him on the highway. The coast had been hit with several days of torrential rain and strong winds, and Scott Davis had preferred to stay at home on his couch if it was up to him. But Mark Moss had called him an hour earlier; enquiring whether Scott had reviewed the material Mark had left in his inbox several weeks ago. Scott hadn’t even bothered to attempt a lie. He simply hadn’t prioritised it. He had been busy planning the match schedules for the upcoming rugby season, busy fixing the engine on the boat he never used, busy with a million unimportant things. Chores he really didn’t want to do, but still did to pass time.

Mark Moss had claimed the police had found one of the women. She had washed ashore at the Spit, the point that marked the mouth from Southport into the Pacific Ocean. Mark’s claim that they had found one of the women proved to be a slight exaggeration. What they had found was a hand, a foot and something else, something unidentifiable. But Mark’s plea had evoked something in Scott Davis, something that had been dormant for a long time. It had piqued his interest.

Scott had wondered how Mark knew it was one of the missing blondes who had been found, given that the police only had found a hand and a foot, and had yet to confirm any identity. Mark Moss had said that he had interviewed the person making the find. The guy had mentioned that the arm had been covered with a tattoo of a snake. A young woman, Marissa Soo, had been reported missing two weeks ago. The missing person report clearly stated that she had a snake tattoo on her right arm.

“Everyone has a tattoo these days,” Scott had said condescendingly. But Mark Moss hadn’t backed down. He had seemed convinced. The arm had been partially covered by black plastic, possibly from a garbage bag. Mark Moss knew he was right. This wasn’t any ordinary missing persons’ case. Marissa Soo had been murdered. And her killer had carved the corpse up in small pieces, before dumping it in the seaway. Calm down, Scott Davis had said. The last thing this city needs is a reporter running around spreading rumours about a possible serial killer on the loose. True, it would probably benefit Scott. Maybe then the idiots running the paper would realise what a monumental mistake they had made replacing Scott with a twenty-five-year-old kid, without any real journalistic experience, without any bloody life experience. But he couldn’t bring himself to do it. The young kid was only trying to do his best.

The weather was too wild to take the boat out anyway; not that it mattered, he never seemed to take it out anymore. And he had already decided the team line-up for next week’s bout against the archrivals Mermaid Bears Rugby Team. He had nothing pressing to do. He might as well take a drive down to the Spit to check out what all the fuss was about. It would be a good excuse to get out of the house to grab a coffee.

 

A short hour later he stepped out of his car and put his mobile to his ear.

“Where are you?”

“I’m at the beach. They are still securing evidence down here.”

Scott Davis slid back into the driver’s seat. “I’m at the parking lot for the next fifteen minutes. I’m in a grey Land Rover.”

“I’ll be there in five,” Mark Moss replied.

Scott swore. The coffee cup from Zaraffa’s had leaked, and the centre console now had a thick layer of brown fluid where the coffee cup had once stood. He swore again. You almost needed a bloody university degree to order a coffee these days. There were so many variants and foreign words that he had given up buying coffee for other people than himself. They made coffee from beans that had passed through the digestive system of Sumatran civets, but they still weren’t able to produce a cup that wouldn’t leak. How difficult could it be?

The car door was opened and a wind-blown Mark Moss got into the passenger seat. He put away his soaked umbrella, resting his eyes on the lonely cup of coffee in the centre console.

“So, tell me your theory,” Scott said.

“Have you read the folder I gave you?” Mark Moss asked.

Scott Davis shook his head.

Mark Moss looked disappointed, but he still began explaining his theory. “Even though it hasn’t been officially confirmed, I’m certain that the body parts found today belong to Marissa Soo. She was a twenty-year-old student. Worked part time at a café and Crazy Kangaroo Strip Club.”

Scott Davis smiled contently. It almost sounded like the exact description he had given eight weeks earlier.

“She disappeared two weeks ago, on the way home from work. She was originally from New Zealand, and it doesn’t seem like she had any large circle of friends here on the coast. The whole family only moved here four years ago,” Mark Moss continued.

“And you base all this on a tattoo, which I assume is pretty hard to identify after a few weeks in the ocean.”

“That’s the strange thing. The witness claimed that the tattoo was easily recognisable. Thus that arm can’t possibly have been in the ocean for two weeks.”

“It could belong to someone else though. A surfer disappeared from Kingscliff two days ago. The currents have been moving north. It could be his arm that washed up here today.”

“Then tell me why the arm was wrapped in a black plastic bag. It was an arm, not a body that was found today.”

“There are plenty of bull sharks around, even the occasional great white. A human corpse would be a tempting meal for a lot of those predators. And take a look at our beaches, Mark. They are filled with crap. A storm like we’ve had for the last few days washes all kinda shit up onto the beaches. They found a dead cow down at Miami Beach yesterday. A dead fucking cow! If you want to have a career as a crime journalist you’ll have to learn that not everything is murder. I know it can be difficult to admit. But most deaths are just deaths. Accidents, old age, illness, nothing exciting. You need to learn to accept this, and not look for a crime in everything you see. If you want to become a good crime reporter then you need to let the scene of the crime tell you what happened, not the opposite.” Scott Davis took a big drink of his coffee. “Have you got an umbrella I could borrow?” he asked.

Mark Moss looked down at his own umbrella. It was evident that Scott Davis wanted it, and that Mark Moss would have to do without. 

“Let’s go down and review the scene together,” Scott said, before stepping out of the car with Mark’s umbrella in his hand.

Mark Moss pulled his jacket collar up to his chin, and braced for the rain.
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Andrew and Ken lay resting on two couches in Frank’s basement. It was seven o’clock in the evening. They had barely slept the last twenty-four hours and were exhausted. The demand for the Tuna Life app was still going strong, and it now represented a continuous challenge for their servers. The app was downloaded from iTunes, so the downloads in themselves didn’t represent any problem. The problem arose when people started using the app. The servers in Frank’s basement had to process all the enquiries it got. The software had to redesign and adjust the images of the clothing before sending it back to the users’ phones. This process required immense datapower, and Andrew tended to agree with Frank when he had claimed that to succeed in the mobile internet industry, it wasn’t enough to be a great software company – you also had to be a great hardware company. Speed was so important for users that you needed adequate hardware capacity to make the user experience seamless. In some odd way Frank had managed to connect a bunch of servers, in an intricate system, for only a fraction of what it would have cost to buy the finished systems from suppliers. It didn’t look professional with all the open wiring and motherboards stacked on top of each other. But it worked.

“How’s it going?” Frank hollered from the top of the stairs to the basement.

“Where the fuck have you been?” Andrew yelled back.

“Had to go to Nimbin. Ran out of weed,” Frank replied as he walked down the stairs.

“So you left your fucking front door open? We have more than seventy thousand dollars of equipment stored down here. You might as well have left a sign on the door: Please come in, take whatever you feel like.”

“Is something missing?” Frank asked.

“No, but…”

“So why the long face? I’m bringing back good stuff,” Frank said and pulled out a big bag of marijuana from his backpack.

Ken straightened up in the couch, smiling.

Andrew just walked straight past Frank without even looking him in the eyes. “We have a company to run here. This isn’t a game.”

“Yes, sir,” Frank replied. Standing erect as Andrew left the basement.
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They don’t take it seriously,” Andrew whined to Richard. “They don’t understand that this is going to be massive. I’m afraid they may hurt the company more than they will help it.”

“So you want them out?” Richard asked.

“No, no out. But I don’t see how they fit into management if the company continues to grow at this speed.”

“They are co-founders, Andrew, and they own the same number of shares as you. It won’t be easy to get rid of them. And you would also have to consider who to replace them with. Have you thought about that? Ken is a brilliant designer, and I shouldn’t even have to tell what I think about Frank. The man is a genius.”

“I know. But we have the source code in place. With a couple of good engineers on the team I’m sure we could improve the product, even without Frank. Nobody is irreplaceable.” Andrew didn’t necessarily want to get rid of Frank, but there was something about him that just didn’t feel right. He was unpredictable, he had a massive authority problem, and he had disappeared in the middle of the launch of the Tuna Life app. Just when they needed him the most. On one of the most important days in the short history of Tuna Life, Frank had decided to travel to Nimbin to buy marijuana. It was a bad sign, and Andrew had to make sure that he had alternatives available if something like this should ever happen again.

“I don’t really know,” Richard said. “But I’ll bring the issue up when I next see Roman. He will know what to do.”

Andrew skimmed through the piece of paper in front of him. The first investment of one hundred thousand dollars was almost depleted. Roman had suggested injecting another two hundred thousand, valuing the eight-week-old company at seven hundred and fifty thousand. The money would come with a promise that any further funding would be from external investors at a significantly higher valuation. Andrew liked Roman, and he trusted him. He had a great vision for the company and was a person Andrew could learn lots from. He signed the contract, and promised to get Frank’s and Ken’s signatures before the day was over. He slid the papers into his black leather bag, glanced quickly at his TAG Heuer watch, took a sip of the Japanese beer, wiped the corner of his mouth and threw the napkin on top of the plate with half-eaten salmon sashimi. Richard observed the performance that played out before his eyes with interest. It never ceased to amaze him how quickly money and success changed people. The insecure thirty-year-old accountant, who had bought Richard lunch two months ago, had suddenly received a solid injection of confidence.

“What’s your plans for the rest of the day?” Richard asked.

“I’ve got an interview with the Gold Coast Times. They want to do a profile on me. Something about the new economy,” he said, before rising to leave the table.

Richard Smith placed his credit card on the corner of the table. Some things never changed. Now that Andrew suddenly had some money between his hands, he didn’t offer to pay the bill.
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The air-conditioning system made some angry hissing sounds before going dead silent. It almost sounded like it had drawn its last breath, before it suddenly started up again with a loud mechanical clank.

Scott Davis wondered how it was possible that one part of the office was colder than Hobart, while the other part was warmer than Townsville. Was it that difficult to make an air-conditioning system that produced the same temperature for the whole floor? The air-conditioning system in question had become a source of hostility in the paper. The journalists in the cold part of the office complained about sore throats and grabbed every opportunity to turn up the heat. The journalists in the Townsville part of the office complained about the opposite and turned the temperature down. Every day profanities and expressions of displeasure were exchanged between the various cubicles in the open office environment. Scott couldn’t care less. He closed the door to the meeting room. The temperature in there was nice. He leant back and planted his crossed legs on top of the meeting room table, and then he closed his eyes. He had just finished reviewing the folder Mark Moss had left in his inbox eight weeks earlier. Reluctantly, he had had to admit that there was something off with these missing persons’ cases. The young kid could quite possibly be onto something. The police had still not, at least not officially, identified the body parts they had found at the Spit the day before. The official line was that a proper identification could take a couple of weeks. The arm had after all been submerged in water for quite some time. Most likely it belonged to the missing surfer. They had attempted to search for more body parts, but had so far come up empty-handed. The wild weather and the number of natural predators in the ocean indicated that what they had already found would be it. Such was nature. The ocean was the sharks’ domain. It was the reason Scott preferred to stay in his fishing boat if he ever went on the water. Even though he had almost grown up at the beach, born and raised as he had been in one of the original beach shacks in sleepy Byron Bay, he had never been bitten by the surfing bug. He was simply too big. It required too much effort to paddle past the waves when you were almost two metres tall. He preferred to sit on the railing of his twenty-four-foot long tinny. He rarely caught any fish, but he enjoyed the silence out there on the ocean, just him and the silent sound of waves crashing against the boat, just him and a couple of stubbies. At least that was how it had used to be. It was now several years since he had been out fishing. The boat was stuck in the garage, collecting dust. He just couldn’t bring himself to go out again. There were too many emotions threatening to come to the surface, emotions he preferred remained locked away. Emotions that belonged in the deep.

He dialled Mark’s number. “Hi, it’s Scott. Could you stop by my office in five?” he said before hanging up.

A few minutes elapsed before Mark Moss knocked on the door of the meeting room. He had probably first looked for Scott at his assigned work station. There wasn’t much to look at there. Scott had never spent more than ten minutes at his desk. A lady from Human Resources had once visited the premises. She had wondered whether Scott was a new employee as his desk was devoid of any personal items. He had looked her straight in the eyes. He had managed without any family pictures or other knick-knacks for thirty-five years. There was no reason to start making it homey now, he had replied.

“Please sit,” he said to Mark Moss. “Good job. Well done.”

Mark’s mouth broke into an insecure smile. He could see that Scott had the folder he had prepared in front of him. He had obviously read it. But Scott was an intimidating person. “So you think there is a connection between the cases?”

Scott held up a hand. “That’s way too early to conclude. But I do agree that there are some surprising similarities among the cases.”

“So what’s the next step? Should I contact the police? Get an official statement that there may be a serial killer loose on the Gold Coast?”
“Hold your horses, son. Who said anything about a serial killer?”

“The body at the Spit. It’s Marissa. I’m one hundred percent sure.”

“First of all: It’s not possible to be one hundred percent sure. Not with the information you currently have. Secondly, let’s assume you’re right. Let’s assume that it was Marissa’s arm and foot that washed up on the beach yesterday. How did she die? She could have been out taking a late night swim. As far as I remember it was nice weather the weekend she disappeared. She may have been knocked over by a rogue wave, and pulled out with the currents. Her drifting body could have been caught in the shark nets, leaving a small feast for local fish and sharks. The arm that washed up on the beach yesterday could quite possibly have been bitten off by a shark, or the body tissue could have softened from all that time in the ocean and basically broken off in the wild weather we have experienced lately. Meat tenderises quickly in saltwater.”

“It was no accident,” Mark Moss said. “You’ve read their bios. They are almost identical. What are the odds of that?”

“You have a point, Mark. I’ll admit that much. But tell me Sherlock Holmes; what are the police going to do if you start claiming we have a serial killer on the loose? Or even worse, what’s going to happen if you print unfounded accusations in the paper?”

“I’ll lose my job.”

“Bingo. You’ll be on your arse out, before you even know it. This new boss of ours, Ms Connor, she is obsessed about creating a fairy tale picture of the Gold Coast. She only wants us to report feel-good stories, stories about babies being saved from flooding and battlers winning the lotto. I’ve been told to focus solely on these new technology companies for a while. If you bring up this story, before you have some proper evidence to back up your claims, then you will be finished. Believe you me.”

“So what do you suggest I do?”

“I suggest we do some detective work,” Scott replied. “The Gold Coast police are too busy handing out speeding fines and writing reports to do a proper job. No, if you want to have a job done properly you’ll have to do it yourself,” he said before lifting the almost two metres tall body from the chair. He caught Mark Moss staring at his tie. It had a large coffee stain.

“It’s the new logo for the Gold Coast,” Scott said. Mark Moss laughed. The Gold Coast City council’s new logo had been the main subject of lunchroom discussions the last few days. The council had used one hundred and eighty thousand dollars developing a new logo. They had come up with a red dot. A red dot. Most of Scott’s colleagues thought somebody should be fired. But Vesna Connor wanted to preserve the positivity they were trying to create about the city. Find positive sides about the new logo, she had said. Let it become a success story for the Gold Coast. Scott Davis was starting to get tired of this constant focus on feel-good news. Perhaps it was time to become a proper journalist again? He grabbed his car keys and headed towards the door. “Follow me, Mark. Let’s put in a day of decent work. But first we have a small errand to run.”
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The bling-bling-factor was high along the short strip of restaurants in Tedder Avenue, Main Beach. One of Andrew Engels’ old clients from Avensis Accounting nodded as he sat down at a table further inside the restaurant. Andrew couldn’t quite comprehend how the guy could justify going out for lunch; he had never paid his accounting fees on time, and half his companies were bankrupt.

All in all there was very little that indicated that the Gold Coast was in the middle of an economic recession as Andrew seated himself in between jewellery-clad pensioners, toasting glasses of champagne and white wine. Andrew presumed that the density of Italian sports cars was higher in Tedder Avenue than in the most exclusive shopping streets of Milano. He studied the yellow Maserati that was passing the restaurant for its fourth time. It was evident that the owner wanted to park as close as possible to the restaurant, probably to ensure that people saw him exit the fancy car. There were plenty of carparks just a few hundred metres down the road. That was where Andrew had parked his old Mazda 3.

Andrew Engels raised his gaze as a two-meter tall bald guy entered the restaurant, Blue Grotto. The bald giant exchanged a few words with a waiter, who pointed to Andrew’s table. The reporter from the Gold Coast Times. Andrew wiped his hands on a napkin. They were clammy. His first face-to-face interview ever. He rose to greet the reporter.

Scott Davis introduced himself and his colleague Mark Moss, who apparently was just tagging along to listen and learn.

“Have you ordered?” Scott asked.

“No. I was waiting for you.”

“Well. Order whatever you feel like. Lunch expenses are one of the few items the paper is still allowing, so we might as well enjoy it while it lasts, eh? Red or white?”

“White,” Andrew answered.

Scott Davis sighed.

“But red is fine,” Andrew quickly interjected.

“Ok. We’ll start with a bottle of Cab Sauv. Wolf Blass Yellow Label, and some sparkling water,” Scott Davis told the waiter, after having had a quick look at the wine list.

“And what can I get you, Sir?” the waiter asked Mark Moss.

“A light beer, please.”

Scott shot Mark a quick look. He should probably apologise for having forgotten him. But apologies weren’t his style. And Mark was a big boy. Scott clapped his hands together. “So, Tuna Life. Tell us about this new mobile app everybody is talking about.”

 

Andrew Engels had just started to talk about the Tuna Life application when Mark’s phone rang. Scott Davis shot him a disappointed look. Instead of hanging up Mark got up from the table and swiftly walked outside.

“You’ll have to excuse my colleague. As I mentioned; he is still in training.”

“No problem,” Andrew said. “You could say he is typical for our target market. The mobile is gradually becoming a more and more integral part of our lives, especially for the younger generations. Instead of talking face to face, you now send pictures and chat online. To your colleague, answering that phone may have been as natural as exchanging a few words with an old friend approaching our table. To you it would probably have been rude to ignore your old friend. And in the same way Mark could have viewed it as rude not to answer that phone call.”

Scott sniffled. It actually suited him. One could hardly describe him as a social butterfly, and the opportunity to ship off an email instead of talking to a person was often very tempting. But he didn’t care much for people talking on phones at restaurants.

It didn’t take long before Mark came jogging back to the table.

“Scott, can I have a word with you?”

“I guess you can call or text me.”

“It’s important.”

“Ok. What is it?”

“Privately,” Mark said, and nodded towards the bar.

Scott apologised to Andrew, before walking across to the bar with Mark.

A short minute later he was back at the table.

“I’m afraid we will have to postpone the interview, Andrew,” he said.

“Is everything ok?”

“Yes. We just have this situation we will have to handle.”

The waiter had just placed the bottle of red wine on the table. Scott Davis noticed that it sported a screw cap. He handed the waiter the Gold Coast Times Visa card before tightening the screw cap and putting it into his shoulder bag.

“I’ll call you for a new appointment, Andrew. Nice to meet you.”

Andrew remained seated. He felt stupid. As if he had just been dumped on a date. The waiter returned and asked whether he had decided what to order. Andrew shook his head, but ordered a Corona. He wasn’t that hungry anyway. It was only a short hour ago since he had eaten sushi with Richard.

 

As he sat there, waiting for his beer, a wave of anxiety rolled over him. He concentrated on listening to what the couple at the table next to him were discussing. Were they talking about him? Discussing Andrew? 

Did they just say he smelled?

Was that laughter he heard?

He suddenly felt hot. He could literally feel his sweat glands working overtime, and wet patches starting to form under his armpits. How could it take this long time to bring a bottle of beer? He placed a ten-dollar note on the table and left the restaurant. As he walked down the pavement, on his way to the car, he could hear someone calling his name.

He turned around, but there was no one there.
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“Did he say who found them?” Scott asked.

Mark Moss quickly glanced in the rear mirror before changing lanes. “No. He only said that they had received an anonymous tip.”

“Anonymous tip, of course. In this part of the city most people don’t want to talk to the police even when they are innocent.”

Mark Moss took the second turnoff to Australia Fair Shopping Centre. He entered the northern entrance and drove all the way up to the roof parking. Upon arrival he noticed that most of the parking lot had been cornered off by police tape. A police officer walked over to their car, and knocked on the window, on the driver’s side. He bent down and perused the interior of the car as Mark rolled down the window.

“Look at that. Scott Davis is out of the office again. Last I heard they had reassigned you to the gossip pages,” the policeman laughed.

“For your sake you should hope that rumour is untrue,” Scott Davis replied calmly. “I could easily fill a whole paper with your indiscretions at the Swingers Club in Bundall.”

The police officer’s smile vanished in an instant.

“You have no business here, Scott. You’re not working on the crime desk anymore,” the police officer snapped.

Mark Moss pulled out his press card and handed it to the police officer, who scrutinized it for what seemed to be an awkwardly long time.

“You should find yourself some better company, kid. And this site is closed off to the press.”

“Can you tell us what you’ve found?” Mark asked.

“There will be a press conference later tonight. You’ll have to wait for that.”

 

Mark desperately tried to get hold of his friend, Martin Munroe, the entire drive back to the office. Martin had been assigned to Southport Police Station a couple of months back, after graduating from the police academy. He had heard the call out on the radio about the possible discovery of human remains in a garbage bin at Australia Fair Shopping Centre. Mark had managed to convince his friend Martin that there was something suspicious about the disappearance of all these young girls. And even though Martin was smart enough not to mention anything about Mark’s theory at work, he wanted to help out. If he and Mark worked together, then the result could possibly mean a promotion for both of them.

“Hi Mark, how are you?” Martin answered on the eighth call.

“We were turned away from the scene. Weren’t even allowed to get near the garbage bin.”

“They are trying to keep a lid on the case,” Martin answered. “I don’t even know if it’s smart of us to talk together. They are really afraid of leaks.”

“You know you can trust me, Martin. I would never print something that could jeopardize your job.”

“Ok. But slow down a bit. And don’t call me multiple times. The phone kept going off when I was in the car with a colleague. I had to tell him I was trying to avoid a girl I had fooled around with on the weekend. I can see if you have called. And I’ll call you back as soon as I can. Clear?”

“No problem,” Mark said, before hanging up.

“So, what do we know?” Scott asked.

“Not much. Someone spotted a couple of hands in the garbage bins outside the rooftop parking entrance. Chopped off just above the wrist. There are no cameras at the top floor parking, or at the roof. Theoretically the person leaving the hands could have done it without being filmed by any CCTV cameras. If the perpetrator entered the shopping centre after disposing of the hands, the police will most likely have caught him on film. But they will still have the problem of figuring out who he is, and they have no idea when the hands were left there.”

“How often do they empty the dustbins?” Scott asked.

“Every second day, apparently. That means the police would have to go through two full days of film in a garage with more than two and a half thousand parking spaces.”

“But not all customers enter through the rooftop entrance,” Scott remarked.

“I’m only telling you what Martin told me.”

“He’s been in the force for six months, you say. I guess he’s settled in quickly. You can get everything to sound like a chore if you want. The roof parking is by far the least trafficked in the centre. Most shoppers prefer to have a roof over their car when they go shopping, and half the roof is reserved for people working in the building, who most likely have parking tokens directly connected to their name or the company they work for. My guess is that there are at most twenty to thirty normal customers using that entrance on a regular day. Not a very daunting task to check that out, is it?”

Mark shrugged his shoulders. “I guess not. By the way, are you coming to the press conference later?”

Scott laughed. “No, I’ve got better things to do. I’ll save you the trip as well. They’ll tell you that they have found some unidentified body parts, and will get back to media outlets with more information when it is available.”
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 A sixty-foot Riviera chugged slowly past Roman Bezhrev’s mansion at the Sovereign Island. He had owned a similar yacht a few years back. He never liked it. The Rivieras didn’t break the water properly. They were ok when you only puffed around the Broadwater, as the guy outside Roman’s house now did. But as soon as they hit open water, or a bit of speed, they were almost like driving a floating tub, a very expensive floating tub.

Roman had been offered to buy the Riviera brand and factory, which was located just a few miles north in Upper Coomera, a few years back when the Australian boat sales had almost come to a halt overnight. He had toyed with the idea - to own a boat factory. Roman had always bought and sold stuff, ever since he was a small kid. Cars, medicine, oil, gold. You would struggle coming up with an item Roman hadn’t bought or sold at the Moscow markets back in the former Soviet Union. As a young med student he had started selling cheap wooden toys at the local market. He had taken the profits and bought a car in Europe, and then driven the car back to Moscow and sold it with a handsome profit. In fact, it had been such a good deal that Roman had decided to leave med school, and make selling cars his profession. He had realised that he preferred making money to carving up corpses. And for a while it had all been good. But eventually he had realised that you sometimes had to cut up bodies to be successful in the Moscow business world. Roman probably knew more about the human body than most trained doctors. What a human’s pain threshold was, how long you could live without certain body parts. Specialist knowledge for Australian surgeons. Ordinary business knowledge in Russia.

The owner of the Riviera waved. Roman reluctantly returned the nod, before he finished his first vodka of the morning.

“When do you take delivery of your new yacht?” Richard asked. The managing director of Y-Bator had taken the trip out to his boss to discuss Andrew Engels’ concerns.

“In six months. They’ve started on the interior. A Turkish wharf is doing the job.”

“Are you excited?”
Roman didn’t know what to answer. He genuinely looked forward to getting the new yacht, but he wasn’t excited. To him it wouldn’t be a special day when the yacht arrived. To buy and sell yachts was something he did. Something one was expected to do in his position. It was as rudimentary as eating dinner.

“Yes, it will be nice to see the finished result. Now, tell me Richard, what problems do we have with young Mr Engels?”

“No problems. Andrew has however expressed some concerns regarding his co-founders, Ken Speis and Frank Geitner. He feels that they, how should I put it; are not serious enough, and that this lack of professionalism may hurt the company as it grows.”

“And your opinion?”

“My opinion is that Andrew is the odd one out. The CTO, Frank, is simply a genius. Unfortunately he is also an asshole, but I can live with that. The software he has developed is extraordinary, and he has done it in record time. Several of the best engineers in the Y-Bator system have reviewed his coding, and they were all blown away. He’s very old school, and some of the code he writes doesn’t immediately make sense, but it works. It works exceptionally well. My engineers tell me that they don’t understand how he’s doing it. They say he is some kinda Mozart of coding.”

“And Mr Speis?”

“He’s not as important as Frank. Don’t get me wrong, he’s a good designer, and he scored very high on the psychology test. More than thirty points. According to the test; he’s CEO material.”

“And Mr Engels, what is he?”
“Not CEO material, that’s for sure. Andrew Engels is the weak link in this whole equation. He’s had luck, that’s it. Piggy backed on the right people. He’s got limited tech-knowledge. He’s not a natural leader. I can go on if you want, but the bottom line is that he is not the right person to lead this company as it grows.”

“You mean you’re the right person, yes?”

“That’s not what I said, Roman. But I’m sure I can find multiple candidates who are better suited than Andrew.”

“Andrew Engels runs the company. That’s not up for discussion. And I’m not so certain that this personality test you use is the best tool to select CEOs of our companies. Andrew Engels remains CEO, and it is your responsibility to ensure that he succeeds. If he fails, you fail, yes.” Roman brought the empty glass of Vodka back on the table with a bang.

Richard Smith wiped a sweat pearl away from his upper lip. It was muggy and humid. They needed a big storm, that’s what they needed. “If that’s what you want,” he said.

“It’s what I want. And keep me updated about these two other guys. I want to know if they ever do something that could hurt the company.”

Richard Smith rose from the wicker chair, nodded to Roman, and walked into the house where one of Roman’s bodyguards escorted him to the front door. Richard never felt safe around Roman Bezhrev. He had started to leave messages for his wife every time he visited Roman at his house. He should probably find himself a new job. Even though he was handsomely remunerated, it wasn’t worth it. If Roman found it necessary to surround himself with bodyguards 24/7, what did that tell the people who spent time with him?

A car bomb could kill them all.

It wasn’t only Roman who was at risk.
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“I thought you were supposed to interview the founder of Tuna Life,” Vesna Connor said.

Scott Davis was seated in one of the office chairs in the meeting room. He was staring at the wall.

“Something came up.”

“Something for our crime desk?”

Scott glanced over at her. He studied the picture-pretty face. Not so much as a wrinkle. Not a trace of a life lived. “As you know the paper, in its infinite wisdom, has put me on Performance Review. One of the objectives in my Performance Review Plan is that I must improve my interaction with other staff and colleagues. So I’ve taken the liberty of doing just that. I’ve decided to become a mentor for young Mark Moss. Help him in establishing himself as a crime reporter.”

“Ehhh…” Vesna Connor didn’t know how to reply. It all came as such a surprise. “Super. Good initiative,” she said, pulling herself together. “But don’t let it interfere with your normal job. I need more articles about the new economy. It’s starting to get traction now. We have gotten the mayor’s attention.” She turned to leave. But just before she closed the door she stuck her head back in. “I want it documented. All the time you use mentoring Mark has to be documented. We can go through it in our weekly Friday meeting. Good initiative.”

Fuck, Scott Davis thought. He had impulsively blurted out what he had thought was a brilliant excuse for looking into matters he wasn’t supposed to meddle in. Instead he had now made it official. He now had to help Mark. He even had to document it. He was far from certain that all these missing women cases were criminal cases. Mark Moss had awoken the old journo instinct in him, but it was limited how enthusiastic it was. Fucking Friday meetings. Scott Davis had never understood the reasoning behind these Performance Improvement Plans. If a worker struggled in his job, if he was not quite reaching his budgets or quotas, not performing as expected, the last thing such a person needed was to document everything he did. To spend half his work week documenting that he struggled to perform. He needed more time to do his job, not less.

Scott needed to find a way to get Mark to write that report for him. He opened Google Images in his browser. He had seen that tattoo before. Mark’s friend in the police had given Mark a picture of the arm that had been found at the Spit. It had unofficially been identified as belonging to Marissa Soo, so Mark Moss had most likely been correct there. But it had also had a new tattoo not mentioned in the missing persons report. It had been relatively small and insignificant compared to the large snake curling down most of her arm. But Scott Davis had still noticed it – a circle with a dot in the middle. Three small dots, neatly placed around the circle with equal distance in between them. Where had he seen it before? He found many strange tattoos on Google Images, but not the one he was looking for. He decided to visit an old friend.

 

PT was busy tattooing a young woman when Scott entered his store. PT turned off the buzzing tattoo needle, and peeked over his shoulder when the doorbell warned someone had just entered his store.

“Scott Davis. Finally decided to get a small masterpiece on your body?” PT hollered.

Scott Davis laughed. “That day will never come. My body is my temple.”

PT returned the tattoo needle to the young girl’s back, and continued on something that appeared to be an eagle covering most of her backside. She hardly looked like she was twenty, an innocent young girl with long blonde hair and a giant eagle on her back. Scott Davis was glad it wasn’t his daughter. He was glad he didn’t have any kids at all. Too much responsibility. He pulled out the picture of the tattoo, on what was presumed to be Marissa Soo’s arm, and held it up in front of PT’s face. “Seen this one before?”

“Isn’t that the new logo for the City Council?” PT asked.

Scott laughed. “This is a dot and a circle. It would probably have cost the suckers a million bucks.” He sat down on a stool next to PT, who continued to maul the young girl’s back. “Good one. But seriously; have you seen it before?”

“Not my work. The circle is granulated. Not the best work I’ve ever seen. Cheap tattoo parlour in Kuta or Phuket, I would say.”

“Come on. Show some interest,” Scott said. “You hardly looked at it.”

“I’ve seen it before,” the blonde girl in the tattoo chair said. “Or at least something very similar. Some of the girls at Crazy Kangaroo have it.”

“There’s your solution. A strip club. A circle with a dot inside. It’s a nipple,” PT said.

The girl in the tattoo chair laughed. She squeezed her left hand down the way too tight pants pocket, and wriggled out two flyers. She handed them to Scott Davis.

“Free entry. Stop by one night. We’ve got a good show going.”

“Are you a stripper?” Scott Davis asked bluntly.

“No,” she laughed. “Too small tits. Work behind the bar. Not paid as well, but at least I feel better in the morning.”

Scott Davis thanked her for the tickets, and left for the door.

“Come again,” PT hollered with a made-up Indian accent as Scott exited the door.
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The smoke hovered as a thick layer of clouds just beneath the ceiling. Nora Jones’ velvet voice streamed out of the oversized subwoofers Frank had installed in the basement.

“Isn’t it damaging for the servers?” Andrew asked as he arrived next to Ken, who was seated in front of his iMac screen working on the user interface.

“No, the grass Frank gets from Nimbin is of such a high quality that it isn’t dangerous. Purer than oxygen, he claims.”

“Where is he, by the way?”

“Inside the lab,” Ken said, nodding towards the basement’s kitchen.

The previous owner had used the basement as a bachelor pad; home cinema, snooker table and a bar. Frank had turned most of it into a data centre; the Tuna Life part. Servers stacked up to the ceiling, connected via several kilometres of cables. The residual part of the basement, the part that consisted of the kitchen, he had converted into a small lab. Andrew didn’t really know what he was experimenting with in there, but he assumed it was something illegal, something drug-related. They had to get out of the basement as soon as possible. If the police raided the place they would all be facing prison terms.

 

“Come, come,” Frank hollered as he noticed Andrew. “Taste this one.”

“What is it?” Andrew asked.

“It’s the world’s best French fries.”

“They bloody better be good. You’ve been in there for more than two hours,” Ken yelled out.

Andrew studied the chip. It didn’t look dangerous. “Are there any drugs in it?” he asked.

“Are you insane?” Frank replied. “Don’t get me wrong. I like your thinking, but that would totally ruin the taste. This is the world’s best chip. I’ve only used the best potatoes from Nimbin. Cut them into strips, rinsed them, vacuumed them in water, heated it all to 212 degrees for fifteen minutes, before I bombarded them for another forty-five minutes with ultrasound to get rid of the water. Then five minutes in the oven at 212 degrees, three minutes submerged in oil at 338 degrees. And when they turned cold I fried them, dried off the extra oil with a paper towel. And voila; the world’s best chips.”

“Voila? It’s taken you two hours,” Ken hollered across the room.

Andrew took a bite. It was amazing. The outside of the chip almost exploded when his teeth chewed through the crust. Once through, they met an almost perfect soft inside. Was there anything Frank Geitner didn’t know how to do to perfection?

“It’s not my recipe,” Frank said. “It belongs to Nathan Myhrvold.”

“Who?” Andrew asked.

“Nathan Myhrvold, used to be CTO in Microsoft. Retired and decided to dedicate his life to making food based on science. Marvellous cook book; 2,400 pages of exciting dishes.”

“Wonder how long it takes to make a stew.” Ken laughed at his own joke.

“Quality takes time,” Frank snapped back.

“We need to talk,” Andrew said, sneaking himself another chip.

“Why? Is there a problem?”

Andrew nodded. “Sort of. We are in a very vulnerable position. Almost overnight we have become a sensation in the tech industry. Our app has more 5-star reviews than any other app in the iTunes store at the moment. That sort of success means attention.”

“Isn’t that good? Our users love our product. Nothing is better than positive reviews.”

“You’ve done a great job, Frank. Nobody is disputing that. We just need to be aware that with success comes scrutiny. You can’t walk around naked in your garden smoking pot anymore. Someone may snap a picture of you.”

“Snap a picture of me? Who cares about me? I’m not a public person.”

“You are now,” Andrew said, and handed Frank a copy of the latest edition of the Gold Coast Times. ‘New technology fairy tale on the Gold Coast’ was the headline. A grainy picture of Andrew covered the lower part of the front page. 

The article was mostly positive. The tempered giant, who had dumped Andrew at the Blue Grotto restaurant a few days back, had written a well-worded piece about Tuna Life’s meteoric rise from nowhere, and to the very top of the iTunes charts. If Rovio and their overexposed Angry Birds had been the symbol of app version 1.0, entertaining apps for timewasting and fun, then Tuna Life was the symbol of app version 2.0; mobile applications with the power to disrupt entire industries and bankrupt traditional companies. Industry experts expected a rush of more advanced applications now that the world had seen what Tuna Life had been able to make.

The article did, however, focus mostly on the fact that the app was developed by three largely unknown players in the tech industry. And not just that, they were old; none of them was younger than thirty. Who were the mysterious founders of Tuna Life, the article asked, and promised to bring an interview shortly.

Frank stared at the paper. It seemed as if reality had hit home. He was now part of something important, something bigger than him, something that could get very big. It meant that he couldn’t travel to Nimbin to buy marijuana, it meant that he couldn’t walk around naked in his own yard smoking pot. He was about to become a public person, and life was about to change.

“Thanks. Thanks for the warning,” he said before leaving the kitchen.

 

Andrew was surprised by Frank’s reaction. He had expected an irrational blow out, a joke or a funny remark.

Everything but what he had received.

Maybe he had to reconsider his view of Frank?

 


26

A couple of firm silicon tits slapped Mark in the face. His smile went from ear to ear as he wriggled out a ten-dollar note from his wallet, and then proceeded to stuff it down the G-string panties of the woman straddling him.

“I don’t think you’re going to find any tattoos there,” Scott commented dryly.

The woman wormed back on stage on all four, like a big cat. She curled around a metallic pole, purring. Then she hung upside down for a while, attempting to catch Scott Davis’ attention, it appeared. When she realised he wasn’t interested, she quickly moved on to the two middle-aged men in business attire at the other end of the stage. They had obviously been there a while. Empty beer bottles and glasses of scotch covered the tiny oval table in front of them. The oldest of the guys, a bald fat guy with a red face, shot Mark a smug look. As he wanted to say; she came back, she likes me more. Poor guy, Scott thought. It was only the guy’s money she liked. In this place you weren’t worth more than your last five dollars. He had interviewed strippers before. Most of them hated their jobs. They hated their customers even more. Perhaps they could stand someone like Mark Moss perving at them; a twenty-five-year-old good looking kid, sincerely enthusiastic at the sight of half-naked women dancing to crappy music. But people like Scott Davis – almost two metres tall, bald, fifty-two years old and completely devoid of any fashion sense, a bitter and angry person; there was absolutely no possibility that any of the girls on stage would ever look twice at him in a night club, so why should he believe that this place was different?

The music phased out and the lighting changed. Next woman out, Scott Davis thought, as he had a drink from his Peroni. He had asked for a schooner of Tooheys New. Local tap beer. Instead Mark had bought him a bottle of imported beer from Italy. How was it possible to get that so wrong? Still, he didn’t have the heart to complain. Mark was buying.

“Look,” Mark pointed at the new blonde wriggling her abdomen and throwing her hair around. Scott squinted. It looked like she had something on her arm. He handed Mark a twenty-note.

“Get yourself a private lap dance, son. And find out some more about that tattoo. Where she got it and what it means.”

Mark’s smile didn’t go from ear to ear anymore. It was much bigger than that.

“Don’t fall in love,” Scott said. “It’s not going to last.”

“You take my breath away,” Mark hummed as he waved to the girl with the twenty-dollar note.

 

Scott Davis stood at the bar, chatting with the girl from the tattoo parlour, when Mark exited one of the private booths, hand in hand with the stripper.

“See you later, Felicity,” he said. She blew him a kiss in return.

Scott was bit taken aback, and raised his left eyebrow. “What did she say?” he asked.

“Not much. She wants to meet at East in Broadbeach later tonight.”

Scott Davis involuntarily let out a laugh. “About the tattoo. What did she say about the tattoo?”

“Oh. It’s not really a tattoo. It’s one of those Henna tattoos. Disappears by itself after a few weeks. They use it to get into a club.”

“A club for strippers?” Scott Davis asked.

“No, a private gentleman’s club. She’s only been there three times. Had to get the tattoo to gain entry.”

“A tattoo to gain entry? What happened to the good old stamps?” Scott Davis said with a sombre voice.

“She said the money was good. Very good. But in the end it wasn’t worth it.”

“Did she say something more? Did she say what the club was called?”

Mark Moss shook his head. “She seemed a bit nervous talking about it. As if someone could be listening in on the conversation. I’ll get some more information from her at East.”

East was the new hip night club on the coast. Surfers Paradise was for the tourists and bogans, Broadbeach for the cool locals. It was at East the beautiful girls, the VIPs and the partygoers spent their nights. With well-used credit cards they purchased magnum bottles of Moet, and rows of wet pussy shots into the wee hours. Scott was glad he didn’t have to tag along with Mark. He was well past the thump-thump music.

A brown Irish pub. 

A lone guy with a guitar and a strong voice.

A beer and some hot chips. That was Scott’s definition of a good night out. Not standing straight up with an overpriced and diluted drink, in the middle of an ocean of people, listening to something they called music, but in reality was something that a DJ had stolen, recycled, and spit out again.

 

“Good luck. See you in the morning,” Scott said as he dropped Mark off outside the Oasis Shopping Centre in Broadbeach.

“Sure you don’t want to come for a drink? It’s just me and two mates from university; Smiley and JB,” Mark said.

Scott politely declined. But oddly enough he felt a bit proud. Proud because a twenty-five-year-old journalist invited him to have a drink with his friends. It meant that Mark truly enjoyed his company. That he had most likely been honest when he had said that he looked up to Scott, and that he aspired to write as well as Scott in his career. Maybe he should be nicer to the kid? Scott closed the car door before inspecting his watch. Eleven pm. He wasn’t tired. There was no point driving home to stare at the ceiling. Come to think of it, he had one more lead he could follow up on. He turned the wheel and spun out into traffic.

The evening had told him something important. If Marissa had a Henna tattoo, then that arm could only have been in the sea for a few hours.

 

Roman stared at the computer screen in front of him. “When was this recorded?” he asked. The massive Russian leant over Roman’s shoulder and pointed to the time and date in the upper right corner.

“Earlier tonight, Roman nodded. “And what did they want?”

“They asked around about a tattoo. The one you know.”

Roman sighed. “I think it might be time to get rid of Crazy Kangaroo. Set up a meeting with Mikhail. Tell him I have something he wants for sale.”

The big Russian without a neck, Roman’s bodyguard, Andrej, nodded with an expressionless face. He almost never smiled. It wasn’t only because he feared it could ruin his image. He was embarrassed of the big gap between his front teeth. Too many cheap Russian steroids in his teenage years had made his jaw grow, and left a rugby goal post between his incisors. Roman had told him to get it fixed. He paid him generously so there shouldn’t be any financial problem. But the big guy apparently had a dentist phobia. Dentist phobia. Roman had seen him pull out toenails and crush faces to a pulp of blood. Pain and fear weren’t things you associated with Andrej. But he was afraid of dentists. The world was strange.

Roman remained alone with his laptop as the big Russian went to call Mikhail. He squinted at all the empty houses at Sovereign Island. There were hardly lights on in any of them. It hadn’t always been like that. Before the GFC there had at least been people in every second home. There was no doubt that the GFC had hit Sovereign Island especially hard. A lot of the people living there had used the Island as the basis for their wealth. They had bought a piece of land, built an over-dimensioned house with all imaginable and unimaginable luxury; five bedrooms and garages accommodating at least ten cars. The list went on and on. Then they had flipped their mansion in a rising market only to invest the profits into a new project. A bigger piece of land, a bigger mansion, even more luxury. It had all worked well until the rug had been pulled from under their feet. With a stock market in free-fall and difficult banks, the market had evaporated in less than a year. Suddenly only rich Asians could afford to buy. And there was a reason the Asians were rich. They knew it was a buyers’ market. They sat there patiently on the fence until the banks and receivers moved in and sold off the mansions at fire-sale prices. Roman had also picked up a few houses that had foreclosed. But he hadn’t primarily done it to make money, he had done for security. It was nice to own the neighbouring houses. It was nice to know who lived around you.

Roman emptied the drink of vodka in front of him. Why had these reporters from the Gold Coast Times started to nose around at Crazy Kangaroo? Were they working on a piece on him? He should have listened to Richard Smith a long time ago. Divested all the night- and strip clubs. He was trying to build a serious businessman image. That image wasn’t compatible with being a club owner. He needed to get rid of them. He needed to get rid of all the baggage from his previous life.
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The smell of freshly brewed coffee teased with Vesna Connor’s nostrils, as she was waiting for the Gold Coast mayor, Eddie Molan, in the flashy offices of the Gold Coast City Council. The mayor was running late for their meeting. Apparently he was driving back from Tugun, where he had spent the morning discussing the new Casino plans with local real estate developers.

“He’ll be here in five minutes,” the polite receptionist said. The new logo of the Gold Coast, a massive red dot, adorned the wall behind her.

Minutes later the mayor arrived, huffing and puffing through the door, with a tail of lackeys behind him. He greeted Vesna with a big smile. One of those big smiles only politicians and car salesmen could muster. Vesna studied the mayor’s face. He was a good looking man. His parents had moved to the Gold Coast when he was three years old. They had taken the normal route; emigrated from Thailand to New Zealand where they had run several Thai restaurants until their five-year period was up. Then they had promptly moved on to Australia and the Gold Coast. The climate suited them better, and the Gold Coast, with its hundreds of thousands of tourists every year, provided a good foundation for a restaurant business if you knew what you were doing. And the Molan family knew what they were doing. The mayor had initially followed in his father’s footsteps and quietly set about expanding their small empire of restaurants when he had taken the reigns at thirty. He had, however, quickly expanded into other industries. First by buying a small car dealership, later by developing several duplexes. He was respected by both the working class people and the established business elite on the Gold Coast. When he was first elected, many worried that he was too close to the city’s real estate developers. They feared he would give them free rein. But the mayor had proven himself to be a man of own opinions. And he got things done. For the first time in a very long time it appeared as if the Gold Coast City Council really did something to improve the situation for all the people who were struggling financially. After a decade of ballooning bureaucracy, red tape and property taxes it was refreshing that someone actually tried to improve things, not only increase the number of government employees.

“Hi Vesna, I’m so glad you had time to come in for a chat.” Eddie Molan offered his extended hand. The smile was the same. It reminded Vesna about a billboard ad she had once seen; come to Thailand, the land of smiles.

They sat down. Eddie Molan in a black leather chair with his hands folded in his lap. Vesna straight opposite him. They were alone in the spacious conference room.

“Let me first say that I’m mighty impressed by what you have achieved, Ms Connor,” the mayor started. “This city needs more positive stories. There has been enough reporting on motorbike gangs, ruined beaches and struggling businesses. I don’t say we shouldn’t write about those issues.” Eddie Molan held up his index finger, to make a point. “These issues are important for my constituents. But this beautiful city has so much more to offer.”

“Thanks,” Vesna Connor said. “I only try to provide a balanced picture. Yes, many are struggling financially, but there are also those who do exceptionally well. It is in tough times that tomorrow’s winners are created.”

“Exactly!” Eddie Molan almost yelled the word. “And these stories about the new economy, these technology companies from the Gold Coast conquering the world, these are exactly the sort of stories we need.” The mayor rose from his chair. “As you so correctly stated: It is in difficult times that tomorrow’s winners are created. It never ceases to amaze me how many people are running their own businesses. When the rough times hit, the first thing many businesses cut is their marketing budget. Probably because it is one of the easiest costs to cut. But it is also the last one they should cut. If you are struggling financially you need to increase your revenue. And you can only increase your revenue by getting more paying customers. To cut your marketing doesn’t really help you in that regard.”

Eddie Molan strolled over to the window and peeked out at the parking lot below. “When I took over the mayoral chair I was so motivated to make changes. Absolutely everything we do can be done cheaper and more effective. After having been here for six months I realise it isn’t that easy. Everything I propose is met with resistance. I thought, after having been married for twenty-five years, that I knew something about compromising. I knew nothing. My fulltime job is to make compromises, to ensure that everyone gets something, so that I at least get one out of a hundred proposals through. It’s frustrating.”

“I understand,” Vesna nodded. She had pulled out her iPad and started taking some notes.

“No notes today, Vesna. What I tell you today is strictly off the record. Nothing will ever reach your readers. Is that ok?”

“Ok,” Vesna Connor replied, hesitatingly putting the iPad away.

“I will hold a press conference sometime within the next three months. In that press conference I will declare that I want to create an Australian Silicon Valley here on the Gold Coast.”

It was as if Vesna’s jaw dropped to the floor. The mayor had had the exact same thought as she had. What were the odds of something like that occurring?

“How do you plan to achieve that?” she asked, struggling to conceal her mixed emotions. She wasn’t sure whether she was happy that the mayor would help the city, or whether she was angry he was about to steal her idea.

“By investing lots of money,” the mayor smiled. “We can sit here until we turn green, waiting for the government to roll out fibre optical networks across Australia. The reality is that the Gold Coast and Australia are hopelessly behind the rest of the world when it comes to internet speed and technology. I’ll make sure we will be at the top of the class in less than a year.”

Vesna stared astonished at the mayor. “But where are you going to get money from? The City Council is already budgeting with a record-breaking deficit due to the new light rail.”

“The light rail project was a monumental mistake. But there’s nothing I can do about that now. We are too far ahead in the process,” the mayor said. He was talking about the massive light rail project that had led to most of the streets of Surfers Paradise being covered by gaping holes. What was supposed to be an environmentally friendly contribution to make people drive fewer cars had turned out to be the exact opposite. Due to the construction work the driving time between most places on the Gold Coast had at least doubled. And if you spoke to locals there was little to no chance they would ever use the light rail when it was completed. The coverage was simply not good enough, and the proposed prices were too dear. The council was therefore building a transport system only a selective group of tourists and permanents would ever use. Another example of the monetary waste Eddie Molan wanted to reduce.

“We will borrow cheap money,” Eddie Molan said. “The Chinese are willing to invest.”

“The Chinese?” Vesna repeated, gobsmacked. She knew the mayor had good contacts in Asia. It was one of the reasons he had received such strong support from the tourist industry in his mayoral bid. Asia, and China in particular, was their most important trade partner, and its influence just kept increasing. There were even rumours that the City Council wanted to create a Chinatown in Southport.

“They want to do a joint venture with the Gold Coast City Council. Fifty-fifty split of expenses.”

“And what do they get in return?” Vesna was by nature suspicious. When something sounded too good to be true – it usually was.

“The Gold Coast City Council will offer free WiFi in two new technology hubs. We are planning to centre these around Bond University in Varsity and Griffith University in Southport. The Chinese investors will own parts of the network, and will be able to make money by selling capacity to professional users, first-class high-speed networks for businesses and the like. They will also be given the opportunity to work more closely with Australian technology companies. Australia is the gate to the Asian market. By cooperating with the best and most innovative Australian technology companies they will have a short distance to their own market.”
“And what is my planned part in this?” Vesna asked. She didn’t have a good feeling.

“Continue with your articles. Success begets success. I sincerely believe we can create a small miracle here on the Gold Coast, and I want the Gold Coast Times’ support and blessing.”

“You know I can’t give you that,” Vesna replied. She felt pressured into a corner. There was nothing she wanted more than to help the Gold Coast become a new Silicon Valley. But she needed to maintain her integrity, the integrity of the paper. She needed to be unbiased.

“I can promise you we will continue to write about success stories on the coast. Every single one we can find. We want the same. There is nothing we in the Times want more than to see the Gold Coast blossom again. But the same way you have to make compromises in your job I have to make compromises in mine. I can’t only report the pleasant stories.”

“I think we understand each other, Vesna. I think we are quite alike, you and I.”

Vesna didn’t know whether she should take the comment as a compliment or not. And she immediately regretted her wording. She should have said she could never make compromises, that the media only reported facts.

“Do you own or do you rent?” the mayor asked Vesna as she got up from her chair.

“Rent,” Vesna said. “Trying to save up enough money for a deposit.”

“Varsity Lakes is not a bad area to invest when this goes through. The prices there are undervalued as it is.”

Vesna nodded. She didn’t know much about the real estate market. She was content renting. Content with not having a massive mortgage hanging over her head. A mortgage that tied her to a place, a job, and a certain life. She was still young. Wanted to experience the world. If it hadn’t been for her ridiculously successful brother it would have been easier to take a year off. A year of travelling. A year of writing the film script she had harboured in her head since she was a teenager. It was about time there was a proper female superhero. Spider-Man, Batman, Superman. There were hundreds of male superheroes. No one had yet managed to create a proper female superhero. Not from a female’s perspective. 

It was time.
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MONTH 4

 

NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES: 8

NUMBER OF USERS: 5 MILLION

VALUATION: $750K – UNKNOWN

 

“Yeaah.”

“Legendary.”

“OMG!”

The outcries were only interrupted by sporadic rounds of applause and convulsive laughter.

The mood was good in Frank Geitner’s basement. Andrew had used the last injection of fresh cash from Roman to hire a couple of programmers and a support person. The Tuna Life team headcount was now eight, but they were still based in Frank’s basement. They were all staring at the big screen, especially installed for the occasion. Samsung was having its launch party for its new flagship mobile, the Galaxy S4, at a theatre in New York. In a relatively short space of time Samsung had established itself as the new star in the mobile phone hardware universe. After the death of Steve Jobs, Apple had struggled to maintain its image. It had gone from being cool and innovative to becoming slow and boring. Roman Bezhrev had compared the mobile phone market with the night clubs he owned. You could have the coolest club in the city one week, just to find that it was out the next. When something like that happened it was almost impossible to get your mojo back. The easiest solution was to close up shop, change the interior and rebrand the place. Then you simply reopened the next week. If you did it right you never went out of fashion. Roman owned four nightclubs in Surfers, plus the strip club. None of them had ever been closed for more than a week. They were always cool.

Right now Samsung was the coolest name in the mobile industry. But the session that was streamed live from New York was anything but cool. Steve Jobs had strolled around in his black turtleneck shirt and worn jeans. He had built up the tension during his long monologues so that everyone at the keynote sat as if hypnotised in their seats, waiting for what he was about to pull out of the bag in the last five minutes. And then he had said it: Just one last thing, we have built this thing called iPod, called iPhone, called iPad, called anything. And out of nowhere he had revealed a product the world didn’t even know it needed, a product the world didn’t even know it needed before people tried it out, and realised that they could never return to a world without it.

Instead, Samsung served up a live theatre play, a proper Broadway production. With overplaying actors they attempted to illustrate how their mobile could be used in daily situations.

Andrew fretted. The idea was good – the execution embarrassing. He knew Tuna Life was the only external app Samsung would be showing off at the event. Tuna Life was finally ready with their long awaited Android version, and they had been given the incredible opportunity to be showcased at Samsung’s extravagant launch event.

Were they about to become the laughing stock of the tech world?

Suddenly the basement went dead silent. You could almost hear a pin fall when the step-dancing and overplaying ten-year-old Jeremey was applauded off the scene in New York. A young woman replaced him. She looked around a few times. It appeared that she was pretending to wait for a bus or something. Another woman arrived on stage. She walked up to the first woman and stopped barely five metres away. Maybe she was pretending to wait for the bus as well, Andrew thought. She was dressed in a beautiful red summer dress. The first woman discreetly pulled out her mobile phone, a Samsung S4 of course, and then she snapped a picture of the woman in the red dress. 

The massive screens surrounding the New York Radio City Music Hall came to life. The Samsung S4 logo disappeared, and was replaced by a picture of the woman in the red dress. A finger pushed the button ‘TRY ME’ and the screen was filled by a picture of the first woman. But she was now wearing the red dress. At least that was what appeared to have happened. The picture was crystal clear. There was nothing indicating it had been created by a computer program, by a mobile phone app.

A gasp rippled through the crowd. A new finger appeared at the big screen and pressed the button ‘SHOP’. An extensive list of pictures and web stores popped up on the screen. They were ranked on a percentage basis. One of the pictures had a 100% score. It meant that the app had found the identical dress. Others had lower scores.

The woman ranked the pictures after price – cheapest first.

She then quickly oriented herself to a dress that had a 78% score, but was three hundred dollars cheaper than the 100% score dress, which had a price tag of five hundred dollars.

The audience applauded as she pressed the ‘BUY’ button. And for the first time no one was laughing.

Andrew smiled as one of the programmers gave him a pat on the shoulder. The launch had been an indisputable success. They had owned the show, owned the show without even being present.

Andrew thought back on something he had read about Steve Jobs. How Steve had always managed to create his own reality around Apple’s products. It was claimed that Steve Jobs could convince anyone about anything. He was so well-spoken, so convincing, so gifted that in the end you believed whatever he said. If he claimed that all of Apple’s competitors were miles behind them in product development, then you believed it. If he claimed that nobody wanted large screens on their phones, then you believed him. He had this reality-distortion field he surrounded himself with. In his presence his word was reality.

Today Tuna Life had taken over this reality-distortion field. There was no one above, no one beside. Tuna Life was in a class by itself. What on Earth would they come up with next, the tech-reporters asked. The rumours had already started to spread on various internet forums. Software that could show how you looked with a new haircut, new tits, new make-up. New everything. The opportunities were unlimited. And who was this Andrew Engels? The founder who had come out of nowhere and built one of the fastest growing companies in the history of the mobile industry. Too cool to even make a personal appearance on the launch of their new Android app.

Andrew glanced at his mobile phone. Fifteen missed calls. He knew who was calling. The press needed a face.

This was what Roman had warned him about. Warned wasn’t the correct word – prepared him for. Andrew would become Tuna Life’s public face. He would be representing Tuna Life and everything the company stood for.

Roman had casually said that it would be the first time in history a male-model would be the face of a technology company. A picture-pretty face, not a pimple-covered nerd face.

Everything with Tuna Life was different.

Even the boss.

Andrew rubbed his hands together. They were clammy and sweaty. This wasn’t just outside his comfort zone. This was outside every zone he could ever imagine visiting. He was about to become a public person. He, who had struggled finding the words giving his farewell speech at Avensis Accounting, was going to become a celebrity. He had read somewhere that most people feared public speaking more than death itself. He wasn’t quite there yet. He still preferred to be alive. But he was close.

He needed a drink. “Congratulations team,” he hollered. “I know everyone has worked their ass off for this. Today we can all be proud. Very proud. We have created something the world didn’t know they needed. Today they know.

“Being honest, we should all have been there today, partying in the Big Apple. But as you all know we have lots to do. That doesn’t mean we can’t have fun though. So pack up your things, and let’s head over to the Courthouse Hotel for some drinks. No need to return afterwards. Take the rest of the day off. You all deserve it.”

Andrew knew that most of the staff would return to Frank’s basement after the drinks anyway. It was still early morning in Australia, and Tuna Life’s employees weren’t like Andrew had been in Avensis Accounting; living for his weekends, just waiting to get out of the office on a Friday afternoon. Tuna Life’s employees genuinely loved what they did; they wanted to make a difference.

Andrew now realised how bad he had been as an employee.

Maybe the partners at Avensis Accounting had been right?

Maybe he never had been partner material.

 

 


29

The beer glass had left a wet circle at the wooden table. A dozen men dressed in workwear sat scattered around at the Shark Bar Pub in Miami. Yellow and orange workwear. Construction workers. Scott Davis was the only one in a shirt and tie. But he didn’t feel like an outsider. Most of the workwear was probably cleaner than his suit pants. He couldn’t remember the last time he had washed them, but he knew it was a long time ago. Too long. He had spent a lot of time in the car lately. When you farted in a car seat there was no escape route for the gasses. The gas was stuck there in between the seat and the arse, baking the fabric in the smell. It didn’t help airing the pants out when you got home, either. Gradually they would start to smell. At the pub nobody cared about that stuff. But lately Scott had started to care more about his appearance. They said you gradually became more and more like the people you surrounded yourself with. And lately he had spent a lot of time with this young kid from the crime desk, Mark Moss. He didn’t try to impress him. Actually quite the opposite. But for some reason Mark appeared to look up to him. So Scott had decided to pull himself together. Clean up his act.

Mark Moss was one of those young kids who were very aware of how they appeared. Matching colours on his clothes, shoes always polished. Scott imagined Mark probably spent more time in the bathroom than most women. The waxed hair always looked the same, even though it probably was supposed to look like Mark had just got out of bed. Bed hair, as Mark had called it. Carefully planned. Every strand of hair exactly where it was supposed to be. Scott Davis found the whole thing ridiculous. But he couldn’t argue against facts; it worked, Mark had taken that stripper home. Sex with a stripper; that was something for the bucket list, Scott had thought as he observed Mark Moss pull up outside the pub.

“What the fuck,” Scott blurted out, as Mark exited his car and made it for the pub entrance.

“What the fuck are you wearing?” Scott asked, not even attempting to lower his voice. He was referring to Mark’s white pants and short-sleeved pink shirt.

“What do you mean?” Mark asked, apparently not understanding the question.

Scott didn’t even bother to explain. “Do you want beer or champagne?” he instead asked.

Mark laughed. “Not everyone can wear pink and get away with it,” he said.

“Neither can you.”

Mark Moss smiled. “I’ve been at the Gold Coast Turf Club today. Writing a piece about the use of drugs in horse racing. You need to dress for the occasion.”

“If that’s what you’re wearing for the races, I wonder what you’re going to wear if Vesna ever asks you to cover the Mardi Gras in Sydney.”

Mark laughed. “Felicity gave me the address to where one of those gentleman’s parties was held. I had to promise not to reveal where I got the information. She said there were many Russians there. Scary guys. Guys you wouldn’t even want to meet in broad daylight. That’s why she quit. It wasn’t worth it.”

“What did she do at the parties?”

“Well, she claims she only served drinks and did a few dances on stage. But after last night I’m not sure. She is one sick puppy,” Mark said with a proud voice. He had already told Scott that he had taken the stripper home for the night. Now he was eager to tell more.

Scott knew he was expected to ask, to beg for some dirty details about Mark’s wild night with the crazy stripper. Even though he was tempted, he refrained from doing so. 

“Is it ok if you drive?” he instead asked. “I think I’ve had one too many. You can drop me off here later.”

“No problem,” Mark replied.

When they exited the pub Scott heard someone wolf whistling. He swirled around and locked eyes with one of the construction workers. The construction worker’s two buddies were laughing. They instantly lowered their gaze when they noticed Scott Davis was staring back at them.

“Start the car. I just need to sort something out,” Scott said, before returning to the pub. The construction worker in the orange vest, the one who had smiled so broadly only seconds earlier, stared at the floor in an attempt to avoid eye contact with Scott.

“Do you have a problem?” Scott asked, grabbing the arm of the worker. Slowly he applied pressure, and one could see the fear in the worker’s eyes when he realised that he either had to back out or fight the bald giant.

“Sorry, didn’t mean nothing,” he said.

“Well, don’t let it fucking happen again,” Scott said, before loosening the grip. He had definitively changed over the last few weeks.

 

They were on their way to Marissa Soo’s parents. It was now official that the body parts floating ashore at the Spit had belonged to Marissa Soo, a twenty-year-old nail and beauty student who had worked part time as a stripper at Crazy Kangaroo to earn some spending money. Scott had spoken to her mum on the phone. He had explained that he was working on an article about missing women, but if Marissa’s parents agreed he could include a story about Marissa. It was still unclear how she had ended up in the water, and the police had yet to decide whether it was a criminal case or an accident. They hadn’t been able to determine the cause of death, or even determine if she was dead; all they had found was after all just an arm and a leg. A piece in the paper could maybe give the case some attention. Maybe result in someone with information stepping forward.

 

Marissa Soo’s parents appeared much older than they were. Scott was unsure whether this was caused by the shock and grief over losing their only daughter, or if they had always looked old. They were only forty-four and forty-five, but they looked like they were in their late sixties. Her dad’s hair was almost white, and her mother’s face looked sickly and grey.

“Thanks for agreeing to see us. I know that this must be very difficult for you,” Mark said.

“Do you have any new information?” the father asked, anxiously.

“Unfortunately not. We don’t know anything more than the police have already told you,” Mark conveyed the message with an apologetic voice.

“She was a wonderful girl,” her mother said, struggling not to burst into tears.

“Did you notice any changes in Marissa’s behaviour the last few weeks before she disappeared? New friends, new acquaintances?” Scott asked.

Her father cleared his throat. Scott knew what was coming, and he knew it would be awkward.

“She took a job at a club in Surfers,” he said with a solemn voice. “Too proud to ask for help,” he continued. “She lost her job at one of the shoe stores at Robina Town Centre. Had worked part time there for six months. When they closed up shop she risked not being able to pay her school fees. She knew we were struggling financially.” He peeked over at his wife. “We both lost our jobs when Hometown Bakery went belly up a year ago. So Marissa took a job as a dancer at Crazy Kangaroo.”

Her father started to cry. His wife put a comforting hand on his shoulder before he continued. “She didn’t tell us. We only discovered when we searched through her room after she went missing. She had hidden a box of money in her closet. That’s where we found the pay slips from Crazy Kangaroo.”

“We know she worked there,” Scott said. “And rest assured that you will be able to review every word we will print about her. She sounds like a wonderful person.” Scott attempted a smile, but he couldn’t quite get there.

“There was an awful lot of money there,” Marissa’s mum said. “A lot more than on the pay slips.”

“Working in clubs you also get a fair bit of tips. That could explain the difference,” Mark said.

“There was a lot more,” Marissa’s dad said.

“How much?” Scott asked.

“About twenty grand.”

Scott and Mark briefly exchanged looks.

“Have you mentioned this to the police?” Scott asked.

“Yes. They told me the same as you. That the girls get a lot of tips in places like Crazy Kangaroo. The policeman interviewing us advised us to keep shut about the money, unless we wanted the taxman to take his part.”

“We don’t care about the money,” Marissa’s mum said. We only want to find out what happened to Marissa. We only want to find who’s responsible for Marissa’s death.”

“We’ll do our best,” Scott said. “We’ll be writing a small piece about Marissa. I don’t want to create false expectations, but these kinds of articles sometimes help bring forward new information. Someone can have seen her the night she disappeared. People can remember details they previously had forgotten. What we want from you, if you choose to accept, is the authorisation to tell Marissa’s story. Who she was, and what she was doing the night she disappeared.”

“How can we help?” the father asked.

“You need to try to remember. What did Marissa do the day she disappeared? No details are unimportant. Tell the story, and maybe it can help us get some answers.”

“Marissa’s father nodded as he wiped a tear away from his cheek. “Do you drink coffee?” he asked.
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“Andrew, BusinessInsider wants to have a chat,” said Yvonne, the only employee on Tuna Life’s support line.

Andrew shook his head demonstratively. He had no intention of taking BusinessInsider’s call. In fact, he had no intention of taking any media calls at all. It had started of slowly; a couple of tech news sites had contacted him. TechCrunch was the first. They were US-based and could do the interview over email. It had suited Andrew perfectly. He could think through his answers, and if he ran into any problems with advanced technical queries, he could just have a chat with one of his programmers before replying. Even though he didn’t have a Computer Science background he had managed to add a mountain of tech phrases to his vocabulary over the last two months. It was like any industry; you didn’t need to know all the finer details to be recognised as an expert. You only needed to know the main points.

He was the CEO.

The ‘big picture’ person.

The one who created the vision and set the aspirations for the company and its future.

He didn’t need to know how to program in C++, Python or Java. He wasn’t the one who needed to know technical trivialities. 

Before he accepted his previous job in Avensis Accounting he had been called in to a few job interviews for Ernst & Young Consultants. The job interviews had been some of the most surreal experiences in his life. First of all, everybody who interviewed him treated him like shit. It didn’t actually whet the appetite that everyone who worked there turned out to be arseholes. But somehow he managed to get called in for a second interview. He had considered declining, but then he had thought: I’ve gotten this far, might as well see if I can go all the way. 

On the second interview a guy in a suit had placed a sheet of paper in front of Andrew. It had contained one simple question. ‘You are the CEO of a new airline that considers flying daily from Brisbane to Sydney. How much does the airplane cost?’

The guy in the suit had explained that Andrew had twenty minutes to come up with an answer. Then he had left the room. Not even a handshake. Not even a ‘hi, how are you’. Andrew was flabbergasted. The first five minutes he had just been sitting there, staring at the piece of paper, waiting for the guy to return and tell it was all a bad joke, that he had already been given the job. But as time passed, and the guy never returned, he had started to think. He imagined that’s what they wanted. To figure out how he thought, how his mind worked. It wasn’t the answer they were after – it was the thought process that led to the answer. 

Assumptions.

He had to start with the assumptions. He assumed the plane had 200 seats. On average it would be able to fill 80% of those seats with paying passengers. It would use so and so much fuel per mile, and the distance between Sydney and Brisbane was x miles. Somehow, he didn’t really know how, he had managed to come up with a price tag that sounded perfectly logical. He had arguments made out of steel, and he was pleased with himself. The consultant in the suit returned and asked Andrew to explain how he had arrived at his answer. Halfway into Andrew’s answer the consultant broke him off, and told him it was the most ridiculous answer he had ever been given. Instead he gave Andrew a new piece of paper. ‘You are sitting on a plane, next to the CEO of BMW. Tell him how he should launch a new model in China.’

What the fuck? Andrew felt like getting up and telling the guy to piss off, that Ernst & Young could bugger off to a place the sun never shone. But he constrained himself, and completed the second task as well.

To his surprise he received a job offer from Ernst & Young Consulting the following week. He almost took it. The problem was that the first thing he had done after the interview was to Google his own answers. He had convinced himself of what the price of a commercial jet should be, and he had been confident that he was in close proximity of the real price. He was miles away.

And that was when he realised; it wasn’t necessarily only his thought process they were after, either. They wanted to assess if he was capable of selling a convincing story without knowing shit, if he was capable of handling criticism without becoming defensive. He was about to become an overpaid consultant. Someone who would invoice by the hour, and claim to be able to solve everyone’s problems, without having a fucking clue whether the solutions he sold would ever work or not. He, without any work experience, without any other knowledge than what he had read himself to at university, was going to tell business leaders, with decades of experience, how they were supposed to run their businesses. He declined the offer from Ernst & Young. Instead he took the accounting job at Avensis. It seemed more honest. At least he would know what he was selling.

But he had always been good at selling stories. That was part of the reason he had been able to raise three hundred thousand dollars in seed capital from Y-Bator, and it was the reason he had been able to recruit so much talent to Tuna Life: Andrew’s bullshit stories.

He sold the dream so well that he almost believed it himself. It had always been his strength.

To talk to journalists scared him, however. What if they unmasked him? Exposed that he only recycled techno phrases he had picked up from the internet. That he wasn’t really a visionary founder; just a washed-up accountant in the middle of an early midlife crisis, who due to a string of coincidences had ended up becoming the CEO of one of the fastest-growing tech-companies in the world. He was a fraud, a phony, and it was only a question of time before they all would know.

He wiped the clammy hands on his trousers.

“I’m busy. Ask them to call back tomorrow,” he hollered to Yvonne. He gathered his car keys, and readied to leave Frank’s basement. It was buzzing with activity. Half a dozen heads, clad with headphones from Skullcandy and black hoodies, were hammering code on their keyboards.

Everyone in the office had a task.

Everyone except Andrew.

He was the only one who didn’t know what the hell he was doing.

He almost ran out of the basement.

 

It wasn’t difficult to find what he was looking for. Southport wasn’t exactly the best neighbourhood on the coast. It had traditionally been the CBD of the Gold Coast, but not anymore. In truth, no one really knew where the CBD was anymore. There were at least four other suburbs claiming the title: Robina CBD, Varsity Lakes CBD, Burleigh Heads CBD and Bundall CBD. The Gold Coast was too fragmented. It was a tourist place that had fermented in every direction, without any sort of town-planning. But there was one thing you couldn’t take away from Southport; it was still the easiest place to get hold of drugs. And Andrew needed something, something strong that could calm his nerves. Something that could quash the engrossing doubt he had in his own abilities. Something that could make him relax. He parked his old Mazda on Scarborough Street, and wandered down to the taxi rank outside the ANZ bank. He casually leant against one of the traffic signs, observing the road works for the new light rail.

“What are you looking for, mate?” A skinny and unshaven thirty-year-old in an Adidas jacket asked.

Andrew looked around before answering nervously; “Cocaine.”

“Five minutes,” the guy said before disappearing into an alley.

Andrew had no idea what he was doing. He had never tried cocaine or any other drugs before, but he had read that it gave your self-confidence a boost. And that’s what he needed now.

“Andrew!” In the corner of his left eye Andrew could see one of the partners from Avensis Accounting walking straight towards him. He turned around, looking for the drug dealer. But luckily he was still in the alley. Andrew raised his hand and walked briskly towards his old colleague.

“I’m hearing you’re doing well. We should never have let you go,” the Avensis partner said with a smile, before giving Andrew a good hug.

A hug!

He had barely said hi in the morning when Andrew worked there.

“So, what’s happening? Any big plans?” the Avensis partner asked.

“I’m sorry. Late for a meeting,” Andrew lied. “Have to run,” he said before continuing past the partner.

“No problem. We should catch up for a coffee one day, Andrew. I’ll call you,” the partner called out to Andrew’s back.

But Andrew didn’t turn around. In the distance he could hear the drug dealer swearing and kicking the traffic sign.

Andrew didn’t turn around.
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“How do you do it?” Mark asked.

Scott looked puzzled. “Do what?”

“How do you get people to open up like that?”

Scott hadn’t really given it much thought. He knew he was good at what he did for a living. That he got people talking. But it wasn’t always deliberate. He never entered a home with an agenda, with a plan for how he could get the information he wanted. He simply let the conversation take its run. Like an author who instead of plotting his entire book just started writing to see where the story took him.

“I’m just respectful,” he answered. “If you treat people with respect, regardless of who they are and what they’ve done or not done, then normally they return that respect.” He pondered his own statement. If there was one thing he didn’t do – it was treating people with respect. He could be a complete arsehole, an arrogant fuckwit. Perhaps he had an agenda? Perhaps he just wasn’t willing to admit it, not even to himself. “People are tired of everyone always trying to sell them shit. They are tired of everyone having personal agendas. If you approach people without a personal agenda, then you create a bond between them and yourself, you invite them to open up.”

Mark appeared to soak up the wisdom, and Scott felt good. It was nice to get a confirmation that he still knew his stuff. Marissa Soo’s parents had been very frank about their daughter. They had told the unvarnished truth about a daughter who had had big dreams, and little time. She had been a smart girl, straight-A student at high school, but unwilling to sacrifice material goods or partying so university had never been a realistic alternative. Instead she had tried out a number of different TAFE courses, to discover who she really was and what she wanted to do with her life. She had worked part time in various clothing shops the whole time, something that had been quite convenient as clothing had been her biggest expense by far. She had, however, always struggled with depression. Her mum said it ran in the family. Both Marissa and her mum had low levels of serotonin in their brains, something that occasionally caused them to get depressed. With Marissa’s grand plans, and somewhat ordinary life, this genetic trait had always been a source of worry. Marissa had stopped using her medication a couple of months before she disappeared, as she had started to feel better. The police had therefore unofficially concluded that her death was suicide by drowning, something her mother categorically denied. She could at times be depressed, but she had been far too unselfish to ever consider taking her own life. And life had improved in the days leading up to her disappearance. She had seemed happier. Had more money to do things, and she had met a new man. Her parents didn’t know his name, only that he had made Marissa happier those precious last days. The mum expressed hope that the article would lead to her secret boyfriend making contact with them.

“It definitively doesn’t sound like a suicide,” Mark said. “She had twenty thousand hidden under her bed. Money and new boyfriend. Not exactly the best reasons to off yourself.”

“Money only provides a brief moment of happiness for girls like Marissa,” Scott said. “Did you have a look in her closet? I bet half her clothes still had the tags on. She buys something new to get a high, a second of endorphins rushing through her brain, and she mistakenly believes that feeling is happiness. But it doesn’t last. It doesn’t remove the insecurity or the feeling of inadequacy. A new boyfriend dumping her; it could have been just enough to tip the boat.”

“Who died and made you an expert on psychiatry?” laughed Mark.

Scott swirled around, but managed to hold back his poisonous reply. He knew everything there was to know about depression, and what it could do to a human being. His wife of fifteen years had lived with depression her entire life. Scott hadn’t noticed at all at first, he had always just assumed she was a moody person. But ten years into their marriage his wife had started taking antidepressants. Although it had improved home-life, he hadn’t been very understanding. In his eyes medication for mental disorders was a sign of weakness; it signalled that she couldn’t handle real life, that she had to numb reality to get through the day. Was life with him so terrible that she needed medication to get through the day? He had felt insulted.

Over time he had learnt to understand that everyone wasn’t equipped to handle life the same way. To blame one’s genes wasn’t just an easy-out. Sometimes one really had different genetic starting points.

“My wife ended her life when she was forty-five. Happy as a camper the day before. No warning signs. She was on the same medication as Marissa.”

“I’m sorry,” Mark said. “I had no idea.”

Scott turned away his gaze, to avoid Mark noticing his eyes tearing up. “It’s ok. It happened a long time ago.”

They continued their walk to the car in silence. 

As Scott reached for the doorhandle to the passenger seat, he turned to face Mark. “We need to locate this boyfriend. It’s odd that he hasn’t contacted the parents or the police.”

“Where do we start looking?” Mark asked.

“I’m afraid we’ll have to return to Crazy Kangaroo. You’ll get to see Felicity in action again.”

Mark laughed as he jumped into the driver’s seat.
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“So you have a problem with large audiences?” Richard Smith asked.

Andrew Engels was sitting in his office, shivering, trembling. “I guess so,” Andrew replied. He was stooping, his head buried in his hands. He had driven straight from his failed attempt to buy cocaine to Richard Smith’s office. He was scared. It was the first time in years he’d had one of his panic attacks. The last one had been seven years ago, when his girlfriend dumped him and moved overseas. He had been inconsolable. He hadn’t understood back then, but now he did: He needed help. “Normally I don’t get stressed. But all this attention. All this pressure. It’s all so new. It’s all so different. My life has changed so much the last six months, and I’m not sure if I’m the right person to lead Tuna Life going forward.”

Richard glanced out the window. It was this situation he had seen coming. Of course Andrew Engels wasn’t the right man to lead the company. You didn’t need to be a recruitment specialist to see that; the result of the personality test had been conclusive. But Roman Bezhrev had been pretty clear; Andrew Engels was the CEO of Tuna Life, and it was Richard’s task to ensure that he succeeded in that position.

Richard quickly assessed the situation. It represented both a threat and an opportunity. If Andrew failed it could mean an out for Richard. He felt increasingly unsafe around Roman.

Yes, he had a good salary. But was the money worth it when he almost every week feared for his life? Roman always surrounded himself with bodyguards. There was a reason for that. He had powerful enemies. Enemies who could become dangerous for Richard as well if he got caught in the crossfire. The problem was that Richard had a beautiful wife, a wife who was used to the good life, a wife who was much too beautiful and smart to be with someone like Richard. How long would she stick around if she couldn’t holiday overseas four times a year, and have spa treatments and lunch with her girlfriends in Main Beach every second day. He had become a prisoner of her spending habits. He had become a prisoner of Roman’s much too generous remuneration. There was no way he would earn the same somewhere else.

“We all have self-doubts,” Richard said. “It’s perfectly normal to feel what you feel, Andrew. But you have achieved more in the span of four short months than most people achieve during their entire working life.”

“I’m not the right person to lead the company, Richard. I’m not the right person.”

“You are the right person, Andrew. You have the entire board behind you. You only need some assistance. Do you think rockstars don’t have nerves before a concert? Do you think an actor doesn’t fear failure before the opening of a new movie? Every person doing something important in life will at some point feel that they are lacking. It’s part of stepping outside their comfort zones. To succeed you sometimes have to bite off more than you can chew – and then you just have to chew as fast as you can.”

Andrew didn’t laugh of Richard’s poor attempt to be funny. “I’m so afraid of being ridiculed. I constantly feel that I’m going to get exposed for who I am. That some reporter starts digging and finds out that I’m not the person I pretend to be.”

“None of us are who we pretend to be. You look up to Roman. Thirty years ago he sold cars in Moscow for a living. I used to be a chef before I studied business. We create our own reality, Andrew. You have a Masters from Griffith University, you have started an immensely successful company. What you need to ask yourself is: Who has the upper hand in an interview? You, a successful businessman? You, who earn more in a month than the guy interviewing you does in a year, or he, who struggles to pay his mortgage and student loan? He, who works in an industry that is rapidly dying? Put yourself in his shoes. How do you think he would feel before that interview? Meeting a person, maybe half his age, who has achieved so much more. He looks up to you, Andrew. He doesn’t think you’re a phony. He thinks you’re a genius. That’s the reality we live in, that’s the world we live in.”

“I don’t know,” Andrew said. “I can’t think properly.”

“We have resources, Andrew. We can get you a mentor, someone who can get you through this phase. Why don’t you cancel all external appointments for the next two weeks, and I promise you I will get you prepared for that first face-to-face interview. You did well when you presented the Tuna Life pitch to me. You just need to find back to that.”

“I knew what I was talking about then. And there were only a few people in the room. It will be different when speaking to journalists, or holding presentations.”

“Well, let’s get hold of the best in the industry. Let’s get someone to teach you how to hold presentations. These are solvable problems, Andrew. It is this you are meant to do. You’re not meant to sit in a corner of an accounting office for the rest of your life, waiting for the reaper to come take you away.”

Andrew considered what Richard had just said. Even though he was stressed, and didn’t look forward to holding presentations or meeting the press, he never wanted to go back to his old life. A life without any future, a life filled with meaningless tasks and arse-kissing of people he neither liked nor respected. “Ok. I’ll give it a try. But can you do me a favour?” he asked.

“Of course,” Richard replied.

“Could you get me some pills? All I want to do is to get some sleep. One night of proper sleep is all I want.”

“No problem, Andrew. Trust me. We’ll fix all this.”

Richard Smith stared out the window as Andrew left his office. Was this what his job now included; getting drugs for his employees? He couldn’t help smiling though. Things had played out exactly as he had thought they would, and he had just placed his first chips on the table.
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The dim lighting forced Mark to squint. He secretly acknowledged that he probably needed glasses. He was too nearsighted to drive a car at night time, but he had learnt to somehow function in the daytime. Too much sun and surf as a teenager had damaged his retinas and made contact lenses not an option. But he was too vain to wear daytime glasses, and laser treatment was definitely not in his budget, so he accepted the squinting. Right now, though, he wished he had some glasses. He was attempting to get a better view of the woman dancing on the stage in front of him. It was evident that the quality of the day shift was not as good as the evening shift. The heavily tattooed woman in her early thirties winked at Mark before he managed to avert his look. Then she started to move towards him, on all fours, as a cat hungry for a meal. A feral cat, Mark thought. He glanced helplessly over at Scott Davis, who was over at the bar, chatting with the bartender.

“So you never saw her with a regular customer or a friend?” Scott asked.

“We have strict rules,” the bartender said. “The girls are not allowed to get physical with any of our clients. No touching – only looking.”

“My colleague over there…” Scott pointed to Mark, who suddenly had turned pale as a ghost as the MILF was climbing his lap, “went home with one of your girls the other night. So I don’t think this rule of yours is absolute.”

The bartender shot a quick look at Mark. “Are you sure?” she asked.

Scott understood what she meant. Mark didn’t actually look like the best catch in his pink shirt and white pants, struggling to avoid the tattooed dancer putting her arse in his face. 

“I’m not from the police or the liquor licensing office. What you tell me stays between us. I only want to know what happened to Marissa,” he continued.

The bartender looked like she considered her reply, as she filled up the schooner of beer he had just ordered. She quickly glanced up at the camera in the ceiling. “Not here,” she said. “We can talk after work. I finish half past seven. Wait for me at the McDonald’s in Cavill Avenue.”

Scott nodded, and paid. He turned around and treasured the view in front of him for a moment; the tattooed woman dry-humping poor Mark Moss. She had most likely gotten it into her head that she should convert what she thought was a gay guy. Mark’s stressed-out face revealed that she was doing a pretty bad job. But the other patrons in the club seemed to enjoy the show. They clapped as she touched her toes in front of Mark.

 

The time was almost eight when the bartender from Crazy Kangaroo finally arrived at the McDonald’s restaurant. Scott Davis waved her over to his table. He had bought her a quarter pounder meal, but it was now cold after having been sitting on the table for the last half hour. She sat down, took a sip of the Coke and grabbed a couple of fries. “Where are the candle lights?” she laughed.

Scott smiled. “So why did you want to meet here? Isn’t it safe to talk at work?”

“It’s not that. It’s just that there are cameras everywhere. You always feel like someone is watching.”

“A bit paranoid, this Roman Bezhrev?” Scott asked, with reference to Crazy Kangaroo’s Russian owner.

“I don’t know,” she almost snapped back. “I don’t want to talk about him. I can tell you what I know about Marissa, but that’s all. I can’t afford to lose my job.”

“Fair enough,” Scott replied. “I visited Marissa’s mum earlier today. She mentioned that Marissa had recently met a new man. Not long before she disappeared. Do you have any idea who this person might be?”

“No, but she told me the same thing. Something about everything was going to get well. That she thought she finally had met someone good. Someone right.”

“Someone right?” Like in marriage material?”

“I don’t know. She didn’t say much more. But she was obviously in love.”

“Had she told him what she did for a living? That she was a stripper?”

The bartender shrugged. “I’ve got no idea what she told him. But I’m pretty sure she didn’t meet him at Crazy Kangaroo. It’s more likely she met him at one of those tech-parties.”

“Tech-parties? You mean like raves? I thought they stopped doing those in the nineties,” Scott said.

“No, not raves, stupid. Tech-parties. It’s the latest thing for the gold-diggers; parties for the heroes of the new economy.”

“The new economy?” he repeated.

“Are you sure you are a reporter?” she asked. “Or have you just been sleeping under a rock the last six months? Everybody is talking about it. People are making millions making mobile phone apps. I’m saving up so I can invest in a friend’s idea. He says it’s brilliant. I don’t want to waste my life working in a bar until die. I want to do something with my life.”

Scott didn’t know whether he should laugh or cry. ‘The New Economy’ was an expression he had come up with, something he had casually phrased in an insignificant article, something his boss, Vesna Connor, had picked up and asked him to repeat relentlessly, in article after article. Her plan, whatever it was, had evidently worked. The expression had now become part of the limited vocabulary of a strip-club bartender. A bartender, sitting at a McDonald’s restaurant, giving Scott investment advice. If this wasn’t the very definition of a bubble in the brooming then he had no idea what was. He needed to be more careful with what he wrote in the paper going forward. He could easily become the scapegoat if and when the bubble burst.

“So how do you get invited to these techno-parties?” he asked.

She studied him. “You? I’ve got no idea how you can get an invitation. For girls like Marissa it’s easier. Girls like her just have to smile, shake her titties. They like to surround themselves with good-looking girls, these rich guys.” She laughed a bitter laugh. “Girls like Marissa have an easy life. They don’t have to work for anything. It all just falls into their lap.”

“I don’t think Marissa had a particularly easy life. There was more to her than you know. She did what she had to do to get by.”

The bartender took a large drink of the Coke, before grabbing her handbag. “You know, I see them every single night. They stand up there on stage. Smiling, shaking their boobs and wriggling their hips. Doing the most of what God and plastic surgery have given them. But as soon as the curtain falls, they whine and complain. How disgusting and clingy their clients are, how stingy they are. When you spend most of your working day being false, it’s easy to forget who you really are. I didn’t know Marissa. I don’t even think her own parents knew her when she disappeared.” The bartender rose from the table. She put the unopened quarter pounder in her hand bag. “I hope you find whoever it was that killed Marissa,” she said, and left.

Scott Davis was left with more questions than answers. Who was Marissa Soo? Did she commit suicide? Did she accidentally drown during a late night swim? Or was Mark Moss right? Had she been murdered? And if so, was there a connection between all these missing women? Scott Davis had no idea. The only thing he was certain of was that he needed to become more critical of these new technology companies he was writing about. It was ok as long as they only took money from professional investors. Scott Davis couldn’t care less if one of the big banks or a wealthy investor lost a couple of millions. They knew what risks they took. They could afford to lose. If these technology companies started to seek money from normal people, however, then it was a totally different kinda ball game. The Gold Coast had always been an Eldorado for scoundrels. There was a lot of money on the coast, but hardly any of it had actually been made there. People worked their arse off in busy jobs in Sydney or Melbourne, they built up companies in Perth and Brisbane, and then they moved, with their pockets lined with cash, to the sunny Gold Coast, planning to spend their retirement on the golf course and the beach. All these naïve retirees were tempting targets for swindlers who specialised in offering guaranteed high returns on low-risk investments. Three-percent return on term deposits were unappealing to most people who had just retired and were used to a good life. You didn’t need the gift of the gab to convince most people to take some risk when the promised return was high enough. People were greedy by nature. Pensioners were no exception.

Scott Davis peeked over at a blonde girl in the line at the McDonald’s counter. Probably around nineteen, happy and smiling. She held on to the hand of the boy next to her.

In love.

Scott couldn’t envision Marissa killing herself. Not if she was in love. 

Something else must have happened.

Scott Davis needed to find her boyfriend.

He was the key to the mystery.
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Andrew Engels gazed at the long legs in front of him. He was sitting in front of a big mirror, getting prepared for Channel 5’s morning broadcast. The beautiful make-up girl had praised him continuously for the last five minutes – told him how good the Tuna Life app was, how she used it up to twenty times a day, how it had totally changed her life. Andrew almost felt embarrassed. They had developed a mobile app that made it easy to check how you looked in an outfit. They hadn’t exactly cured cancer. But he enjoyed the feeling. The feeling of being looked up to. He almost looked forward to being interviewed by Carrie and Horne, the program hosts he had woken up to for the last ten years. To his utter surprise he was devoid of nerves, devoid of anxiety. The training sessions with Richard Smith, and his hired consultants, had worked wonders. He had been drilled in so many situations that he should be able to come up with an answer to whatever they asked him. Richard Smith had devised a very simple system to ensure that Andrew stuck to the script. He was told to cross his left thumb underneath his left index finger during interviews. This to remind him that he wasn’t there to tell the truth; he was there to tell a story, he was there to sell a story. Nobody cared about the truth. The truth was boring. People wanted a fairy tale. So he would give them a fairy tale. It felt comforting to have an answer for any question the reporters could come up with. But the biggest difference was the pills Richard had acquired for him. Andrew had no idea what they were. But they worked, that was for sure. He had never slept so well at night, and the pills had made him realise how incredibly clever he was, how superior his mental capacity was compared to all these people slaving through life in jobs that didn’t even cover their living costs. He shot the make-up girl a smile. “Would you like to go for a coffee later?” he asked.

She nodded frantically.

“Give me your number. I’ll give you a call later,” he said. He wasn’t sure he was going to, but he had a couple of hours to kill before the next interview with Kyle Sandilands from the radio station, 2Day FM. Depending on her conversational value – if she proved to have capacity to talk about other things than how good the Tuna Life app was – she could join him for a charity dinner later in the evening. He needed a partner. But first he would have to get the interviews out of the way. And after that he had a golf tournament to attend with Horne from the breakfast show.

“You’re on in five minutes.” One of the production team had just popped his head into the wardrobe and warned Andrew to be ready on short notice.

Horne slouched in a couch with an iPad on his lap. He had just finished his finance segment; a dumbed-down version of what had happened in the international markets overnight. The many red arrows on his iPad indicated it hadn’t been the best day for investors around the world.

Tuna Life wasn’t listed on any stock exchange though. Tuna Life was still privately owned. And it had been a great week for the three co-founders of Tuna Life. They had just closed their first round of funding from external investors. And Roman had kept his promise and raised the funds at a much higher valuation. The company had raised five million at a before-money valuation of sixty million. The founders had also been offered the opportunity to cash out some of their shares. Both Ken and Andrew had taken the opportunity to cash out two hundred thousand each, whereas Roman had done the opposite and invested even more. Frank hadn’t bothered selling any shares. He seemed indifferent. Roman was now the largest single shareholder in Tuna Life, with just over forty percent of the company. Andrew didn’t worry too much though. He liked Roman. Roman had taken Andrew under his wings, and provided support when he needed it the most.

And now he was the boss of a successful company with almost five million in the bank.

Life could hardly have been any better.

 

“Today we have a very special guest,” Horne started. “Some call him the poster boy for the revolution that is happening in Australian technology at the moment. He is the CEO of a company that in a short couple of months has established itself as a household name with the likes of Facebook and Apple. Please welcome Andrew Engels.”

The audience clapped as Andrew, with confidence, strutted into the studio.
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“Sold.” The auctioneer pointed at Andrew Engels with his small wooden gavel. SBA Lawyers, one of Sydney’s largest and most prestigious law firms, was hosting a charity auction and black tie event, after the golf tournament Andrew had just finished. He had played in the same group as Horne, a partner from SBA Lawyers and the CEO of Commonwealth Bank, one of the top four banks in Australia. Luckily they had played an Ambrose best ball tournament, a tournament where all players teed off but only the best shot was used, because Andrew had had a shocking day at the course. Accordingly, he had been served his share of golf jokes – Hasselhoff as the other members of his group had started to call him – because he seemed to like landing in the sand. Inside the auction he was determined to make up for his poor golfing, and had bid and won a range of items. He had no idea what use he would have of signed photographs of forgotten cricket-heroes or other sports memorabilia. He didn't even have a proper office to hang any pictures in. Tuna Life still operated from Frank’s basement, but that would soon change now that they had five million in the bank. Truth be told, he didn’t even like cricket, but none of the other guests would even consider that thought after having witnessed his aggressive bidding. To them he looked like a seasoned collector.

Andrew was unsure what it was. Was it the success of Tuna Life or the pills Richard had provided him, that was the catalyst for the change in his personality? He had always preferred to stay in the shadows, to make things happen, but avoid any attention that followed. During the last few months he had gradually started to appreciate what followed his new-found fame. He enjoyed being recognised in the street, he enjoyed people discussing him at the neighbouring restaurant tables, he even enjoyed the fact that his whole circle of friends seemed to have changed.

When he worked at Avensis Accounting, part of his job had been to attend various networking functions. The partners had told him he needed to expand his circle of influence, strike up relationships with people who could assist his career, either by referring new clients or making the Avensis brand better known in the market. When he now attended a function, people approached him. Andrew was the person people wanted in their circle of influence.

“Sold to Andrew Engels, from Tuna Life.”

“Go Hasselhoff,” Horne yelled from one of the neighbouring tables, to the apparent great joy of the other guests.

“Some of you need to dig a bit deeper in your pockets, unless you want Hasselhoff here to buy everything,” the auctioneer said, pointing at Andrew. The room erupted in laughter. “Especially since the next item is a very special one – the next item is a frozen chicken from Coles.” People started clapping. “This is no joke. And it is a free-range chicken, so don’t try to hide behind the animal cruelty excuse. Last year we got three thousand five hundred dollars for this chicken. Let’s see if we can beat that record tonight. All the money goes to Guide Dogs New South Wales, so start looking for your check books.” 

The auctioneer started working the crowd. The auctioning of a frozen chicken was a good old tradition at SBA Lawyers. An item with a retail price of less than five dollars. Whoever ended up with the winning bid in effect just gave a donation, money for nothing. The auctioneer was clever and managed to pit two of the tables against each other. A businessman from Horne’s table was bidding against an overweight mining company executive from Andrew’s table. In the corner of his eye Andrew noticed a beautiful woman was staring at him. It was the retail chain MYER’s new face, the model Mira Johnson.

Andrew had been sneaking peeks at her all evening. This was the first time she looked back.

The bidding had stopped at two thousand, and was now only increasing with fifty- and hundred-dollar increments. The auctioneer wasn’t happy. “Andrew, are you sure you don’t want to place a bid? You know it might actually be nice with chicken for dinner – instead of tuna for once,” he said, receiving erratic laughter from the crowd.

“Five thousand,” Andrew said, to patchy applause from the other guests. There was a lot of old money at the club house, and even though most found it amusing that Andrew had bought most of the items being auctioned off, some now found it a bit vulgar. There was no need to flash around your money like this.

“Five thousand one hundred,” Mira Johnson hollered across the room.

Heads turned, and for a moment most of the chattering completely stopped. When people discovered that it was the beautiful MYER-model Mira Johnson who had outbid Andrew Engels, the room again erupted in applause. Were they witnessing a very public courting between a famous model and an up-and-coming tech guru?

The auctioneer didn’t waste any time. “What if we make it ten thousand, five from each, then you can share the chicken – a romantic dinner for two.” 

The room broke out in laughter.

“Fine by me,” Mira Johnson yelled out as a reply.

All heads turned towards Andrew Engels. Eagerly awaiting his response.

“It’s a deal. I mean – It’s a date,” he said to more laughter.

“Come up after the auction is completed, and we’ll sort out the details,” the auctioneer said. Andrew’s eyes met Mira Johnson’s, and they both broke out in smiles.

Andrew was glad he hadn’t called the make-up girl for a coffee.
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MONTH 5

 

NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES: 25

NUMBER OF USERS: 25 MILLION

VALUATION: $60M – UNKNOWN

 

“I don’t understand what the problem is,” Scott Davis said. “It’s not interfering with my job.”

“There’s nothing to discuss. I need you to focus your time producing business stories. To spend half a day, driving around with Mark, is not an option. It’s not productive. I can’t have two staff looking into this case about the missing women. It’s already been a couple of months since Mark started looking into this case, and he still hasn’t found a shred of evidence that there is a connection between the missing girls. I’ve told Mark he can follow up the case in his spare time, if he wants, but you stick to business news.”

“So I can’t be Mark’s mentor anymore?” Scott asked.

“Correct,” Vesna replied.

“I want that in writing.”

“You’ll get it in writing as soon as you start sending me the weekly reports from our Performance Management conversations,” she said, before slamming the door to the meeting room shut.

Scott swore. It wasn’t really the fact that he wouldn’t be able to help Mark. He was still not sure whether there was a story there, whether something illegal had happened. And they hadn’t really made any progress over the last few weeks either. It was hard to work the case like they did; squeezing an hour in here and there, still juggling their normal jobs. If they really wanted to get a breakthrough they needed to make an all-out effort. But now Vesna had effectively put an end to that possibility. She had forbidden Scott to assist Mark. He could have accepted walking away from the case, but he couldn’t accept being told what he was allowed to do or not. Certainly not by a girl, hardly dry behind her ears. It meant nothing that Vesna was his boss, he simply couldn’t accept it. He glanced at his watch. Five to four. It was time to pack up for the day anyway. He had an errand tonight; Marissa’s parents had confirmed something interesting, something the bartender had brought up at the McDonald’s restaurant. In the weeks leading up to her disappearance their daughter had started to attend a few private parties. She hadn’t explained whether she went there to work, to party or to meet someone. Only that it was parties for these new tech companies that seemed to pop up everywhere around the coast. Marissa’s mum had said that her husband, after losing his job, had started reading the Gold Coast Times from first to last page. Previously he only read the sports pages, but now he stretched it out to kill as much time as possible in the morning. He had noticed some of Scott’s articles about the new economy. How some of these new technology companies from the Gold Coast were about to conquer the world.

“It’s good that at least someone is fighting back,” Marissa’s mum had said. “It seems like more and more shops and businesses are closing down every week because of this internet. Can’t compete with China.”

Scott Davis nodded. His job was more uncertain than ever before. It had been like that for the last few years. He reasoned he should visit one of those tech parties. See how the new economy celebrated itself. Vesna Connor couldn’t refuse him that.

 

Stingray Bar, at the QT Hotel, was packed with a freak show of a meat market. Bankers in cheap suits hung by the bar as lawyers and investors circled the room, hunting for prey. The prey was the geeks who stood spread throughout the room, chatting about their ideas with wannabe Venture Capitalists and greedy Angel Investors. Spray-tanned blondes, with deep cleavages and shallow opinions, prowled the room. Smiling to the investors, nodding to the lawyers and winking at the geeks. The investors were too old and had been hit hard by the GFC. The lawyers were boring, worked too much and were living on credit. The geeks however, the potential rockstars of the new economy, were young and had all the opportunities laid out for them: They had the potential to become ultra-rich, they worked in sexy companies, companies the local gold diggers understood. It was easier to say that your boyfriend developed mobile apps than made money on providing retirement advice. The geeks’ money was cooler, and the geeks were easier to mould; take them to an exclusive clothes shop, give them a new hairstyle, Lasik their eyes. It was simple. This was gold-digger heaven.

Scott Davis felt like an outsider where he stood with a bottle of Stella in his hand. He had wanted to order a Tooheys New on tap, but apparently they only drank imported beer in the new economy. As it was free he hadn’t bothered putting up a fight with the bartender. Instead he now stood observing the meat market in front of him. It made him appreciate that he had stopped going to nightclubs a long time ago.

He had met his wife of fifteen years at university. He had been studying journalism, she psychology. She’d had beautiful long black hair, curling down to her narrow waist. She’d had more bone in her nose than most others had in their entire body, and Scott had been in love from the moment he laid eyes on her.

A thump, thump rang out in the room, and the talking, flirting and networking came to a halt.

“Thanks,” the MC said.

Scott Davis studied the invitation. Richard Smith from Y-Bator. Scott Davis had done some research before the evening’s event; he had mapped out most of the successful companies of the new economy, and run checks on who the directors and financial backers were. It was an interesting fact that there seemed to be a lot of Russian money involved. Y-Bator, the largest incubator and investor was owned by Roman Bezhrev, incidentally the same guy who owned Crazy Kangaroo Strip Club. Roman also seemed to own several other private investment vehicles. Scott Davis had no idea why he had structured it like that, but he assumed it gave Roman the opportunity to invest in different growth periods for start-up companies. One company would invest very early – in something as simple as an idea or a team. These were the most risky investments. Another company would invest in companies that had finished products or services, and at least some revenues confirming that there was a market for their idea. These companies needed funds to grow and most of them went belly up within three years. But such was the game; you spread your risk on enough investments, and most likely one of them would be a homerun. With his network of companies Roman always had an opportunity to invest, regardless of where the start-up was in its business cycle. Roman was obviously not going to risk missing out on any opportunities.

Most of his companies had external investors as well. The difference between Roman Bezhrev’s companies, and traditional VC and Incubator companies, was that Roman’s companies were controlled by a very select group of individuals. The ‘Russian Boys Club’ as Scott Davis intended to coin it in his next newspaper article. The new economy didn’t actually create that many new Australian millionaires. Most of the profits ended up in the pockets of a handful of Russians. Scott wondered how Vesna would like that angle for an article.

“It’s a pleasure to be here today, among so much talent,” the MC, Richard Smith, said peering out over the crowd. Scott wondered whether he was referring to the blondes or the geeks. “We’ve been through some tough years at the coast. Many of my personal friends have had to move from the Gold Coast to get work elsewhere.” The bankers, lawyers and the investors nodded in unison. The geeks stared with empty eyes. “But from the ashes the Phoenix has arisen. A new generation of entrepreneurs; fearless, ambitious and with an everything-is-possible attitude they have conquered the tech-world in record time. The Gold Coast is now the place where the old titans of the industry look for innovation. I’ve even heard rumours that large American VC firms are considering setting up offices here, to learn how we do things. Because it is right here in this room, right here tonight, that the future Mark Zuckerberg, the future Jack Dorsey, and the future Steve Jobs are being made.”

The room erupted in applause and stomping feet. The blonde gold diggers became even more intense in their hunt for the chosen one. The future Steve Jobs. The future Mark Zuckerberg. Where were they? Who were they? Fame, a life in the spotlight, a life in endless luxury. The odds of achieving all those things had never been better than just now, just here in this room. The gold diggers all knew it.

“So, without lingering too much, let me present this year’s winner of start-up of the year, a winner which we in Y-Bator have supported from the moment they presented their idea to us, an idea that has completely redefined the experience of how we try and purchase clothes. Without further delay, let me introduce Andrew Engels, the CEO of Tuna Life.”

The room again erupted in applause. Some even whistled. The bankers, investors and lawyers nodded politely to each other, as to say: Good choice, a deserving winner. The blondes stared at the stage, with hungry eyes, already calculating. How were they going to get him by themselves? All they needed was five minutes, an opportunity to make their bodies touch. Make him realise that they were made for each other.

Andrew Engels strolled onto the stage. There he was; the new Steve Jobs, the future billionaire. Both envious and admiring eyes followed him as he arrived at the middle of the stage. He winked and waved to one of the audience. The blondes all turned to see who the recipient of the attention was. In a small lounge suite, in one of the corners of the room, the up and coming model Mira Johnson sat, surrounded by a group of suits.

She waved back.

The blondes growled.

The biggest prize was already taken. Who was next on the list?

 

On stage Andrew accepted the prize for start-up of the year. It was a plaque made out of plastic. Andrew immediately got a bit disappointed. It looked cheaper than cheap, and he had to admit he had expected something more. Start-up of the year. He had thought that was a big thing. An honour. There was little chance he would ever put the cheap plastic plaque on any wall in Tuna Life’s new offices. A cheap white piece of plastic, with Tuna Life and Start-up of The Year, engraved in block letters.

Richard Smith smiled. “And what more appropriate, for the start-up of the year, than to receive their very own 3D printed plaque. We all know how busy a start-up venture is. Tuna Life is planning to open up offices, both in New York and London, later this year. So instead of giving them the traditional glass vase, which we gave last year’s winner, we thought we might as well give Tuna Life the blueprints for the plaque and the equipment to make duplicates for their new offices.”

A gasp rippled through the crowd as a beautiful woman rolled a massive 3D printer from Makerbot onto the stage. This was hard-core porn for the geeks, and they were fighting to come closer to the stage.

Andrew’s face erupted in a smile, as he thanked Richard Smith. He knew the employees of Tuna Life would be fully motivated for the next few weeks. He was about to bring home a new toy for them.
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He lifted her long blonde hair over her ear so that it wouldn’t interfere with the camera’s view. She was still wearing the silver-coloured high heels, as she kneeled, sucking his dick. He looked down at her. Her big blue eyes, encircled by a thick layer of mascara, glanced back at him, attempting to make her as sexy as possible. Eyes halfway closed, as if to give off the impression that she loved the taste of his dick in her mouth.

She moaned, while her right hand massaged his balls.

Longing eyes. Longing for recognition. Longing for a moan or a shiver through his body that would confirm he enjoyed her treatment.

He moaned as if on command. Their bodies were coordinated now. She had been with enough partners to know how to turn a man on. He had seen enough movies to know what was expected of him.

He tilted his head backwards, and pushed his chest forward as he repositioned his right foot an inch or so. The move would make his dick appear more prominently on the video, make it look larger than it was. He put his left hand on his left butt cheek. With his free hand he grabbed her long blonde hair and pushed her forward. Her mouth made gurgling sounds as he gradually pushed farther into her mouth. Tiny drops of tears appeared in the corner of her eyes, as they transformed from sexy ‘take me now’ to ‘what the fuck are you doing, you are choking me’ eyes. She attempted to push him away, desperately wanting to get his dick out of her mouth. The dick that was threatening to shut off her oxygen supply and slowly choke her to death.

He pulled her even closer.

Like a pig on a spit.

Before he let go.

If he continued for too long there was always a danger she would have time to think. He had his dick in her mouth. All she needed to do was to bite down, to close her mouth.

But they never thought quickly enough.

They were all alike.

“You’re too big,” she said, wiping her mouth with her left hand. She didn’t want to admit she had been scared shitless, wouldn’t want him to think she was a prude and spoil her chances of getting the lifestyle of her dreams.

With his left hand he grabbed her throat and hoisted her up from the floor. He put his mouth close to her ear, as he stuck his right hand in between her legs. With two fingers he spread her sex lips and felt the warmth of her vagina. With practised movements he manoeuvred his dick inside her in one single push.

He remained standing, with his dick now completely consumed by her clean-shaved pussy.

“You like it rough? I’ll give you rough.”

 

It was a long time since he’d been this turned on. He could still remember when. The situation had been so different. Not like this, far from like this. 

Was this how normal people had sex? Was this how normal people lived? Could he ever hope to change? Could he ever become normal? His thoughts were cut short by a hard blow from the girl’s elbow to his stomach. 

The girl resisted. 

He tightened his grip around her throat. 

She wouldn’t last long. Max fifteen seconds. 

He could already feel life leaving her body.
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Richard Smith gently placed the paper on the table in front of them. Andrew Engels looked at him. He didn’t say a word though. Then he glanced over at Roman. Roman seemed unfazed where he sat, sipping his vodka. It wasn’t even noon, but it certainly didn’t look like it was his first drink of the day.

“You’ll have to handle it. This reporter could cause a lot of damage,” Richard Smith said.

“I was supposed to do an interview with him several weeks ago. He’s an asshole. I met him at a restaurant in Main Beach, all prepared to give him an hour of my time. Then he gets a phone call, and just decides to leave. I was left there, like a fucking moron. There’s no way I’m going to let him interview me again.”

“Well, something has to be done,” Richard said.

“Did you know about this?” Roman asked. He was facing Richard, but it was obvious the question was meant for both of them.

Andrew replied first. “No, I knew he was an eccentric asshole, but not this.” He stroked his hair.

“It’s been difficult to conduct a proper background check on Frank, as he has only lived in Australia for the last few years,” Richard Smith interjected.

Roman lifted his right hand, as if to signal he didn’t accept any excuses. “Fix the problem,” he said.

Richard Smith nodded.

 

The problem was that Frank Geitner had opened a Twitter account, and in the space of twenty-four hours he had managed to insult homosexuals, Indians and the prime minister.

“We’ve closed his account and released a public apology to the parties he insulted,” Richard said. 

“Let’s not forget he is a fantastic programmer. He’s the one who developed the Tuna Life app from scratch,” Andrew said.

“He tweeted that Tuna Life has a bunch of monkeys working in India, that the prime minister has Down syndrome, and that homosexuality is a fad. It doesn’t matter if he is a fucking genius. He has to go,” Roman said.

“He’s special. I’ll admit that. But I don’t think he needs to go,” Andrew begged.

“Correct me if I’m wrong. But didn’t you burst in here a couple of weeks back, telling us how Frank was a liability for the company? How he didn’t take anything serious?” Richard Smith said.

“I’ve changed my mind. I don’t think he is a liability anymore.”

“We’re in the middle of putting a price tag on the company,” Roman Bezhrev interjected. “We can’t afford any distractions. Get rid of Frank, or you’re both out. Do I make myself clear?”

“A price on the company? We’ve just raised five million,” Andrew said.

“This is a continuous process, Andrew. You’re responsible for the day-to-day operation of Tuna Life. Richard and I handle the financial bit.”

“I understand,” Andrew said. He reached for the paper on the table in front of them. Scott Davis, the arrogant journalist who had cancelled his interview. Scott Davis, the journalist who almost singlehandedly had discovered and made the rest of the gold Coast aware of all the hidden technology gems in their backyard. Now he had written a scandalous article about how a Tuna Life employee had managed to insult almost every single minority in Australia on Twitter.

Thank God Frank hadn’t insulted the Muslims - that would have been the icing on the cake.

Andrew felt sorry for Frank though. He had probably been high when he went on his tweeting binge. He’d probably not meant a word he wrote. But in a society where political correctness had become the rule, there really wasn’t any alternative: He had to go. A famous soccer player or an actor could probably have gotten away with a public apology. But for an eccentric programmer as Frank Geitner there was no way out. He had to be sacrificed for the sake of the company. Andrew’s phone hadn’t stopped ringing the last few hours. Every news outlet wanted a statement. Everybody wanted to know who was behind the Twitter account @TunaFrank. And claiming the account had been hacked wasn’t an option. Not when you were a technology company.

Luckily no one had yet figured out who owned the account, and the company’s official response was that the person in question no longer worked for Tuna Life. The media craze could however cause irreparable damage to the company’s reputation. This was Andrew Engels’ first real test as CEO. This was his opportunity to show the board, and the world, that he was the right man for the role.

“I’ll handle it,” he said, and rose from his chair.

 

“Find out more about this journalist, Scott Davis,” Roman said after Andrew had left them. “He’s shown up at Crazy Kangaroo twice this month, asking staff questions. Find out what he is planning.” Roman emptied his drink.

Richard nodded. “Ok. But you need to get rid of the clubs, Roman. They’re just not worth it.”

Roman stared angrily at Richard. He knew Richard was right, of course. Neither the strip club nor the night clubs fit into the image he wanted to create of himself. If he wanted to become a respected businessman, something had to give. But he didn’t appreciate being lectured by Richard. 

No one told Roman what to do.
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Vesna Connor sat waiting at the bar at the Q1. The high-rise had been the world’s tallest residential tower when it was completed back in 2008. It was now of course surpassed by a half a dozen skyscrapers in Dubai. But for a brief moment it had done wonders for the coast’s collective self-esteem. It didn’t matter how ugly the building was, at one time it had been the world’s tallest residential building.

Vesna Connor had chosen to conduct the interview of Andrew Engels, the CEO of Tuna Life, herself. It was actually Scott Davis’ job, but the public relations person at Tuna Life had politely requested that someone other than Scott Davis did the interview, and at the moment Vesna had no other journalists she trusted for the task. 

Scott Davis was a good journalist, but he was hardly a diplomat. Somehow he had managed to offend Andrew Engels. The CEO of Tuna Life was the new rising star on the Australian tech scene. A tech scene Vesna considered herself partly responsible for creating. The least she could do was to adhere to Tuna Life’s request.

Scott Davis’ articles about the new economy had started to receive both national and international attention. Several small tech companies in Sydney and Melbourne were in serious discussions about moving to the Gold Coast to be closer to where it all happened. Even the mayor had jumped on the wagon, and declared Southport and Varsity Lakes the new tech hubs of the coast. He had promised to roll out high-speed fibre-optic broadband, and provide free WiFi zones around the universities to attract new start-ups. Vesna’s position within the paper had strengthened as some of the new tech companies had started to heavily advertise in the Gold Coast Times’ internet edition. Talk of further cost cuts had therefore been placed on hold for the moment. They had in fact hardly been mentioned at the last management meeting.

Andrew came strolling into the restaurant, clad in a black T-shirt, dark blue Calvin Klein jeans, and screaming red Converse shoes. It was his new standard outfit. He had apparently said in an interview with TechCrunch that he was inspired by the late Steve Jobs. To avoid spending too much time choosing what outfit to wear for the day, Steve Jobs had bought himself half a dozen black turtlenecks. Andrew Engels had said that the job as CEO of Tuna Life was so demanding that it required his full attention, 24/7. The fact that he didn’t have to consider what to wear in the morning saved him a few minutes each day. Minutes he could use more efficiently solving problems for Tuna Life.

He sat down at Vesna’s table and ordered a Bloody Mary from the waitress. Vesna Connor ordered water.

“How did you come up with the idea of making an application that transforms your mobile phone into a virtual clothes shop?” she asked.

“I worked a lot back then. I had my regular job, but I was always tinkering with my own projects. I simply had no time to go to the shop to try on clothes. So, in a way, you can say that the product arose from a need I had. I built Tuna Life to meet that need.”

“And the name? How did you come up with Tuna Life? It is, after all, a strange name for a shopping application.”

Andrew let out a controlled laugh, brushing some strands of hair away from his forehead. “As all entrepreneurs, we lived on a shoestring budget when we started up. For a long time we only ate tuna cans and two-minute noodles. The name came from that. We lived on tuna, we breathed tuna, we stank tuna. When we had to decide on a name, it came natural.”

Vesna smiled. Andrew Engels was a very pleasant man to talk to. He radiated self-confidence. She could easily understand how he had managed to woo one of the sexiest women on the planet, the MYER model Mira Johnson. It was almost as if he attracted all the energy in the room.

“Have you always been an entrepreneur, Andrew?” she asked.

“I don’t think you can be taught to become an entrepreneur. It’s something that has to be in your blood. It’s an extension of you. You need to be a risk taker, someone who likes to be in constant movement.”

“So are you a risk taker, Andrew? Is Tuna Life a safe investment or is it a bubble? Industry sources talk about a valuation in the region of a quarter of a billion, plus. That’s a lot of money for a company that has yet to make any profits.”

“First of all: we are a private company, and one of the benefits of being a private company is that we don’t have to disclose how much profits we make. That being said, we can monetize our service whenever we want to. It’s not an issue – we just don’t focus on it at the moment. We focus on making the best product possible, a product our users love and spend hours on every single day. If we improve our product every single day then I’m happy. Then we have done something valuable. It doesn’t really matter to me whether we’re worth a quarter of a billion, or ten billion. That’s just numbers. What we’re making is the real stuff.”

The photographer from Gold Coast Times leaned in to take a picture. Andrew Engels raised his right hand to cover his face. His left hand remained on the armrest, with his index finger and thumb unnoticeably crossed. “No pictures, thanks. We have some official pictures you can use if necessary. Everything from action shots in a parachute to portrait pictures. Just call the office.”

“The agreement was that we could take a couple of photos for the interview,” Vesna interjected.

Andrew considered her request for a moment. He would still be in control if he directed how the photography was to be taken. “We can take one with Surfers Paradise in the background.” He got up from his chair. Envious looks followed him as he wandered across the floor of the Q1 bar, all the way over to the large glass wall separating them from the abyss down to Surfers Paradise. A commercial jet passed outside the north facing window and left a streak of white smoke hanging in the air. The last time he had felt so good, so on top of the world, had been the day he had handed in his resignation at Avensis Accounting.

It seemed like an eternity ago.

Now he stood here. On top of the tallest building on the Gold Coast.

He was looking out at the city below.

His city.

He was the new rockstar.

He was the new emperor.

And he loved it.
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MONTH 6

 

NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES: 45

NUMBER OF USERS: 25 M

VALUATION: $300 M

 

It was a wonderful chaos throughout Tuna Life’s premises. Ken had been responsible for the interior decorating, and he had chosen to go all out. In addition to the obligatory foosball game, and a row of pinball machines he had picked up from eBay, he had tried to outdo Facebook and Google in creativity. BusinessInsider had called them the coolest offices in the Southern hemisphere. They employed their own chef, and a kiosk with free snacks and mineral water. The restaurant was called Hot Tuna, the same as the iconic Australian surfing brand, but strangely enough they never had tuna on the menu. Andrew didn’t like it. The made-up story about how he came up with the name for the company had now become internet folklore though. Everybody loved rags to riches stories. And the story about a poor Andrew living on canned tuna when he built the company was just what people wanted to hear. It all contributed to the cult status Tuna Life enjoyed on the net.

For the first few weeks, after receiving coaching on how to deal with journalists, Andrew hadn’t felt comfortable lying. But Richard Smith had managed to convince him; they needed to control their own image. And the trick, crossing the thumb and index finger, really worked. Andrew could hardly separate the truth from the lie anymore. 

The fact of the matter was that nobody wanted to hear the true story, nobody wanted to hear how the idea of Tuna Life had really been conceived. The truth was boring. Andrew needed to sell a dream. And it truly felt like a dream. After Roman had successfully closed the first round of external funding, and filled Tuna Life’s coffers with five million of fresh cash, the growth had accelerated. They now employed forty-five staff, and had recently moved to a brand-new office building that would make most Silicon Valley start-ups green with jealousy. The number of users had increased by three million the last week, and Andrew believed they would pass twenty-five million users before the end of the month. One hundred million pictures passed through Tuna Life’s servers in the space of a normal day. The numbers were astronomical, and the growth just didn’t seem to slow down. On the contrary, the growth was like a hockey stick, it was exponential.

Roman hadn’t been joking when he said that raising funds and valuing the company was an ongoing process. Even though they didn’t really need it, Roman and Richard wanted to raise another twenty million in fresh funds. To build a war chest, Roman said. The valuation would of course reflect the latest development in user growth. The company was now valued at three hundred million before the next share issue.

Andrew chewed at the number. In under a year he had gone from being an underpaid accountant to becoming the CEO of a company with a bigger market cap than some of the companies on the ASX exchange.

The whole thing seemed surreal. And the new investor Roman and Richard were having advanced talks with wasn’t just anybody either; it was one of the most well-known and respected Venture Capitalist firms in the US. Ferdeko Ventures had never before invested outside Silicon Valley – now they considered investing twenty million in an Australian start-up. They had even declared in a press release that they were honoured to be considered as a possible partner for Tuna Life, a company which was a leader in their field, and singlehandedly had disrupted the way people tried and purchased clothing.

The inclusion of new features, such as the possibility to share pictures on Facebook and to get feedback on whether friends liked your potential new outfit or not, had resulted in even more attention around the Tuna Life app. Market analysts now speculated that the company could be worth as much as a billion dollars if they chose to go public in half a year’s time.

Andrew was on top of the world. He just needed to fix the Frank Geitner problem. Roman had come up with the plan. It was almost as if he had been waiting for an opportunity to suggest it. That’s what it felt like for Andrew. In detail Roman had outlined how they could get rid of Frank. Andrew didn’t like it, but he did agree that Frank, regardless of how smart he was, had to go. He was a loose cannon, someone who could potentially destroy the company if he wasn’t controlled. It wasn’t just the fact that he used illegal substances and made that blooper on Twitter; he simply had a different view of what was right and wrong. He needed to be protected from himself. And Andrew simply didn’t have time to be a babysitter. God help them if Frank ever sat down with a journalist.

So Roman had come up with a story; Tuna Life needed to restructure the company before they raised more funds in the market. Andrew reluctantly agreed to the plan. Frank seemed to trust Andrew, and it was unlikely he would insist on getting a lawyer before signing the papers related to the restructure. In reality Andrew pulled the same trick Mark Zuckerberg had pulled on his co-founder, Eduardo Severin, in Facebook. He just adapted the restructure to Australian rules. Roman, Richard and Andrew constituted the board of directors in Tuna Life Pty Ltd, and as both Frank and Ken had given Andrew proxy to vote for them he transferred the assets of Tuna Life to a new company, which then executed a string of successive share issues until Frank Geitner’s ownership was diluted to less than two percent. For all practical purposes he was now out of the company. Andrew just needed to fire him, and tell him the news.

 

“Frank, would you mind coming into my office for a minute?” Andrew asked.

Frank Geitner stood leaning against one of the office walls, chatting with two programmers from New Zealand. He turned around and nodded to Andrew.

Sometimes Andrew wondered whether Frank hired programmers based on their ability to code, or based on how he got along with them. They all seemed quite similar. It didn’t really matter though. The team was working great together. Frank possessed this unique ability to make people willing to go the extra mile for him. They didn’t work hard because they were concerned about the valuation of the company or the wealth of the shareholders, they didn’t work hard because they feared losing their jobs; they worked their asses off because they wanted to impress him, impress Frank Geitner. It wasn’t about his title or his position. It was purely about respect. They all looked up to him, almost glorified him. To them, he was God, God of coding. And that was the reason this conversation Andrew was about to have could potentially result in a disaster.

Andrew closed the door to the boardroom and studied Frank, who’d lain down on one of the couches in the corner. Ken Speis had turned the third floor into a labyrinth of rooms. He had claimed that the floor was inspired by the traditional method Bluefin Tuna was caught in Sicily, Italy. But he had been incorrect. Andrew had googled it. It was actually an old Arab tradition.

The ceiling was covered with fishnet of various sizes, and all trails led to the boardroom, or the chamber of death, as the Sicilian fishermen had called it. It was a grotesque tradition, which luckily now was almost as extinct as some of the tuna species. Back in the old days it had however been a highly coveted tradition every single spring. The fishermen could be waiting for days, with their carefully constructed nets floating in the ocean, just waiting for an unsuspecting shoal of tuna to stray into their trap. When the tuna first got caught in the nets, it was coaxed into more and more restrictive nets, four chambers in total, before they reached the chamber of death and were hoisted to the surface. And then the bloodbath started. The fishermen would attack the tuna with spears, and pull the bleeding fish onboard waiting boats.

Andrew couldn’t stand spending time in the boardroom. To have all these nets hanging over his head, to think about how humans caught tuna, how we plundered the oceans of resources. He sat down at the floor, and lowered his gaze. He wanted to avoid staring at the fish skeletons Ken had adorned the room with. It didn’t feel right to say what he was about to say in here, not in this room.

“Frank, I’m terribly sorry for what I’m about to say,” he started. 

Frank Geitner straightened his back. Andrew realised that he probably knew what was coming.

“Am I fired?” Frank asked.

Andrew shook his head. “You’re not fired. But you will no longer be CTO in Tuna Life. You will always have a job here, but you won’t have any management responsibilities.”

“Why?”

“We are starting to grow into a large company, Frank, and it’s the board’s opinion that you’re not the right person to lead the technology department going forward.”

“The board hires the CEO. You. They don’t care about other management positions. Those are your responsibilities. Is it you who want me fired?”

Andrew was busted passing off an amateurish, cowardly white lie. “In theory that’s correct. However, due to your infamous Twitter episode, the board has given me a strong recommendation, a sort of directive. They want to me to ensure that nothing you said can ever be used against Tuna Life.”

“And you just accepted it?” Frank asked.

Andrew studied Frank where he slouched on the couch. Andrew almost felt ill. “Actually, to be honest, I was the one who recommended it,” Andrew said. “I suggested it a while back. I was getting worried we could lose everything we had built. So I raised the issue with the board. I’ve changed my opinion since then. I don’t think you could ever become a liability for Tuna Life. You’re just too important. And if you ever did turn into a liability, then everything you have done for the company would easily weigh up for it.”

“Is there something you can do?” Frank asked.

“I can offer to step down. I can resign in protest.”

“Don’t do that,” Frank said. “Whatever you do – don’t do that. I know who is behind all of this, I know who is pulling the strings.”

“Nobody is behind anything. It was a unanimous decision, Frank. The entire board agreed.”

“I don’t mean to be disrespectful, Andrew. But you have no idea what is really going on. You don’t know who you are dealing with. What he is willing to do. It doesn’t really matter anyway. I’ll work out my resignation period – hand the baton to the new guy. By the way, who is the new guy?”

“External. Some hotshot from California. Google I think. I’m sorry, Frank, but I really don’t know anything more.”

“I thought you were the CEO,” Frank said.

Andrew fretted.

Frank Geitner rose from the couch, and walked over to the door. Andrew struggled to get up from the lotus position he had been sitting in on the floor. He swore.

“And my shares?” Frank asked, standing in the doorway. “What happens to my shares?”

“I think it’s best if you close the door again,” Andrew replied.
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Mark Moss was hanging out in the reception of Surfers Paradise Police Station, chatting with one of the officers. He was working on a story about a woman who had shot her husband, but still managed to get acquitted for murder. The policeman was the first one to arrive at the scene of the crime, almost a year ago. His memory wasn’t the best, but he remembered the important matters; what his first impression of the crime scene had been, how the woman had behaved. After almost twenty years of physical abuse she had finally had enough. She had drugged her husband with sleeping pills, and shot him in the face, point blank, as he was asleep on the couch. The police officer had immediately recognised her. He had been to the house on several occasions the last few years. Always the same story; complaints from the neighbours about screaming and loud noise, the wife standing outside the house with a black eye and bruises, refusing to press charges, telling them that she had fallen in the kitchen.

The police officer had explained how frustrating it was. Without anyone pressing charges, there was nothing they could do. And then it had ended up in a homicide.

“When did that come in?” Mark Moss asked another police officer, hanging up an A4 picture of a blonde girl.

“Three days ago,” the officer answered.

Mark took a closer look at the picture. Another missing girl. She looked like the spitting image of the other missing women on his list.

Beautiful, young and blonde.

He wanted to say innocent, but he knew that description was most likely inaccurate. The other girls had also looked innocent, but a bit of digging had revealed that they had been involved in everything from minor drug offences to internet porn.

“Can I have a copy?”

“Sure,” the policemen answered. “Hope she shows up soon. Her mum is quite intensive. She’s called three times today already. And it’s not even noon.”

Mark said thank you, and put the A4 poster into his bag. An aggressive mother – sounded good. He would get in contact later in the day.
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“What do you mean, just walked out of the door? Where is he now?” Richard Smith asked.

“I told him he was no longer CTO. That we were in the process of hiring his replacement. And then he just walked off,” Andrew Engels replied.

“Did you mention anything else?”

Andrew shrugged. “He asked about his shares. I told him he’d been diluted in the restructure.”

“What? You did what?” Richard yelled into the phone. “Why the hell did you do that? Couldn’t you at least have waited until we had a replacement ready?”

“I had no idea he would just walk off. And you told me only formalities remained before the Google guy accepted our offer.”

“Andrew, you still own fifteen percent of Tuna Life. Ken the same. How much does Frank own?” Richard asked.

“Just under two percent,” Andrew answered.

“Don’t you think that would piss you off too?” 

“Yes,” Andrew started.

“Find Frank. Find him before he does something stupid like talking to a journalist,” Richard almost screamed into the phone, before hanging up. He didn’t look forward to the next conversation. Roman Bezhrev wasn’t a big fan of bad news.

 

Jazz, Frank Geitner’s black cat, lay resting next to a parked Mitsubishi Pajero in the street outside Frank’s house. It just lay there, slouching in the shade of the car. Didn’t even bother to move when Andrew parked his new Tesla S just in front of it.

Frank hadn’t replied to any of the seven calls Andrew had made since lunch. To a certain point Andrew could understand him. But it didn’t matter. He needed to have a chat with Frank. Make him understand the gravity. Reason with him.

Two percent of half a billion was still a lot of money. In fact, it was exactly ten million dollars. Not as much as the seventy-five million Andrew and Ken were worth, but heck. It was still a lot of money.

Andrew rang the doorbell. 

Nobody replied.

Andrew fetched his key from the car. Andrew and Ken had both received a key each, back when they had been based in Frank’s basement. Andrew had never gotten around to handing it back.

He inserted the key in the lock, and pushed the door open.

Andrew quickly checked the alarm on the wall. A green light shone back – it was turned off.

He entered the living room, calling out Frank’s name. There was no response.

In fact, it was suspiciously quiet in the house. Andrew had been so used to always hearing music when he was there. Frank always played music. Everything from Rolling Stones to Wagner. Now it was dead quiet.

It was also strangely tidy. Had Frank hired a cleaner or a maid?

The staircase down to the basement was blacked out. The light bulb must have gone. Andrew stumbled, blind as a bat, down the stairs.

Halfway down, he stopped. He pulled out his mobile phone and located the flashlight app he’d installed not long ago. The same flashlight app that had started it all. A flashlight app, developed by an underage McDonald’s employee in his spare time. At least it worked well, Andrew thought as he pointed the beam of light at the next step.

He found the light switch at the base of the stairs. The fluorescent tubes blinked a couple of times, as if they couldn’t quite decide whether to work or not, and then they illuminated Frank’s basement. Frank’s empty basement.

It was totally empty. All equipment had been removed. Frank Geitner’s laboratory, his small kitchen where he could spend four hours making a pancake.

It was all gone.

When had Frank moved out?

Where was he?

Andrew ran up the stairs, jumping two steps in one, and methodically he started to search through the rest of the house. It was all empty. It had been totally cleaned out. There were no clothes in the closets, not a single piece of food in the pantry. The house seemed uninhabited. And it seemed like it had been like that for a while.

 

He walked out the main door, and stood outside for a couple of minutes. He was attempting to remember if Frank had said anything about moving, but he was almost certain Frank had never mentioned anything about it.

The black cat, which had been resting next to Andrew’s car, came strolling in the gate.

Jazz.

Frank’s cat.

The very cat that had inspired the Tuna Life app, at least the basic idea that Tuna Life had evolved from.

Jazz – Frank’s pet.

Surely he would never have left without his cat, not voluntarily.

The cat leaned into Andrew’s leg, purring.

Andrew picked her up, by her stomach, and scratched her underneath her chin. 

Suddenly he hesitated. Jazz had a collar. He lifted the small metal tag attached to the collar, and read.

He couldn’t believe it.

Jazz wasn’t Frank Geitner’s cat.

Frank Geitner had never owned a cat.

Jazz belonged to his neighbour.
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The Swedish programmer, Fabian Svenson, stared at the screen with a worried facial expression. He punched a few keys, and printed a page of machine code. Then he walked over to Andrew Engels’ office. It was empty. Andrew was the only one with a physical office in Tuna Life’s new trendy premises. His office was located inside a see-through glass bowl. Ken Speis had explained that it was supposed to represent a small aquarium, a fish bowl. The company was after all called Tuna Life.

Fabian placed the printout on Andrew’s office chair, and walked over to one of the slippery slides leading down to the floor below. All food was free at Tuna Life, and it was one of the reasons Fabian Svenson loved his job. In addition to being an excellent coder, he was also a very fit person. It had only one drawback; he needed to eat a ridiculous amount of proteins each day to maintain his muscle mass. A workplace with free food was ideal.

He was halfway into his second serving of chicken parmigiana when Andrew sat down at his table. 

“What’s this?” Andrew asked, placing Fabian’s note on the table in front of them.

“I think it is best we go back up to the fishbowl to discuss that,” Fabian replied.

The fishbowl. Was that what they called his office? Andrew fretted.

Fabian glanced at the half-eaten chicken breast for a second, before deciding to bring the plate up to Andrew’s office.

They had to take the stairs up to the second floor. Andrew was glad Ken hadn’t come up with some crazy installation for that as well; a climbing wall or some other overly creative thing. It was still a work place – not a bloody play centre for kids, even though it was sometimes hard to make the distinction if you visited Tuna Life’s premises for the first time.

“So, what is this?” Andrew asked, as he closed the door to the fishbowl behind him. “I’m not an expert in coding, so this piece of paper doesn’t tell me anything.”

“I think we have a problem with Tuna Life’s source code,” Fabian said.

“A problem? What sort of problem?”

“A couple of weeks back Frank asked me to review the source code. See if I could find any redundancies or inefficiencies. Basically see if I could speed up the code.”

“Did you find anything?”

Fabian leaned against the clear wall of the fish bowl. “I found something. Not what I had expected though. The source code is simply excellent, and in the beginning I had no idea how to suggest any improvements. It’s almost perfect. But then I started to look closer at the code, and it turns out it includes functions we don’t need.”

“Could it be that Frank has included functions we may need later?” Andrew asked.

“That was my first thought too,” Fabian replied. “But there is something very strange about some of the code.”

“What do you mean?”

“My background is from AVG Antivirus. I worked there for more than three years before joining Tuna Life. My job at AVG was to find viruses, malware, spyware – everything that could possibly threaten the security of computers and mobile devices. Frank knew this. He was the one hiring me.”

“And?”

“I believe Tuna Life contains a Trojan Horse.”

“What did you just say?” Andrew asked.

“It’s hard to explain, but I believe that some of the code in our software opens up the possibility for someone to take control of our users’ mobile phones, computers and tablets.”

“What do you mean?”

“Whoever logs on as administrator of Tuna Life can in theory control all the devices of our twenty-five million users. Computers, mobiles, tablets. Everything. He can turn on and off cameras, copy or delete files from public or personal folders, access passwords. Whoever logs on as administrator can do all this.”

“And who is the administrator?” Andrew asked.

“Frank Geitner is the only administrator,” Fabian replied.

Andrew shook his head. “I thought Google and Apple reviewed all the code before they approved our app. How can they have let it through if it contains a virus?”

“I’m not sure, but I have a theory,” Fabian answered. “The virus, or the Trojan Horse, is most likely hidden in a library only Frank worked on.”

“A library?” Andrew asked.

“It’s a bit complicated.”

“Try.”

Fabian sighed before he started. “Part of the code has been included in a library. If you review the source code you only see the reference to the library, you don’t actually see the code inside the library.” Fabian scratched his nose, before continuing. “Imagine a webpage. You can easily view the html coding of a webpage. Most internet browsers even have a function you can turn on that shows all coding as text. What you can’t see, however, is the code of the underlying links. All you see are the links themselves. In much the same way you are not able to view the code in the libraries Frank has included in the source code, only the reference to the libraries. If you want to view the code of the various links, then you have to physically click on them.”

“So what is the problem?” Andrew asked.

 “The problem is that Frank has optimised these libraries so much that it is impossible to view their source code. You can only guess what they are meant to do – and I believe they are meant to release a virus.”

Andrew swore, before pulling himself together. “Thanks Fabian. Thanks for bringing this to my attention. Could I also ask you a huge favour?”

“Of course, anything,” Fabian replied.

“Don’t mention this to anyone. I need to discuss it with the board, and we don’t want to do anything rash before we know all there is to know.”

“No problem,” Fabian replied. He was starting to get hungry again. He needed to get a snack before he finished up for the day, and could head off to the gym.

 

“Fabian,” Andrew called out, just as Fabian was leaving the fishbowl. “This page with all the numbers. I still don’t understand what this is.”

“It’s the IP addresses to all the devices the program has accessed.”

“So someone has already accessed and stolen information from these computers?”

“I don’t know if someone has stolen anything, turned on the camera or simply just tested out if it works. All I know is that the program has been used to access those computers.”

Andrew Engels swore. Why now, why now when everything was going so well?

He waited until the muscly Swede had closed the door, before he googled IP addresses. He knew what an IP address was, it was simply a unique number allocated to your device.

Rights holders could use this address to figure out who was uploading piracy copies of Hollywood movies and new TV-series to file-sharing networks. He had also read about all the troubles movie companies had attempting to identify the persons behind the various IP addresses. He entered the page www.whatismyipaddress.com and started to key in the first line of numbers. He managed to key in two combinations before he suddenly stopped. Both were Australian users, and were using Telstra as their internet supplier. He erased his browser history and closed the laptop, swearing. If there at any stage was to be an investigation he had now committed a cardinal mistake. He was an idiot. He had just searched up two of the IP addresses – that in itself would be proof that he’d had knowledge of what had happened.

He considered the situation. What was done was done – there was nothing he could do about that now. Instead he stuffed the piece of paper in his left pants pocket, and rose from the chair.

He decided to drive to an internet café on the other side of town to figure out which internet providers were hidden behind the various IP addresses. Andrew had amassed powerful contacts in both Telstra and Optus, the two largest phone companies in Australia. Perhaps he could use his contacts to find out who had been spied on? It could make it easier to ascertain who was behind this if there was a pattern. A method to the madness.

 

In the corner of his eye he saw Ken take the slippery slide down to the canteen together with Fabian, blissfully unaware of what Andrew had just discovered. He also noticed that a group of programmers had gathered around the 3D printer he had won at the Gold Coast Tech Awards. They seemed agitated. Andrew walked over to check out what they were up to.

“Try the trigger.” One of the programmers stood with something looking like a white gun in his hand.

“What’s going on?” Andrew asked.

“We’ve printed a gun,” the programmer declared, beaming with pride. “The Liberator. We found the blueprints on the net and made a few improvements. Took the printer all night, but the end result is quite good.”

“Does it work?” Andrew asked.

“We haven’t tried it yet. But I’ve got a buddy over in California who printed one last week. Works a treat, he says.”

“Give it to me.” Andrew extended his hand.

“Let’s just give it a try,” the programmer responded.

“If you still want to have a job tomorrow, you hand that fucking gun over now,” Andrew snapped. “And no more fucking around printing guns. It’s just a matter of time before it will be banned, and we don’t want to be on the list of companies that have downloaded the blueprints of all this shit.”

The five programmers standing around the 3D printer nodded in silence. It was the first time anyone had ever heard Andrew raise his voice.

Andrew grabbed the plastic gun along with a handful of bullets they had managed to acquire from a dodgy website, and walked straight back to his office. He hadn’t intended to get so angry, it had just come naturally.

They had a possible virus in the Tuna Life software – the last thing he needed was for police to raid their offices because some idiot-coder had printed a 3D gun. Hell, Tuna Life had a bunch of foreigners working in the office. It wouldn’t surprise him if the Federal Australian Police could arrive at the conclusion that one of them was a potential terrorist.

He sighed loudly as he closed the door to his office. On consideration he wouldn’t risk leaving the gun or the bullets at the office. He would have to bring them home instead. He would disassemble the gun and throw it away with the garbage. Parts by parts it wasn’t dangerous.
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It didn’t look like the garden of the old reddish-coloured brick house had been visited by a lawnmower for at least six months. Grass and weed were fighting for territory, and it looked like the weed was winning the battle. In all the surrounding gardens you would be hard pressed to find a single weed.

It wasn’t only the garden of the house that stood out from the street. Most of the other surrounding houses looked brand new, or at least newly renovated, and they all had expensive cars in their driveways. Ashmore Street number 17 had a wreck of a car in its driveway, and the house itself looked like it had been constructed in the early 1960s, by someone on a very tight budget. It was the last cheap house in a street of new million-dollar homes.

Mark Moss pressed the doorbell, but stepped back when he heard the barking.

A woman in her late forties opened the door, and Mark introduced himself.

“I called earlier,” he said, when the woman didn’t seem to understand why he was there.

“Oh yes, please come in,” Ann Jones said, and opened the security locks on the door. “Tea or coffee?” she asked, leading Mark into the living room.

“Coffee please,” Mark answered, inspecting the living room.

Based on the look of the garden he had half expected to walk into a dirty living room, occupied by a hoarder with terrible taste. Instead he found himself walking into a beautifully decorated house, with a flat-screen TV on the wall, and a designer couch.”

“Looks can be deceiving,” he said.

Ann Jones smiled. “We only intended to live here for a short while. Renovate and flip it. But then the market crashed, and we got stuck. Whoever ends up buying it will bulldoze it anyway. No point in wasting money on the exterior. But we still gotta live.”

They sat down at the dining table, and Ann poured them both a cup of coffee. Ann Jones told Mark she was a single mother after having lost her husband to melanoma a few years back. She had used the insurance payout to buy the house, and had hoped to use it to launch her new career as a property investor. She had now resigned to the fact that it wasn’t that easy, and had taken up part-time work again. Ann’s daughter, Kylie, had been missing for four days now. She lived by herself, but it was unusual for her not to tell her mum where she went. It had actually never happened before, and Ann was of course worried.

“I don’t know what to do,” she said. “The police aren’t even looking. They say they don’t have any indication something criminal has happened. But I know. I can feel it in my gut; something has happened.”

“When did you last speak to your daughter?”

“I spoke with her the day she disappeared. She said she was going to meet a friend, and then maybe stop by a party afterwards.”

“Did she say what sort of party she was going to?”

“Yes, she was very proud. Had been invited to some sort of prize gala. She called it the Oscars for companies.”

The Gold Coast Tech Awards?” Mark asked.

“Yeah, that sounds about right.”

Mark made a quick note on his iPad. He had the same feeling as Ann Jones. Something was not right. He didn’t want to scare her, but he was almost certain that Kylie had become a victim of the same person or persons responsible for all these other missing girls. He knew he didn’t have any evidence, but he had this feeling, this feeling that refused to go away. Something terrible had happened to these girls, and no one even bothered to look into it.

It was now up to him. He needed to take responsibility. He needed to find out what had happened to them all.

 

Kylie Jones was like a mirror image of the other missing girls. Beautiful, blonde, into clothes and partying – and according to her mother, a bit of a gold digger. She hadn’t said it in a negative way, just explained that Kylie enjoyed hanging out with affluent people. Maybe that was the connection? All the missing girls had been somewhat gold diggers. They hadn’t held down the best jobs, but they had still spent small fortunes on clothing and their looks. How had they been able to afford their lifestyles? Some of them had worked as strippers, and had probably made a fair bit of money not reflected in their tax returns, but almost all of them had spent much more than they made. Mark knew how expensive it was to go out clubbing. These girls had been going out several nights a week. Who paid for their drinks? Who paid for their outfits? Had it been random men picking up the tab, or had it been a more specific group of people these girls had in common? Kylie’s mum had mentioned Gold Coast Tech Awards. There was a lot of money involved in the new tech companies. Wealthy investors and lawyers probably frequented those parties. Was one of them involved? Mark had already checked out the other most promising lead – the Russian gentlemen parties with hostesses carrying the same Henna tattoo. It had turned out to be a false clue, a dead-end. The parties had only been arranged for less than two years, and the organiser, a Russian by the name of Mikhail, had let Mark review the name list of his hostesses. It was correct that Marissa had worked a few evenings, but she was also the only one of the missing girls who had ever had any connection to the parties. None of the other girls had ever been to the parties. It was a dead-end. And that meant that he had to speak to Scott Davis.

The Gold Coast Tech Awards was now the only lead they had.

 

Mark closed the door to the Jones family’s house, and squinted at the sky. Kylie’s mum had said Kylie was a diamond in the rough – she was smart, good looking and kind –but she just didn’t have any patience. She wanted everything in life, but she wasn’t willing to sacrifice anything. She wanted everything, and she felt entitled to it. Perhaps that was why she hung around all those rich people? Perhaps she thought one of them could provide her the life she craved? The life she felt she deserved. She wasn’t a prostitute, far from, but she paid these men with her presence. She used her body to get what she wanted.

Mark hung his Oakley sunglasses on the tip of his nose and pondered the dilemma. Was it right to use men that way? To pretend you enjoyed their company because they were wealthy, because they could provide you with the lifestyle you wanted? Perhaps that was one of the advantages of being poor? At least you knew who your real friends were.

 

“Hi Scott,” Mark kept his mobile squeezed between his shoulder and his cheek, as he attempted to insert the car key in the door lock. “I think I may have a lead. A good lead.”

“I’m listening,” Scott replied.

“Have you ever heard about the Gold Coast Tech Awards?”

“I’m the business reporter in the paper, Mark. Of course I’ve heard about it.”

Mark turned silent for a moment, before continuing. “I think I’ve found the connection. All the missing girls were somewhat gold diggers, they hung around wealthy sugar daddies who would buy them everything from drinks to luxury holidays.”

“Yes?” Scott Davis said.

“Another blonde girl has gone missing. She attended the Gold Coast Tech Awards the night she disappeared. I believe our man was there too. I believe that the person responsible for all the missing girls was there that night.”

“And you base this on?”

“As I said; all the missing girls were gold diggers. They hung out where gold diggers hang out – in places where you have wealthy middle aged men. Men who are willing to buy drinks and nice presents. Marissa Soo had twenty thousand dollars hidden under her bed. Where did she get that sort of money from? I believe our serial killer is a sugar daddy.”

“We don’t have a serial killer,” Scott replied, with a solemn voice. “It’s not a bad theory, that all these girls have had some sort of association with the rich and powerful of the Gold Coast. But I’m afraid you’re jumping to conclusions. You have absolutely no evidence there is any connection between these so-called sugar daddies and the missing girls. In fact you don’t even have evidence that something criminal has happened to any of the girls. Marissa’s cause of death is still up in the air, and all of the other girls are still just missing, something they have in common with a couple of hundred other persons. Because that’s the reality – there are several hundred missing persons on the Gold Coast, and we have no idea whether any of those disappearances are voluntary or not.

“I can feel it,” Mark said. “Kylie Jones, the last girl reported missing, she’s still out there. She’s alive and we have an opportunity to do something, to save her.

Scott sighed. “What do you want me to do?”

“We need to investigate the investor groups on the coast. Find out whether anyone has been seen with these girls. Find out whether there is someone with a special predilection for young busty blondes. That’s what we have to do. And we have to do it soon.”

“Ok, I’ll see what I can find out,” Scott said. He liked Mark Moss. Sometimes Mark even reminded him of how he had been himself, when he just started out. How naïve he had been. Thinking he could influence things, thinking he could make a difference. He now, of course, knew that it had all been an illusion. He was a small cog in a big machinery. And spare parts came cheap. The Gold Coast Times wouldn’t stop the day he clocked out for the last time. Nobody would miss him and say: That Scott Davis was a good journo, he really made a difference. That era had passed. Nobody mattered anymore. Workplaces were designed to commoditize jobs, so that a new recruit could step straight into the job when you left. Mark Moss had done that with Scott’s job; stepped straight into it, been handed all his contacts, all his electronic notes, on a silver plate. More than thirty years on the paper’s crime desk had been reduced to a few bits and bytes, all his experience loaded onto a memory stick, thousands of hours of relationship-building reduced to a half a megabyte of Microsoft Outlook notes. Scott regretted he had made it so easy for them. He should have erased it all when he was transferred to the business desk. Made it more difficult for them to replace him. 

He could be hit by a bus tomorrow, that’s what his old boss had used as an argument for Scott to record all his contacts and knowledge in electronic form. It had been easier than that. Scott had been thrown off a speeding bus. There was no longer any seat available for him. He was the one who had stood up and offered his seat to all the other passengers, the elderly, the young, the pregnant – everybody. And then he had ended up without any seat for himself.

He rang off.

Should he help Mark? The kid who had stolen his job?

Should he help Mark save the day?
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“He’s dead. He’s dead,” the Indian programmer stammered.

“Who? Who’s dead?” Andrew asked, rising from the white leather chair in his fishbowl office.

“Fabian. Fabian is dead,” the Indian said.

Andrew Engels quickly walked around his desk, and aided his Indian programmer down in a chair.

“What are you saying? What’s happened?”

“He was hit by a car. Last night, on the way home from work.”

Andrew knew that Fabian used to bike to and from work, he was kind of a fitness freak. Only two weeks ago he had arrived at work with a black eye and a broken finger, after having taken a dive from his mountain bike at Mount Tamborine. Andrew opened the Gold Coast Times’ internet edition on his computer. Right on the top of the page it read that a cyclist had perished in a hit-and-run accident in Southport. Hit and run – it was as if Andrew’s blood froze to ice. Fabian had stopped by Andrew’s office yesterday and told him about his suspicions that Tuna Life had a virus. Andrew hadn’t told a single soul about their conversation. He had immediately considered calling Roman and Richard, but then he had thought about it: What if one of them was involved? Instead he had procrastinated the entire afternoon and evening, and now, the morning after, he had still not told anyone, still not made any conclusions.

He was still the only one who knew.

And now Fabian was dead.

Was there a connection? No, there couldn’t be. Andrew was the only one who knew what Fabian had discovered, or thought he had discovered.

“How do you know it’s Fabian?” Andrew asked Virat, the Indian programmer. His eyes were still fixed on the article.

“I called his mobile this morning. Wondered if he was going to be in early. His girlfriend answered the phone.”

Andrew cradled his head in his hands. “Ok, I’ll talk to HR. We need to get all the facts confirmed before we inform the rest of the office. I know this is probably very difficult for you, Virat. But could you wait discussing the matter until it has been verified?”

“Of course,” Virat replied, wiping a tear away from his bloodshot eyes. The other staff would probably think he’d been fired if they saw him like this, but there was little Andrew could do.

“If you want, you can take the rest of the day off, Virat. I know you and Fabian were close.”

“Thanks, but I would prefer to stay.” Virat wiped another tear away, and left the office. Andrew remained almost frozen next to his desk. If Fabian was dead, it meant that no one else knew about the possible virus in the Tuna Life software. Fabian had been an expert on computer viruses, he had been asked specifically by Frank to review the source code, line by line. What were the odds that someone else would make the same discovery? Microscopic, Andrew concluded. Maybe he didn’t have to disclose the security issue to Roman and Richard yet anyway.

He needed to find out why Frank had tasked Fabian with reviewing Tuna Life’s source code. Perhaps it was Frank’s code that was the virus? Or perhaps someone else had changed the original code, made amendments, created a virus? Until he had more information he couldn’t be sure whom to trust. Richard Smith was Roman Bezhrev’s man. Roman, who was a Russian with a rather vague background. Most of the world’s computer viruses originated from East Europe and Russia. Was it Roman who was behind it all? The thought made a shiver run down Andrew’s spine. If Roman was involved, it was quite possible that Fabian’s death was no accident. The paper had said it had been a hit-and-run accident. The perpetrator was still on the loose.

Andrew opened the drawer on his office desk. He stared at the box of pills. Did it say anything about not taking double doses?

 

“What’s happening?” Ken asked. It wasn’t unusual that he sat down for a coffee with Andrew, but normally they would have it in the canteen – they had after all splurged on a private chef and barista. There was no real reason for them to ever venture outside the office.

“Fabian is dead,” Andrew said.

“Who?”

“One of the new engineers, a Swede.”

“The Swede? Shit, what happened?”

“He was on his bike, on the way home, and he got hit by a car. Died on impact. I haven’t told the rest of the team yet. Richard Smith is coming over in half an hour. He’s got experience handling situations like this.”

Ken went silent for a moment. It appeared he was considering the implications. “You’re the boss, Andrew, not Richard. You have to inform the team.”

“I know,” Andrew said, shaking his head. “I just need some assistance. I’m not good with this emotional stuff. Frankly, I’m afraid I’m going to say something wrong.”

Ken placed a comforting hand on Andrew’s shoulder. It seemed forced, but Andrew appreciated the gesture. “You can’t say anything wrong, Andrew. Just say what comes natural.”

Andrew nodded.

“Was there anything else you wanted to discuss with me?” Ken asked.

Andrew stared at the bottom of his coffee cup. He had to share this with someone. People weren’t built to keep secrets, secrets just kept eating away on your soul. But if he told Ken, then Ken would have to tell another person. And so the chain began. A chain that could potentially lead to the destruction of Tuna Life. No, he needed to keep his secret, needed to be strong. At least until he knew whom he could trust.

“I have to ask you a favour, Ken.”

“Anything,” Ken replied.

“I’m going to be out of the office most of this week. I have to take care of a few personal matters. Can you make sure things don’t fall apart when I’m away?”

“Sure,” Ken answered. “Are you sure you’re ok?”

“Yes,” Andrew nodded. “Everything is fine.” But everything wasn’t fine. He needed to find out where Frank Geitner had gone, and why he had asked Fabian to review Tuna Life’s source code. What was his motive? Was it Frank who had spied on Tuna Life’s users? And if so, who were those users and why had he spied on them? Those were the first questions he needed answers to.

But he needed help. Luckily Richard Smith was on his way to Tuna Life’s offices. Andrew didn’t have to mention anything about what Fabian had suspected, but he could use Richard to find out more about Frank Geitner’s background.

Regardless of what had just happened with Fabian, Andrew needed to find Frank Geitner. He couldn’t just disappear.

Nobody just disappeared.
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Eddie Molan was seated at one end of the large oval conference table. The residual eleven members of the newly established think-tank for the Gold Coast occupied the rest of the chairs. The city’s think-tank had been one of Eddie Molan’s grandest visions for his Mayoral bid. A think-tank, representing the brightest minds the city could muster, consisting of the cultural elite and the most successful businessmen. Originally he had wanted the think-tank to consist of fifty members. But he had quickly scrapped that plan. The greatly reduced group now consisted of twelve people, a number he still thought was too high, but it needed to be at least twelve to avoid criticism of him having too much influence.

Fortunately he had been able to influence the selection committee, so that he at least had some loyal people in the group. Then at least there was a theoretical possibility they could actually make some decisions in their meetings. But the think tank hadn’t turned out the way he had envisioned it to. So far the mayor had put forward most of the proposals; ideas that had come to him in the shower or on long jogging trips along the beach. Where was people’s creativity? Didn’t anybody have visions that reached further than their own narrow interests? The group’s two real estate developers came up with proposals in every meeting. But it was always for something they would personally benefit from. The group’s cultural alibies, a professor from Bond University and a local artist, did also bring forward suggestions. But what was the point of proposing to build a museum, estimated to cost two billions, in a city that was hardly a hundred years old? What were they supposed to exhibit? Surfboards and white-scoundrel-shoes? The list went on and on. The only person who had submitted a few good ideas was Vesna Connor, the young editor from the Gold Coast Times. It seemed like she was the only one committed to making the best decisions for the city, regardless of how it would affect her own wallet. He was also pleased to learn that she hadn’t taken his advice and invested in Varsity Lakes. She was a woman of integrity.

“It’s with pleasure I now declare our third meeting opened,” the mayor started. “We have achieved quite a lot in a short amount of time. Not many believed that when we started out. Yet another committee, lots of talking and little action – those were the comments I heard from the ordinary man and woman in the street. Well, we have shown them. We have shown them that it is possible. It is possible to get things done. We have shown them that the time for grand visions is not over, visions that stretch further than the next election period. We’ve made progress with our proposal for a new casino in Tugun, a project that will create thousands of new jobs and enable the Gold Coast to compete with Macau, Sydney and Las Vegas for the wealthy Asian tourists. We are making progress in our efforts to establish the Gold Coast as an Australian Silicon Valley. With our close proximity to Asia we are a natural fit for companies wanting to launch their services in China and the rest of Asia. There is lots of talk in the news about Australia being in a unique situation. While European industry is struggling with profitability, and youth unemployment is reaching new heights, our country is steaming on full engine. Everybody around this table, here today, knows that this statement is simply not true. Australia has two economies: those who work with natural resources and those who work with everything else. High demand for iron and coal does little to improve trading conditions on the Gold Coast, except for making it more difficult to attract staff. Why work as a brick layer on the coast when you can triple your salary driving a dumper in Western Australia? The resource boom has driven the Aussie dollar so high that it is almost impossible to export anything, and has made it cheaper to go on holidays in Thailand instead of our beloved city. But do not despair, my friends. Because we are the future. The Gold Coast is the future. We can’t base ourselves on a resource-economy. We can’t live selling off our family silver. Technology is the future. And we are world class in technology.

“Today I want to discuss how we can get even better at it. How we can get more companies to consider relocating their headquarters to the Gold Coast. How we can become world class.

“And with that comment I would like to introduce Andrew Engels, CEO of the up and coming mobile app Tuna Life.”

“Thanks for the introduction, Eddie,” a confident Andrew started. “The Gold Coast. What is the Gold Coast? What do we think about when we hear The Gold Coast?” he asked.

“Beaches, sun and summer.”

“The white shoe brigade.”

“School holidays, good food and theme parks.”

The various think-tank members offered their opinions about what the Gold Coast meant to them. What they associated with the coast.

Andrew squinted. “God’s waiting room, that’s what I’ve always associated the Gold Coast with. A place people move to die.”

It was dead silent in the room when Andrew continued. “As our very informal survey has just proven – we all associate different things with the Gold Coast. My view is coloured by the fact that I worked for many years in an accounting firm. Every day I dealt with retirees, who after a long and active work life moved to the Gold Coast to play golf while they were waiting to die.” Andrew pointed at one of the real estate developers with his index finger. “Rob probably mentioned the white shoe brigade because that’s the argument he is often met with when attempting to get people from Sydney to invest here.” Rob, the real estate developer, nodded.

“What we need is a simple message we can sell to the rest of the world. We can’t be good at a hundred different things. We need to choose one thing, to become best at one thing.”

“And you want that one thing to be technology?” asked one of the hotel owners present. “Isn’t that praying for your sick mother?”

“I can agree with your argument,” Andrew replied. “But we can’t afford to get stuck in the past. Look at Europe, look at Greece and Spain. To sell the Gold Coast as a tourist destination, to sell the Gold Coast as a cheap place for holidays and umbrella-drinks is not sustainable in the long run. We have the opportunity to create something unique here on the Gold Coast. We have the opportunity to create something the world has never seen before.”

The members of the think tank all stared sceptically at Andrew. One could almost feel the tension in the room.

“I don’t only want the Gold Coast to become the new Silicon Valley – I want it to become the new Macau. I want it to become the new Dubai.”

None of the think tank members said anything. The room was dead silent. Some of them looked down at the table or checked their mobile phones discreetly. Had Andrew Engels lost it? Had he become so blinded by his own success that he had totally lost his common sense?

“How are we supposed to compete against Dubai? They have a bunch of Sheiks with large check books. What do we have? A bankrupt city council?” one of the members asked, quickly adding an apology to the mayor. It wasn’t his intention to badmouth the city council, but it was a fact that they spent more than they earned every year.

“We have the best beaches in the world. We have the opportunity to build a world class casino, a casino that could compete with the best in Macau and Las Vegas. We have access to unlimited funds if we are willing to open up for more direct investment from China, and we have some of the hottest tech start-ups on the planet. There is only one thing we lack,” Andrew said.

“What’s that?” the mayor asked.

“We don’t have any celebrities.”

“How is having celebrities going to help us?” the mayor asked.

“Reality is what you make it. If you walk around and tell people you are successful, then over time people will believe you are. What we, on the Gold Coast have, is the total opposite. We walk around whinging and complaining about how tough we’re doing it. How our beaches have taken a beating from all the storms, how the power bills have gone up and businesses have shut their doors. We complain about the high dollar and the drop in the value of our homes. Right now we are only best at one thing – complaining.”

He took a deep breath.

“We need to convince celebrities to purchase vacation homes here. We need to convince celebrities to start investing in our local businesses. We create our own reality. We create our own destiny.”

Some of the think-tank members slowly raised their gaze. There wasn’t any immediate risk the room was going to erupt into applause, but maybe Andrew was onto something?

There was no help in going around complaining.
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There was a decent turnout at the press conference. The Chief of Police in Surfers Paradise straightened his back, before grabbing the microphone squarely with both hands. He squinted at the gathering of media, next of kin, and random citizens. He was looking for Mark Moss, the journalist responsible for this whole mess. The paper claimed that it had been a technical glitch, that one of the production guys in the Gold Coast Times’ internet edition had released an article not meant for publishing. It had been deleted thirty minutes later. But the damage was already done. It could very well be correct that the story wasn’t meant to be published. The question everyone was asking themselves, though, was why one of the Gold Coast Times’ journalists had drafted an article about a possible serial killer on the coast in the first place. Was there anything to his theories?

The Chief of Police couldn’t spot him. It was just as well. He was probably holed up in a meeting with the top management of the paper. If he hadn’t already lost his job, it wasn’t many hours away.

“We have absolutely no reason to believe there is a serial killer walking the streets of Surfers Paradise,” the Chief of Police started. “There is no basis for the allegations, which frankly seems taken out of thin air. I can also confirm that the Gold Coast Times has issued a press release where they distance themselves from the allegations. The article in question had never been approved for release. It was simply a result of a reporter with a vivid imagination.”

“But is there anything in the theories Mark Moss has put forward? That there seems to be a lot of similarities between these missing persons cases on the Gold Coast?”

“I can confirm that there are certain similarities between the cases. But that’s natural. We have a large number of missing persons on the coast, and in Queensland in general, every year. If you look for similarities you will always find some. But the reality is that all of these cases are still very much open. And I can ensure you that we do our very best to locate all missing persons. Unfortunately some of the missing persons do not want to be found, something that can make our work difficult.”

“Are you saying that all these women disappeared out of their own free will?” a reporter asked.

The Chief of Police immediately regretted his words, but he couldn’t take them back. “All I’m saying is that all the cases are still open. We have no indications that anything criminal has happened in any of the cases. That being said, we will review all these cases again, just to ensure that we haven’t missed anything.”

“So you admit that the cases haven’t been investigated well enough?”

The Chief of Police stared at the reporter with steel blue eyes. His lip curled up and his face reddened. “That’s not what I said. We have good routines on how to deal with missing persons cases, but we can always improve. That’s the reason we will review these cases again. And I hope that will help next of kin get some peace and assurance in this chaos that has ensued,” he said, before placing the microphone back at the boom. He turned around, and left the room.

 

Inside the Chief of Police’s office, the mayor was waiting. “We need to quash this before it spirals out of control,” the mayor said. “A serial killer on the coast? It would be catastrophic for tourism.”

“There’s no serial killer. It’s all bullshit. Some story invented by a journalist with bigger imagination than skills,” the Chief of Police snarled.

“It doesn’t matter what it is or isn’t,” the mayor said. “Reality is created by the media, and they’ve jumped on this story like flies on manure. You need to find some dirt on this journalist. Destroy his credibility so this story goes away.”

“Will do, boss,” the Chief of Police replied in a sarcastic tone. He didn’t mind the new mayor, he was better than the last one, but the Chief of Police didn’t like to be told how to do his job. He was the one who was responsible for the safety of the people living on the coast. The Mayor just attended fancy dinners. No one should doubt who was really in charge.
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They were sitting in Richard Smith’s office. It was as different as it could possibly be from Andrew’s goldfish bowl office. It almost looked like Richard had ripped out a page from an IKEA catalogue, and then copied it furniture by furniture. It was impossible to read Richard or attempt to understand his personality based on how he had decorated his office. It was totally devoid of personality.

But perhaps that was the intention? Richard dealt with young and aggressive growth companies. He needed to be seen to understand their markets, even though he had passed fifty, had lost most of his hair, and preferred to spend the evenings reading a good book rather than playing Bioshock III with his virtual friends on the internet. Even the family picture on his bookshelf, behind his desk, looked like it was mass-produced; a beautiful brunette, wind blowing in her hair, standing in front of three teenage girls.

“Your wife?” Andrew asked.

“Yes,” Richard replied with a smug smile. It was obvious that the wife and daughters were the pride of his life.

“We’ve got three girls. The oldest one is due to start university next year,” he said pointing at the picture. He rattled off the daughters’ names, but Andrew didn’t register any of them. He had more important matters to attend to than getting to know Richard and his family. He did, however, feel a bit embarrassed that this was the first time he had ever asked Richard a personal question. They had known each other for almost half a year.

Andrew was stressed. The pills didn’t work as they used to. He had sent the list of IP addresses to a contact at Telstra. A contact he could trust. The contact had checked the identity of the persons using Telstra as their mobile and broadband provider, they were the only ones he could check on Telstra’s systems.

The list had turned up some interesting names. A couple of Melbourne-based Russians, Scott Davis – the journalist from Gold Coast Times who had attempted to interview Andrew, and Marissa Soo – the girl whose arm and leg had washed ashore at the Spit three months earlier.

Andrew couldn’t find any immediate connection between the names. Two Russians, a journalist who wrote about businesses on the coast, and a girl who either had drowned, committed suicide or been the victim of something criminal.

He studied the list again. Scott Davis had brought a younger colleague to that interview in Main Beach, the one he had said was still in training. What had he said his name was? Mark something, Mark Moss. Wasn’t that the same guy who had just made a monumental blooper at the paper? Published a speculative article about a possible serial killer on the Gold Coast? But what was the connection?

Andrew Engels stared at the piece of paper in front of him. It was a list from RP Data, a search over which properties were registered to Frank Geitner.

“So Frank owns both these properties?” Andrew asked.

“Yes.”

“But why did he want to start a company with Ken and me? As far as I can understand the guy is rich enough to never work again.”

“It appears so,” Richard Smith said. “At first I thought he could be in financial trouble. That he might have overextended himself, borrowed too much and got in trouble with his bank. But then I checked the titles. There are no mortgages registered on either of the two properties. Frank owns them outright.”

Andrew whistled. “So where does this leave us? He’s obviously got resources to hire top lawyers if he wants to contend the restructure of Tuna Life, and attempt to get his shares back.”

Richard shook his head.

“He signed the documents. I don’t think he’s got a good case.”

But Andrew could see on Richard’s face that he didn’t like what he had just found out. Frank Geitner had the resources to make life very difficult for Tuna Life and Roman Bezhrev. He owned two luxury properties, and had no debts.

“Did you find anything else?” Andrew asked.

“I should probably have done this earlier, but I found a whole lot. Frank Geitner isn’t really Frank Geitner.”

“What do you mean?”

“Frank Geitner is dead. Died in 1989. The Frank Geitner we know assumed his identity a few years back, and then travelled to Australia on an investor visa. An investor visa means that Frank handed our government a million dollars to show that he can support himself. He’ll get the money back when his residency permit is finally approved, but it tells something about his resources.”

“What do you mean he’s not Frank Geitner? I’ve googled him. There are several articles about him.”

“Fake,” Richard Smith said.

“What?” Andrew stared at Richard, shocked at what Richard had just told him.

“Where does he come from?” Richard asked.

“He told me he was from Hamburg, Germany.”

“First lie. He’s from The Netherlands, from Amsterdam.”

Andrew’s eyes widened. 

“What education does he have?” Richard asked.

“He said he was trained in computer science.”

“Second lie. He didn’t even finish high school,” Richard said. “Search up that article about Frank on the Gold Coast Times.”

“Why?”

“Just do it. Everything will be much clearer afterwards.”

Andrew keyed in Frank Geitner in the search field of the Gold Coast Times’ website.

“It says no matches found.”

“Exactly. The article was removed less than twenty-four hours after being published.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“I believe it means Frank has hacked the Gold Coast Times site, and removed the article. I googled him before we invested in Tuna Life. Everything looked ok, so I didn’t dig any deeper. But I printed all the searches I completed on you, Frank and Ken. When I did the same searches today, I found nothing on Frank. He seems to have erased himself.”

Andrew looked at Richard. “Or someone else has erased him.”

Richard understood what Andrew was getting at. He was wondering whether Roman Bezhrev was involved. That Roman had removed all traces of Frank to avoid a scandal.

“He’s done the same thing before,” Richard said. “His earlier life in the Netherlands has been deleted from the net as well. I contacted a newspaper in Amsterdam, to check if they’d heard of him. The reporter recognised the name, and remembered she had written two articles about him, back when he went by his real name, his birth name Frank Voser. When she tried to locate the articles she discovered that they were gone. Someone had hacked their server, and deleted the articles. Who does something like that?”

“Someone who has something to hide,” Andrew said.

“Correct. But what? What did Frank do in his previous life? Why does he go to extraordinary lengths to stay invisible?” Richard left the question hanging in the air.

“What did this reporter say about Frank? Who was he before?”

“She said that Frank had been a child prodigy when he grew up, an IQ that flew off the scale. Probably closer to 190. But he never flourished. He was one of those child prodigies who never reached his potential. At first, it had all been well. He had moved quickly through the school system. But he was constantly bored; arguing with teachers who he felt had nothing to teach him, picking fights with other students whom he considered beneath him. He was expelled from school after school, and at some stage he just gave up – and the system gave up on him.”

“He quit school?”

“Correct. Frank doesn’t have a Master in Computer Science. He never even finished high school.”

“But how did he manage to write the code for Tuna Life, how does he have 190 in IQ if he didn’t finish high school?”

“IQ isn’t a measurement of how smart you are. It’s a measurement of how good you are at solving IQ tests. Frank may have an IQ of 190, but he is still an asshole. That’s the reason he was expelled from all the schools, and that’s the reason he never reached his full potential. I believe that even if he had continued at school and ended up with a Ph.D. he would probably never have succeeded in the world of academia. It’s highly unlikely that those who received Nobel Prizes in the 1970s would have received them in today’s world. Richard Feynman with his crazy antics and peculiarities wouldn’t have stood a chance in a world where it is more about interpersonal skills and political correctness than scientific breakthroughs. Frank wouldn’t have lasted a week in today’s academic world.”

“He didn’t really last that long in the business world either,” Andrew said. He remembered Frank’s Twitter-rant that had started the whole thing. “But it still doesn’t make any sense. Why did he move to Australia? Why did he live with a fake identity?”

“This is where it starts getting interesting,” Richard said. “It turns out Frank Geitner, or Frank Voser which is his real name, is wanted by the Interpol.”

Andrew’s jaw dropped three floors. “Wanted by the Interpol? For what?”

“Even though he wasn’t officially enrolled in any high school, it didn’t mean he stopped learning stuff. He went to local libraries and read up on everything from philosophy to advanced maths. And he taught himself to program. Towards the end of the 1980s he was part of a renegade gang of computer-literate nerds who hacked most of the large intelligence agencies of the western world. They never stole any money, and they never spread any information like Julian Assange and WikiLeaks have done. But they broke in and poked around in the systems. Frank was convicted, in absentia, to thirty years in prison. If he is ever caught and extradited to the US he will spend the rest of his life in prison. 

Andrew whistled. “No wonder he got nervous when we started attracting attention with Tuna Life. But what do we do now? Do we contact police?”

“No,” Richard said firmly. “Nobody can ever know Frank Geitner and Frank Voser is the same person. Not even Roman. It would destroy Tuna Life. Frank has managed to stay hidden for two decades. He is now out of the company, and there’s little risk anyone will ever figure out who he really was. We’ll just have to let time help us. It will be like he was never here.”

Andrew nodded. He understood the gravity. If some reporter discovered who Frank really was, then he could most likely sink the company. The problem was that Andrew knew something Richard didn’t know. There was a virus embedded in the Tuna Life app, a virus that had been discovered by one of the employees, Fabian Svenson. Fabian was now dead. Hit by a car less than twenty-four hours after he had discovered the virus. 

And there was more.

Someone had used the virus to access mobile phones and computers belonging to Tuna Life users, including the dead woman, Marissa Soo, and the journalist from the Gold Coast Times, Scott Davis. Was Frank something more than a simple hacker? Was he a serial killer?

Andrew stroked his hand through his hair. He was just thirty, but he had already started to find grey strands of hair. He had pulled out three this morning. The pills Richard had given him had helped against the stress, but the body started to show signs that he was pushing himself too hard. “Why had the reporter written about Frank?” Andrew asked.

“There was something about a tragedy in the family. He lost his wife and daughter within a short timeframe, while still being on the run.”

“Did he have a wife and daughter?” Andrew asked, slapping his own thighs in surprise. “Why has he never mentioned them?”

Richard looked at Andrew with disappointment. “Andrew, Frank has gone to extreme lengths to conceal his real identity. I think we’re best off assuming that nothing he has told us is true.”

Andrew nodded. “But why did he move here? Why did he move to Australia? There must have been something that made him move here.”

“Or he was fleeing from something. You can’t come much farther away from Europe than Australia.”

Andrew leant back in his chair, and closed his eyes. He needed to locate Frank, but how was he supposed to find a person who had managed to stay hidden from the Interpol the last twenty years? How was he, a simple accountant who due to a string of coincidences had become successful, how was he supposed to do what the Interpol had failed to do all these years?

It was probably a hopeless task, but he had to give it a shot. There was no point checking the second property on Richard’s list. Andrew knew he wouldn’t find him there. His house had been cleaned out, hell, he had even lied about the cat.

Of course Frank knew someone would find out about the properties. It wasn’t exactly hard to do a property search.

But Andrew knew there was one thing Frank hadn’t lied about.

Frank’s little weakness.

Suddenly Andrew knew exactly where he would find him.
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A long-legged ibis landed at the neighbouring table. Gently it started nipping at the napkins and crumbs left by the guest who had just left. Scott Davis swore. Was it that difficult to clean up after yourself? The garbage bin was less than two meters away. Probably smokers, smokers didn’t have the same attitude as normal people. They were probably so used to everybody else cleaning up after them, as they dulled their way through life, throwing cigarette butts and spitting chewing gum on the street. For an extended period Scott had made a deliberate attempt to reform some of these walking environmental disasters, he had asked them to pick up their cigarette butts and throw them in the ashtrays like normal people. Two metres of baldness and muscles, had mostly done the deed, but in the end it had required too much effort. There was no way one could reform them all, their actions were as ingrained as the ugly tattoos they wore on their shoulders. He glanced over at Mark Moss, who was standing in the line at Zaraffa’s Coffee Bar, at the Easy-T Centre in Robina. Scott had offered to pay, but Mark had insisted. He hadn’t lost his job as a consequence of the speculative article about a possible serial killer on the loose, but it had been a close call. He had been relieved of his present duties on the crime desk of the paper, and for the next month or so he had to report to some guy running the internet edition. Mark apparently had to learn how the systems worked so he never made the same mistake again.

It didn’t seem like anyone in the paper had bothered to ask him why he had written the article about a possible serial killer in the first place. They all just assumed it was a mistake that it had been published.

The paper wasn’t alone in their assessment. The rest of the world made the same conclusion. Where were the bodies? Where were the witnesses? Mark had a handful of missing girls and a drowning accident. Not exactly enough to prove that Hannibal Lecter had moved to the Gold Coast. 

Scott had warned Mark, but he hadn’t listened. It was his own fault. But Scott also felt responsible. He had played along, stoked the fire. He had enjoyed the feeling of doing something more important than writing about pimply teenagers becoming millionaires building companies that didn’t make money. At least he knew who the management would blame. Scott Davis had sold the idea that he was going to be Mark’s mentor, the one who provided young Mark with advice and direction so that he would have a successful career at the Times. Yeah, that had worked a swell, he thought. A couple of months with Scott Davis as your mentor, and your career was dead in the water. They already made jokes about it in the office. Behind his back of course, but still.

“How are you doing?” he asked.

“Been better,” Mark answered. He seemed sad. Not depressed, but sad.

“So I guess I won’t see you at the strip club for a while,” Scott said to cheer him up.

Mark Moss forced a smile. “Thanks for everything you’ve done, Scott. You’ve been the only one to support me.”

“I don’t think that’s been so smart. Maybe I should have warned you instead? Things can be taken out of context. There’s a difference between having a theory and publishing it. What happened was an accident. Could have happened to all of us.”

“But it happened to me. I don’t even know why I wrote that draft.”

Scott Davis stared Mark straight in the eyes. “You wanted it to be true, so you wrote it down. I’ve been guilty of doing the same. Worked on articles that have never been printed. We probably have a dozen articles lying around on some hard drive, waiting to be released when the person in question dies. The difference is that the production desk doesn’t put them out there until they get the signal. It wasn’t your fault that article was published. It was a production error. Human error.”

“I don’t know what to do. Is my career over now? Should I look for something else to do?”

“No, whatever you do – don’t quit. Not over something like this. You’ve got talent, Mark. Don’t waste it.” Scott looked Mark in the eyes before continuing. “Whether you want to stay a journalist, that’s a different question. It’s an ungrateful occupation. But don’t quit over something like this. This will blow over.”

“Could you do me a favour?” Mark asked.

Scott leant back in the uncomfortable chair. He took a big drink from his coffee. He didn’t like to commit to something unknown. “What do you need?”

“Can you continue to look into the case?”

“The missing girls? You want me to continue looking into this case when the entire fucking management is on a war quest to figure out how we managed to claim that there is a serial killer on the loose, on the front page of our internet edition? Come on, Mark. You know I can’t do that.”

“I’ve never considered you as one who would let a bit of resistance stop him.”

Scott smiled. Mark looked up to him. Not only because he was a good reporter, but because he did what was required. He cut corners, he got shit done. But he couldn’t do this. He couldn’t put his job on the line.

“Sorry, Mark. Can’t help you. Vesna is on my back twenty-four hours a day as it is. I have to account for every single minute of my day. I simply don’t have time to follow it up.”

Mark nodded, it was a nod of defat. “Ok. Thanks for trying anyway.”

Scott studied his colleague. Maybe he wasn’t just sad. Maybe he was depressed?

“Do you believe in the story you wrote? That there is a serial killer on the loose on the Gold Coast?”

“I don’t believe,” Mark replied. “I am one hundred percent certain.”
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Scott Davis logged onto the intranet as soon as he arrived back at the office. He felt sorry for young Mark. Mark was still a rookie, and all this attention couldn’t be easy for him. Sometimes it seemed like every young kid’s wet dream was to become famous, no matter what form or shape that fame came in. But they had no idea what they were wishing for. Some fame was no fun. In fact, most fame was no fun.

Scott stared at his computer screen. He had decided to have a look at Mark’s infamous article. It had of course been removed from the paper’s website. That had happened within thirty minutes of it being published. But thirty minutes turned out to be plenty of time in the new digital world, plenty of time to almost ruin a journalist’s career.

Scott searched for Mark Moss on the intranet. The search resulted in a long list of articles Mark had either written, or was currently working on. Scott knew there would be an internal investigation at the paper – so he knew the article would still be there, hidden somewhere in Mark’s work-in-progress folder. They all had to put everything they worked on in the shared folder – they could after all be hit by a bus tomorrow. The Gold Coast Times had rules, and Mark was one of those who followed them.

Scott located the article, and double-clicked.

 

Is there a serial killer loose on the Gold Coast?

Four months ago Marissa Soo was an ordinary nineteen-year-old with big dreams. Friends and family describe her as a fun-loving kind person, a girl hungry for life, a girl who knew what she wanted. Marissa did well at school, but her passion was working with people. So she enlisted at TAFE and took various part-time jobs to help pay for her tuition. Her parents say that she was saving up for a trip to Europe. She wanted to see as much as possible of the world. She had big dreams.

Then four months ago those dreams were shattered. An arm and a foot washed ashore at the Spit. Marissa’s mother says she immediately got a bad feeling when she heard about the macabre find. And a few short weeks later the police knocked on her door, confirming her worst fears. The body parts belonged to her daughter.

It’s not an extraordinary event that a body, or in this case; body parts, wash up on our beaches. The Gold Coast has a long coastline, and unfortunately every summer a handful of people drown here. Some of them have been swimming at unpatrolled beaches, and their bodies may only surface several months after disappearing. 

What is extraordinary in this case, however, is the police investigation of Marissa’s disappearance – or rather the lack of an investigation. Despite numerous attempts by Marissa’s parents to open up an investigation into her disappearance, the police have yet to take any action. They have simply written her off as deceased, as yet another victim of accidental drowning on the coast.

Despite the fact that they have never recovered anything more than a few body parts, they have dismissed any other theory of what happened to Marissa. They have simply concluded that she had an accident during a late night swim, or committed suicide. But they have no explanation of how she ended up in the water, or why only a few body parts have been found. No clothing belonging to Marissa has ever been found on the beaches either, making the theory of a late night swim, or a suicide, very unlikely.

In their defence, the Surfers Paradise Police claim that Marissa had a documented history of depression. But why did nobody see her going down to the beach the night she disappeared, and why does everyone who spent time with her that night describe her as happy and content? Something doesn’t add up, and Marissa’s parents are dead certain: Marissa would never have taken her own life. She had too much to live for.

In the weeks leading up to her disappearance, Marissa had gotten a new boyfriend, a boyfriend it has been impossible to track down. Who is this mysterious boyfriend, this new man in her life, and why doesn’t he come forward?

What is really interesting with Marissa’s case, however, is that it is not unique. The Gold Coast Times has reviewed all the missing persons cases on the coast during the last five years. It has been a time-consuming task. A surprisingly large number of people disappear every single year. Some out of their own free will; they chose to leave their old life behind and start anew somewhere else. Over the last few years this has become increasingly difficult to do, though. In a society that is more and more digitalised we leave traces wherever we go. There are still people capable of disappearing; most often though, they are incredibly determined people, people without great material needs, people who can live hand to mouth.

When we reviewed the list of missing persons, we discovered something interesting. Something we immediately brought up with the local police. It appears that there is a pattern in a number of the reported missing persons cases. Over the last five years, ten nineteen-year-old girls have disappeared from the Gold Coast. Most of them disappeared on their way home from a night out, they were all tall beautiful blondes, they all worked in the night club industry, and none of them has ever been seen since. This isn’t the normal list of people disappearing. They were all active young women, who liked to look good and enjoy life. We have interviewed parents and friends. None of them can envision any of these girls living a life without access to money, a life without shops or material goods. They were the very definition of young urban women, but our police force wants us to believe they have chosen a life as homeless people.

 

The following young women have disappeared from the Gold Coast over the last five years:

 

Heidi Voog. Born: 1990. Height: 1.68 m. Eye colour: Blue. Hair colour: Blonde. Reported missing: 15. December 2008. Last observation: Daytime, Surfers Paradise, two days prior. Wearing a white dress.

 

Katherine Gardner: Born: 1990. Height: 1.71 m. Eye colour: Blue. Hair colour: Blonde. Reported missing: 11. March 2009. Last observation: Surfers Paradise, night before. Wearing a green or light blue sweater, and blue jeans.

 

Ellen Anderson. Born: 1991. Height: 1.65 m. Eye colour: Blue. Hair colour: Blonde. Reported missing: 4. November 2009. Last observation: Tugun on the 2nd of November. Wearing a blue and red summer dress, with a flower motif. 

 

Maureen Drake. Born: 1992. Height: 1.66 m. Eye colour: Brown. Hair colour: Dark blonde. Reported missing: 2. March 2010. Last observation: Surfers Paradise midnight on 27th of February. Wearing blue jeans, and a leather jacket.

 

Sandra Smisek. Born: 1992. Height: 1.65 m. Eye colour: Brown. Hair colour: Black (coloured light blonde). Reported missing: 23. June 2010. Last observation: Main Beach two days earlier. She was wearing black jeans, and a black jacket.

 

Jodie Harris. Born: 1992. Height: 1.65 m. Eye colour: Blue. Hair colour: Blonde. Reported missing: 20. December 2011. Last observation: Surfers Paradise 02:30 on the 20th of December. Seen stepping into a dark car. Wearing dark blue jeans, and a yellow sweater.

 

Belinda Pearson. Born: 1991. Height: 1.65 m. Eye colour: Blue. Hair colour: Blonde. Reported missing: 11. December 2012. Last observation: Surfers Paradise. Outfit unknown.

 

Michelle Palmer. Born: 1993. Height: 1.70 m. Eye colour: Blue. Hair colour: Light blonde. Reported missing: 3rd March 2012. Last observation: two days prior. Wearing clubbing outfit.

 

Marissa Soo. Born 1994. Height: 1.70 m. Eye colour: Blue. Hair colour: Blonde. Reported missing: 30th of December 2012. Last observation: Surfers Paradise at 3 am on the 29th of December. Wearing a black dress. Body parts, possibly wrapped in plastic, discovered at the Spit on the 11th of January 2013. Cause of death not determined.

 

Kylie Jones. Born 1994. Height: 1.68 m. Eye colour: Blue. Hair colour: Blonde. Reported missing: 14th of February 2013. Last observation: Surfers Paradise. Wearing black jeans, and black sweater.

 

Scott Davis closed his laptop with a bang. Not bad, Mark had completed a decent piece of work. It was, of course, all speculation, but speculations were often dangerous. The article would definitely tickle the curiosity of journalists from the national papers. They would condemn Mark publicly, but some of them would probably, in silence, start looking into the case themselves. Various internet forums were already buzzing with comments. Was the Gold Coast Times onto something? Reality was never exciting enough. People wanted conspiracy theories. Was there a serial killer on the loose on the Gold Coast? Was he being protected by the police? Was it quite possibly a policeman?

Scott had to laugh.

They had no idea.

They were like small headless chickens, these new internet journalists. No original ideas. It didn’t take more than an hour from when one site published an original story before most of the others had stolen the idea and published a copy. Copyrights on the net were only valid for half an hour, it seemed. Even though Mark’s story had been quashed in its infancy, it had opened up a can of worms. Journalists would start asking questions, the parents and next of kin of the missing girls would be interviewed, answers would be demanded from the mayor and the police. Even though he still didn’t realise, even though he still thought he was a victim, Mark Moss would soon be a wanted man. Scott knew. Scott knew, because he knew Mark was right. 

There was a serial killer loose on the Gold Coast.

And he would kill again.

 

Scott checked that the keys were still in his pockets, and turned off the lights in the meeting room. There was something he needed to do. Something that had become somewhat a routine over the last five years. Something that still gave him joy, and also grief. He took the elevator down to the garage and located his car. He opened up the boot, and checked that it was still there, the black garbage bag he had placed in his car earlier in the morning. It was still there. He backed off a few steps, surprised by the stench hitting him in the face. He swore. He should have thought about that, that it would stink out the car. 

He had started to get sloppy, to make mistakes. He’d noticed, at work, that he wasn’t always as alert and as concentrated as he used to be. Maybe it was age?

But it was too late to do anything about now.

He closed the boot, and got into the driver’s seat. There was a hardware store in Burleigh Heads. He needed to pick up a new spade. He couldn’t remember where he had put the old one, but it was time to get a new one anyway. The old one had done its use.

 

After having stopped to pick up the new spade, and a couple of other things from the hardware store, Scott continued south. He owned a small holiday home in Byron. It had been in the family for generations, and Scott had inherited it when his mum died. It was his refuge when life got difficult. It was deserted – not a neighbour for miles in each direction. Nobody accidentally popping by, knocking on the door asking to borrow a cup of sugar. No one who bothered him.

That’s what he liked most about the place – that no one bothered him. 

He was planning to move there when he finally retired. He parked in front of the house and exited the car. He never looked forward to this. Even though it almost had become a routine, it was always hard. So many feelings were brought to the surface, so many supressed feelings. It was like taking the lid off a steam cooker.

He grabbed hold of the black garbage bag with one hand and threw it over his shoulder. With the spade in his free hand he started on the walk that had become a tradition over the last five years. With heavy steps he walked down to the fence cornering off the property. He listened to the birds, observed the flowers where they baked in the sun glare. But nothing seemed to calm him down.

He stopped.

Right in front of him a row of trees were lined up.

They looked like they had been standing there for years, although he knew that the last one had only been planted the previous year. Scott dropped the black garbage bag down onto the ground. It made a low thump when landing. He grabbed the spade with both hands, and started digging. He wouldn’t have to dig deep. A shallow grave would be sufficient.

He threw the spade away, and pulled the garbage bag closer to the hole in the ground.

The stench teased his nostrils.

He pulled out the tree he had purchased from Bunnings the previous day, and manoeuvred it into the shallow hole. 

One tree for every year he had been alone.

Five trees.

That was how long ago he had lost Sashi, his beautiful wife Sashi.

Sashi meant moon in Indian, and that was what she had always been for Scott. She had been his sun and his moon. He just couldn’t understand why she had taken her own life. He had thought their life together was good. Why hadn’t she at least written a farewell letter, a suicide note? Explained why she did what she did? Instead she had just left him, left him without any explanation, so that he would have to live the rest of his life in uncertainty, the uncertainty whether he had done something wrong, the uncertainty whether she hadn’t really loved him.

He had been so angry at her. So angry for what she had done.

The anger was still there, as an all-embracing shadow he always carried with him. He had just become better at hiding it. He patted the dirt hard around the base of the tree, and kissed it as the smell of the fertilizer slowly dispersed into the wind.

He reminded himself to air out the car later.

“I love you Sashi, my dearest. I will always love you.”
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The sun shone through the front windshield of Andrew’s recently acquired Tesla S. The car had the steering wheel on the left side, as he had imported it directly from California to avoid waiting until 2014 and the expected Australian launch. Even in the blasé Main Beach, where there wasn’t exactly a lack of grey-haired men, driving low cars and eating high steaks, people’s heads turned when Andrew came driving. Ferrari was Bogan, but an electric car that looked like a sports car – that was something new. It was cool.

It wasn’t very practical though. As Tesla wasn’t planning to launch in Australia for another year, there wasn’t any network of super-chargers as there were in the US and other markets. But the car was good for Tuna Life’s image. Tuna Life was something new and innovative. Of course the high-flying CEO of the coolest company in the Southern Hemisphere should be driving the coolest car you could buy. He had even paid a small fortune to get TUNALIFE on a personalised licence plate. Andrew stared at the battery gauge at the dashboard. It had been flashing red for the last ten minutes. It couldn’t be correct. The battery had been full this morning. How could he have used up all the electricity in half an hour? He had called Tesla’s customer service and followed all their advice, but nothing had worked. He just had to take a chance, to continue in the hope that the car computer was wrong and that the Tesla would last the trip to Nimbin and back without running out of battery. He had read an article about this before he bought the car. How long trips became stressful due to the fact that one couldn’t just roll into a petrol station. One was dependent on reaching one’s destination.

It reminded Andrew about life as a student, always driving around with the fuel gauge on yellow. The engine of his Mitsubishi Magna had become so used to running on fumes that it had broken down the first time he filled it up with a full tank.

Andrew was on his way to Nimbin to look for Frank. Not just because they needed him to update the Tuna Life app – he also wanted to know why Frank hadn’t been honest about his background. Why had he wanted to start a company with Andrew and Ken? Why hadn’t he told them he was a millionaire who didn’t need Andrew or Ken? Andrew already knew the answer to some of the questions: Frank Geitner was wanted by the Interpol, he had hacked into the intelligence agencies of various countries in the 1980s, and one of those countries had been the US. But it didn’t explain why he had wanted to start a mobile app company with Ken and Andrew. It didn’t explain why he had hidden malicious code in the Tuna Life app.

Andrew wasn’t sure what he should believe anymore. Frank was a criminal hacker, a criminal hacker who had been on the run from Interpol for two decades. But he had never actually stolen anything. He had never stolen any information from the various intelligence agencies he had hacked.

Why would such a person create a virus in the Tuna Life software? And why had he hired a virus expert, and then asked the same expert to review his code? Why risk revealing himself? There was something that didn’t add up. Andrew had no idea what it was. But something definitely didn’t add up.

The only way to find an answer was to locate Frank.

 

Andrew arrived in Nimbin around eleven in the morning. If the Tesla attracted attention in Main Beach it was nothing compared to what it did in the main street of Nimbin. The greenies lined up to have a look. And Andrew, with his slick haircut and Calvin Klein jeans, was suddenly not a symbol of the evil capitalism anymore; instead he was a symbol of the fight against big-oil. I should have taken the Mazda, he thought as he high-fived a lanky guy with Rasta hair down to his toes. It would probably have been more environmentally friendly as well. If one looked at how much resources it took to build the Tesla’s batteries, it turned out to produce a lot more CO2 than the Mazda over its life anyway. But the world wanted to be fooled. And Andrew wasn’t about to let it stop.

Andrew had intended to be anonymous, ask a few questions where he could buy the best quality marijuana, and hope that it would lead to a person who might know where Frank was. To ask somebody about buying good quality marijuana was now out of the question. If that happened he would be on the front page of the Gold Coast Times the very next day. Even the local police had taken some time off from pretending to patrol the street, and now studied the car with interest.

You didn’t have to be pregnant, with enhanced senses, to smell the sweet scent of marijuana wherever you turned, so Andrew assumed that the police weren’t too concerned about what Nimbin’s citizens were up to. Nimbin was after all Australia’s rather pathetic answer to the Netherlands’ Amsterdam. If Frank hadn’t yet left Australia, then Andrew was certain he would be somewhere in Nimbin. The problem was to find out where. Nimbin’s official population was only a couple of hundred people, but that number didn’t include all the surrounding hippie communes that Nimbin was famous for. If you included them, the population quickly rose to more than ten thousand. And it was most likely in one of those hippie communes that Frank was hiding. Richard’s property search hadn’t returned any properties owned by Frank in or around Nimbin, but Andrew was certain that he owned or rented a property here. The first time he disappeared, the very first week they launched the Tuna Life app, he had been gone for three full days.

Frank Geitner definitely had a place in Nimbin.
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“How are you doing?” Vesna Connor had just opened the door to the meeting room without knocking. Scott Davis was caught, red-handed, taking a nap. “Hard night?” she asked with a firm voice.

Scott looked up at her with drowsy eyes. He considered removing his legs from the table, make an apology maybe? But he just couldn’t seem to get a word out. And his legs were frozen.

“I want that article about Tuna Life before you leave today. And, Scott: Go sit at your desk. This is not your office, you know, and it’s definitely not your personal bedroom.”

She turned on her heels, and closed the door before Scott was able to come up with a clever reply.

Instead he was left inside the meeting room, bewildered and embarrassed. Who the hell does she think she is, he thought as he tried to rub the tiredness out of his eyes – barging into the meeting room without knocking. 

He knew she was right, of course. He had no right to use the meeting room as his own office, and he definitely had no right to take a nap in there. But that wasn’t the point. She had talked to him as if he was a small child. And as a small child who had just realised that his mum’s reprimand was deserved, Scott Davis had realised that Vesna was right. 

That was what hurt the most.

He closed the laptop, and slipped it into his brown leather bag. Then he left the meeting room and the offices of the paper. Even though he hadn’t enjoyed being reprimanded by the young editor, he knew she was entirely correct. He was paid to do a job, and the time was due for him to become a proper journalist again. He had a long list of names he wanted to check out. Roman Bezhrev and his Russian friends hadn’t become internet investors overnight. They had bought and sold businesses on the Gold Coast for several years already, and it hadn’t been restricted to technology businesses. It had been all sorts of businesses. 

Scott wanted to have a chat with some of the locals that had let the Russians into their businesses. How were they as investors? Were they active owners, or did they just provide capital? Did they actually add any value to the businesses they bought, or did they rape and pillage them for profits?

The first business on the list was a producer of health and nutritional products. They had a factory in Yatala, a large industrial area north of Surfers Paradise. Scott peeked out the window as he passed the massive theme parks in Oxenford, heading towards Yatala. Wet’n Wild, Movieworld and Dreamworld. The Gold Coast had once been synonymous with school holidays and beach vacations. Plummeting airline tickets and the rising Aussie dollar had turned that picture upside down. The beaches of the Gold Coast had been pummelled by heavy cyclones during the summer, and didn’t resemble postcards that could compete with Fiji and Bali anymore. The worn-out waterslides at Wet’n Wild weren’t really that appealing when you could jump on a plane to Dubai and test out your board shorts in the world’s largest entertainment park for the same price. Scott Davis glanced down at the piece of paper with the address. He needed to take the next exit.

 

After having taken a quick look at the factory in Yatala, from his own comfortable car seat, he made a U-turn, and headed out onto the highway again. The factory had seemed quite idle, almost as if it was closed. It actually looked like most of the surrounding factories were either closed or running on half machine as well. It didn’t bode well for the Gold Coast, Scott Davis thought. One couldn’t keep outsourcing all manufacturing businesses, one couldn’t live from cutting each other’s hair, he thought, rubbing his bald head.

He had, however, seen what he had wanted to see. It always provided extra credibility that one knew what one talked about. And Scott wanted to talk to the previous owner of Numi Healthfoods, Stephen Crane. Crane had started his business in 1987 and gradually built it up to a successful company with twenty employees and a turnover exceeding fifteen million in 2010, the last year he owned the business. A year earlier he had made the fateful decision to raise funds from external investors, presumably to allow the company to grow faster. He had wanted to launch their line of products in the US, but needed serious cash to do that. So he had let Roman in on the ownership. Quite evidently it had cost more than expected. A short year later Crane had been out of the company.

Roman Bezhrev had taken over.

 

Scott Davis studied the nameplate on the door. One lonely name, Stephen Crane. It didn’t look like he had a wife. Scott rang the doorbell, and a grumpy male voice answered. After a few minutes of negotiation, he agreed to let Scott inside.

Scott trudged up the concrete stairs until he reached the third floor and apartment 22, Stephen Crane’s home. 

“Why are you suddenly interested in Roman Bezhrev?” Stephen Crane asked. “I called the paper multiple times back in 2010 when he stole my business. Nobody ever called me back.”

“I worked in a different department of the paper back then, the crime desk. I’m sorry if nobody responded to your requests. But let’s put that behind us. I’m here now. And I’m willing to listen if you want to tell your story.”

“You can bet your ass I wanna tell it. Roman Bezhrev stole my company. He stole my life’s work, and now I read in the paper that he’s making millions on these new tech companies. The guy is a thief, a thief and a con-man.”

 

Scott ended up spending almost two hours with Stephen Crane. His story was fascinating. Without any formal education he had managed to build up a small health food empire on the Gold Coast. From its simple beginnings in Stephen’s grandmother’s garage, the company had grown to twenty employees and sales in twenty-two countries. It had been a remarkable success story, but Stephen had harboured greater ambitions. He had been through the period where he wanted material wealth and status-symbols. He had owned big houses and expensive cars, but none of that had really given him what he wanted. What he really wanted was to see how far he could take the company – to build something really big. And to grow really big one had to go to the US. But in order to launch in the US market he needed money, more money than he had.

Then Roman Bezhrev had appeared, as a white knight. Without demanding an exorbitant share of the business, he had offered Stephen Crane the funds he needed to take the business to the next level.

Six short months later everything had changed, though. The US expansion had turned out to be quite successful, and the outlook for the company was bright. Then, almost out of nowhere, Roman had appeared in Stephen’s office, accompanied by two Russian goons. He had suggested that Stephen’s company merged with a Moscow based company Roman owned. Stephen had of course refused. Roman and his goons had left the office that day. But life had never been the same.

Stephen had felt unsafe and monitored. His daughter, who was only fifteen at the time, had been approached by a few Russians on the way home from school one day, and his wife was constantly being followed by strange cars.

Roman himself had never made any direct threats. But Stephen never doubted who was behind it all. In the end he had accepted the Russian’s proposal, and a few months later he had lost his company. He still didn’t fully comprehend how it all had happened. Roman and his lawyers had called shareholder’s meetings so often that Stephen in the end hadn’t bothered to bring his expensive lawyer along. And just like that, his life’s work had ended up in Roman’s hands.

“I can promise you one thing,” he said. “There’s only one person who is going to get rich on this new economy that you are writing so much about, and that person is Roman Bezhrev. Everybody else is going to miss out big time. Believe you me. I’ve been there. He’s charming, he’s polite, he hands you money, a lot of money. He makes you believe you are his best friend. And when you least expect it – he goes for the kill. Roman is evil, pure evil.”

Scott thought about what he had heard driving home. He had made a visit to two other locals who had sold their businesses to Roman as well. None of them wanted to talk. They had families, they said. Perhaps that was the reason Stephen Crane had been willing to talk? His wife had left him and moved to Canada with their daughter. The love hadn’t been strong enough to live a life in poverty with him, Stephen had said.
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Vesna Connor was beaming as the sun caressed her new summer dress. She had spent a good two hours, the night before, deciding which outfit to wear. It was important to be organised, she liked to be organised. Still she had changed her mind this very morning, just before she was about to leave. And in a short half hour she had managed to try on every outfit in her wardrobe. Her bedroom now looked like it had been raided by a gang of drug-addicts. But she couldn’t care less. She had found the perfect outfit.

As she stood there she realised that she missed having a boyfriend. It wasn’t that she needed a boyfriend to help her decide on an outfit for the day – in all of her relationships she had most often chosen a totally different outfit than her boyfriends suggested anyway. They just wanted to see skin, tits and thighs. But she missed compliments. A genuine compliment that she looked good, a genuine compliment that she was beautiful. She never got it at work. They all hated her. They knew their jobs were on the line, that there would be more cuts in the paper the next six months. Everyone walked on eggshells around her. They all said the right things, they all agreed with her. Everyone except Scott Davis of course. He would never change. He was straightforward. That was the reason his comment in the office today had made such an impression. Scott had said she looked nice. That her hair looked nice. It appeared as if the comment had surprised Scott as well. As if he hadn’t planned to say it – that it had just slipped out. He had been standing there in awkward silence for a moment, before rushing past her. Probably to occupy the meeting room. Vesna didn’t approve of it, his use of the meeting room as his private office, and she had given him a stern rebuke the previous day. But she decided to let it pass today. He had given her the confirmation she needed. It was the very reason she was so happy and confident, as she stood waiting for the mayor. The day of the big press conference had finally arrived. Vesna felt partially responsible for what the mayor was about to tell the rest of the Gold Coast – a vision for creating a new technological hub in Australia, an Australian Silicon Valley. She would of course not be mentioned in his speech, or receive praise or fame for her involvement; those things were reserved for the mayor. It was his vision being presented today. But Vesna knew better. She was the one who had put the wheels in motion. Even though the mayor thought it was his idea and vision that was presented today, it was actually Vesna who had steered him in the right direction. As one of the most active think-tank members she was responsible for what was about to be presented.

Music started to stream from the large subwoofers on stage, and a massive video screen came to life behind the mayor, who was strolling onto the stage. Scattered applause filled the air.

“One year has passed since you gave me the honour of becoming mayor in the city of my heart. Three hundred and sixty-five days has passed since I was given the opportunity to make a difference.”

The applause subsided.

“So what have we achieved in this short year? Have I kept the promises I made exactly one year ago? Let’s review my promises and see what has happened.”

The mayor’s election promises were listed on the massive screen behind him, and he started going through them, one by one.

It turned out he hadn’t been able to keep most of them, but he came up with reasonable explanations of why. Reasons the audience could understand and relate to. The mayor didn’t come up with the usual excuses, or attempt to deliberately hide facts by being vague, he just told it as it was. The reality was that circumstances changed, and there were a lot of compromises one had to make being a mayor, a lot of minorities to consider.

The presentation was quite unusual in its form, but it seemed like the audience, which were mostly reporters, enjoyed it.

After twenty minutes the mayor had finished going through his list. He peered out over the audience, and lifted the microphone to his mouth.

“We have just been through what the City Council has been able to achieve in my first year as mayor. It’s not a bad list, but it’s not a good one either. In my first year as mayor we have also had unprecedented problems. Big storms have damaged our beaches, we’ve had a record-high dollar, and we’ve been struggling with a government that doesn’t seem to understand that not all of Australia is mining minerals or trading with China. We can’t just hope for good weather, we can’t just hope that our currency will stabilize at a lower level, we can’t just hope that our federal government will lend us a helping hand. We need to take our own action. We need to trust ourselves. We need to ensure that the Gold Coast remains relevant for the next hundred years. And that’s why today I can proudly announce our new strategy for the Gold Coast.

The red dot, the new logo of the Gold Coast, filled the big screen. A couple of basic slogans appeared inside the dot.

The Gold Coast – from tourist centre to Australia’s Silicon Valley. A strategy for the next century.

Vesna Connor smiled. She knew they were about to create history. Last night her own brother had called her, her ridiculously successful investment banker brother from Sydney, and he had literally begged her to introduce him to some of the new up and comers from the Gold Coast, begged her to introduce him to Andrew Engels.

This was indeed a historic moment in time - the day the Gold Coast took control of its own destiny.
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Roman Bezhrev immigrated to Australia in 2008 after having established himself as a successful business man in Moscow, where he had been born several decades earlier. He had started off importing and selling cars. He had purchased them cheap in Poland, and driven them back to Moscow, where he had sold them with a handsome profit. After realising that he could make more money importing cars than he could ever make working as a doctor in Moscow, he had quit med school and become a trader. He had become one of the new entrepreneurs in a Soviet Union opening up to the world.

He didn’t have any Party background, and had thus never been able to manoeuvre himself into the right circles of power. So he had missed out on the opportunity to take part in the pillaging of state property when President Boris Yeltsin sold off the family silver for nickels and dimes. Even though he had the ambition, he never became one of the billionaire-oligarchs - the billionaire-oligarchs who were rich enough to buy English soccer clubs. Instead Roman moved to Australia. Better to be a big fish in a small pond, than a small fish in a big pond was his way of thinking. Maybe Roman Abramovich ruled in London, but nobody doubted which Roman ruled on the Gold Coast.

Scott Davis looked at the notepad in front of him. He still used a basic notepad, even though the Gold Coast Times’ management encouraged its journalists to use iPads. Probably so that they could turn on the location services and check where he was at all times. That was not going to happen. And Scott enjoyed writing by hand. It was only a problem when he sometimes struggled to decipher what he had actually written.

He had talked to two old contacts from his time as a crime reporter, Russian fishermen who had arrived at the Gold Coast in the early 1970s. They still knew everything that happened in the Russian community. But they weren’t very talkative.

Scott was warned to stay away from Roman. Roman didn’t accept that regular laws applied to him as well. He acted as if he was still in Russia. The two contacts were afraid that Roman at some stage would damage the reputation of all Russians on the Gold Coast. He was too greedy, had his hand in too many honey pots. When Scott had asked them whether Roman had done anything illegal, they had both started to laugh. One didn’t become rich in Russia by following laws, not Roman-rich. The difference between him and the really rich, the oligarchs who had settled down in London, was that Roman never had stopped his old ways. He was still acting as if he was living in Moscow, as though Australian laws didn’t apply to him.

“These tech companies,” one of the Russians had started. “It’s not a coincidence that Roman has started to invest in these tech companies. He wants to become the richest man in the world. That’s his real ambition.”
Scott laughed. “I don’t believe Forbes Magazine has him on their shortlist.”

The Russians didn’t laugh.

“He owns more than you think. Much more,” said one of them.

“Why did he start investing in tech companies though?” Scott asked. “With his background, I mean. It’s not the most obvious choice when you’re a nightclub owner.”

“Don’t let Roman’s rough exterior fool you. He’s a very smart man. Back in Russia he was one of the first to invest in the internet, the side of the internet most people don’t talk about, but which is tremendously profitable.”

“Internet porn?” Scott asked.

The Russians nodded. “The porn industry has been extremely innovative when it comes to internet. Roman was one of the pioneers of the internet porn industry in Russia; he made it house-broken. He’s got one simple philosophy: Do not promise a crane in the sky, rather give a titmouse into my hands. He professionalised internet porn. He removed the fear people had to hand over their credit card details to a porn company. By operating as a traditional company, by providing outstanding customer service with easy refunds and cancellations, he managed to acquire millions of customers to his websites. And in just the same way he professionalised extortion.”

“Money-extortion?” Scott asked.

“What’s the biggest hurdle for people to pay ransom?” the Russian asked.

“You know there’s no point. If you pay they will just come back and ask for more.”

“Correct. Roman introduced small money extortion in Europe. He got his programmers to hack into various private health centres. Instead of stealing the information, the programmers encrypted the servers. By paying a relative affordable sum of five thousand Euros, the health centres would regain immediate access to their files. After a couple of successful transactions the rumours started: If you ever were hacked, the cheapest solution was always to pay up. You would have your data back in less than twenty-four hours. A lot cheaper and quicker than hiring expensive computer consultants which in most cases had no idea how to get the data back anyway.”

Scott stared at the ocean. There was definitely more to Roman than the eye could see. He wasn’t a novice in the internet world, he was a seasoned swindler. One who was involved in everything from money extortion to internet porn. Why had he involved himself with these new tech companies? Was he actually attempting to change? To become a law-abiding and respected businessman? He would of course know that there was a limit on how long he could run an extortion business and get away with it. And regardless of how profitable it was, it would never get him on the list of the richest people in the world. A couple of home runs with his internet start-up investments though, and maybe, just maybe, he had a chance.

There was, however, a peculiar coincidence. Some of the missing girls had accumulated large amounts of cash in a short time frame. Had they been involved in internet porn?

Scott wondered whether he should run a check on how many blonde nineteen-year-olds disappeared from Moscow each year. Probably a few. He caught himself remembering his wife again. Her heart had always been too big. She had worked as a psychologist. Her clients had mostly been young kids who had been abused at some stage in their adolescence, young kids who didn’t fit in anywhere.

Scott’s wife had attempted to help them find their place in the world. To find a life.

She had witnessed so much misery through her job. Was that the reason she did what she did? Was that the reason she took her own life?
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Andrew was sitting in one of the local coffee shops in Nimbin, moping. He hadn’t been able to locate Frank, he hadn’t been able to find a single trace of him. He had been to the Hemp Embassy and the Nimbin Museum, the two places most of the drug sales took place after the Nimbin police’s amateurish attempt to stop the trade in 2008. More than a hundred police officers, suited up in bullet proof vests, had searched through the entire main street for narcotics. It had resulted in the seizure of a paltry four kilo of cannabis, and a night in prison for eight locals. Not exactly newsworthy stuff.

And the day after, life went on as normal in Nimbin.

Andrew studied the menu. He decided to stay away from the brownies. One never knew what they could contain. He had made that mistake before. Accepted to eat a cookie Frank had offered him. That was a day he would never get back.

Andrew flipped through the information Richard had provided about Frank. Richard had done a great job. Or, one of his assistants had done a great job was probably a more accurate assessment. Richard Smith was one of those guys who had outsourced and automated large parts of his life. He utilised virtual assistants to help him with most of his daily tasks. He used to say that a team of assistants were sitting in the Philippines, just waiting for his next email. It made him look incredibly efficient though. One could ask him to acquire some information, and he would have it available the very next day.

It was the Filipinos who had figured out that Frank Geitner and Frank Voser was the same person, and that the real Frank Geitner had died many years ago. They had succeeded where Interpol and the Australian Immigration had failed.

Andrew sometimes wished it was possible to replace Tuna Life’s receptionist, Yvonne, with a virtual assistant from the Philippines. Yvonne wasn’t exactly brilliant at her job; even the simplest task seemed to take an eternity. But he didn’t have the heart to fire her. She had been Tuna Life’s first hire, when she started working at the support line. And it was Frank Geitner who had recommended her. And then there was also the fact that she had two kids to take care of.

Andrew realised it was probably one of his weaknesses: the fact that he still hadn’t fired anyone. He knew he had done some bad hires, people who maybe were good at what they did, but who didn’t really fit into the culture he was attempting to create at Tuna Life. Sooner or later he would have to get rid of them. The employees in Tuna Life were all so young that it wasn’t an option to wait for natural attrition. Except for the Swedish programmer, Fabian, of course. But Andrew couldn’t wait for more of his employees to die in convenient traffic accidents. He made a mental decision to attack the problem head-on when he got back to the office.

But for the next two days the priority was to find Frank.

Richard Smith had been smart. When he had figured out that something wasn’t right about Frank Geitner’s background he had utilised some of the technology another Y-Bator-company had come up with. The company had developed a technology for facial recognition. The technology was only average and the competition was fierce. The company would most likely not survive more than another six months, and Richard was desperately searching for a buyer before the money ran out. But for Andrew’s request the technology had been a perfect match. Richard had snapped a photo of Frank, Ken and Andrew on the day he handed them the check for a hundred grand. It was something he always did. He had a whole drawer filled with photos of teams he and Roman had funded over the years. He had located the picture, and used the facial recognition software to run a check against the internet. And incredibly enough, he had received a hit. From Interpol’s Red Notices page of all places. It had been an old picture, but the software had recognised the distinctive marks that were unique to Frank.

From there he had managed to locate Frank’s birth name and last known address. He had told the Filipinos to do the rest of the work. They had managed to get hold of a reporter who knew Frank’s background. The reporter had wondered why someone was interested in Frank Voser after all these years, but they had managed to brush her off with a cover story about their employer conducting some research for a book about cyber-crime.

A child prodigy, Andrew thought. How would it be to be a child prodigy? Andrew had struggled enough with his own dad’s expectations; expectations that he would have to get himself a good education, and a secure and respected job. He now understood that he hadn’t been living his own life; he had never been happy in his job at Avensis Accounting, he had always believed he was meant for something better. But he had never known what. Now, after having started Tuna Life, after having witnessed how easy it was to make millions of dollars on something as simple as an idea, he wasn’t in doubt anymore. This was what he was meant to do, and a criminal hacker wasn’t going to ruin his plans.

In the corner of his eye he noticed a familiar person. Andrew rose from the table, pulled his cap down in his face and put on his sunglasses.

The person walked into the Hemp Embassy.

Andrew crossed the road, and followed.
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It was dark outside. Mark Moss looked inside the fridge. There was nothing tempting him. What he really felt like was a fat juicy burger, a Whopper Cheese from Hungry Jack’s. He had been eating too much healthy food lately. His body longed for some unhealthy fast food, something that could quench his hunger.

He was sharing a house with two girls. One of them had received some financial assistance from her parents, and bought a small brick house in Burleigh Heads. Mark rented one room, and the last bedroom was occupied by an art student. Mark got along well with both of them. The girl who owned the house was almost never home, and the art student mostly kept to herself. It was a good arrangement. Mark had lived with friends before, and that hadn’t always been so great. There was always this expectation that you had to spend time together. Now he could choose to be by himself whenever he wanted. He could simply walk into his room and shut the door, and the others would leave him alone. The only complaint he had about the cohabitation was the dinner arrangements. The art student had suggested that they could all save money by eating dinner together. Instead of them all making their own separate dinners every night, they would be allocated a week where they had to make dinner for all three. Mark had agreed a month ago. That was before he was told the art student was a vegetarian. Three days with salad for dinner had drained him of strength. He needed proteins, he needed fat, he needed sugar. His brain didn’t function properly on this vegan diet. He wrote a note to the art student, and placed it on the kitchen bench. Then he ran out to his car. It was probably best he got going before she arrived home. She was against all processed food, and Mark didn’t have any high hopes she would appreciate his choice of dinner.

Australia was the only country in the world where Burger King wasn’t called Burger King. The name had already been taken, by a small takeaway restaurant in Adelaide, when the American fast-food giant decided to expand their business to down under. They went to court, but lost, and they settled for Hungry Jack’s instead. The burgers, however, were exactly the same. Big, fat and cooked on open flame. Mark’s belly growled when he thought about it. He had been busy in his new job. He wouldn’t say he loved it, to work in production wasn’t the same as being out in the field, reporting the news, but it was a relatively simple job, and there was some interesting new technology to learn. Thus he hadn’t had much time to work on the case with the missing girls. He wasn’t supposed to, either. The editor, Vesna Connor, had been pretty clear on that. But Mark hadn’t given up. He knew something wasn’t right. In fact, he was one hundred and ten percent certain that all the missing girls had been victims of something sinister, that there was a serial killer walking the streets of the Gold Coast. And he believed he finally had made a breakthrough the previous evening. He had been sitting at home in front of his computer, making a list of what the missing girls had in common. The list had initially had simple connections; like that all of the girls had been blonde, that they all had disappeared around the same time each year, that some of them were students and that most of them worked in the nightclub or hospitality industry. But then he had remembered something Scott had mentioned. An innocent comment about how difficult it was to know if someone suffered from depression - Scott had lived with his own wife for ten years without having a clue. Marissa had been born with a genetic disposition for depression, and Kylie Jones had been depressed throughout her teens. Mark had a thought: had any of the other missing girls also been depressed?

He had made some quick phone calls to next of kin of the missing girls the following day. He hadn’t been able to get hold of them all. Some of the relatives lived abroad. For the first victim, the Dutch Heidi Voog, there was no contact information for next of kin. And others were also hard to track down. But Mark had discovered a possible pattern. All of the parents spoke about daughters with depression. The tech community wasn’t the lead he had been looking for. All the missing girls had been going to psychologists for their depression.

That was the connection.

Now he just needed to find out who they had been going to; maybe a psychologist was the killer?

He drove up to the drive-through hatch of Hungry Jack’s, and ordered a large Whopper Cheese meal. As he was waiting for the food to arrive he heard his mobile ring. It was a hidden number.

“Hi, you’re talking to Mark,” he answered.

“We need to talk,” the voice on the other end said.

“Who am I talking to?”

“Someone who wants to help you.”

“Help me with what?”

“Help you find who killed Marissa,” the voice answered.

“Do you know who killed her?”

“I have a good idea of who it might be.”

“A good idea? That’s not good enough. You need to give me something more.”

The line went silent.

“You’re on the right track. They all went to a psychologist.” The voice was back.

“How do you know that?” Mark asked.

“As I said – I’ve got a good idea of who may be responsible.”

“I need a name. What’s your name?”

“That’s not gonna happen. Not over the phone. We can meet instead.”

“I am not going to meet you unless you give me your name.”

“Call me AB. But you’re not getting a name. That’s too dangerous.”

“Ok. Where can I meet you?” Mark asked.

“Do you know where Playhouse Adult store in Burleigh Heads is?” the voice asked.

“Yes.”

Meet me there in ten minutes. Come alone,” the voice said, before the line was cut.

Mark Moss stared at his mobile. He considered what to do. Was there someone playing a prank on him? He had become somewhat of a local celebrity on the internet after his speculative article had gone viral. Was there someone wanting to play a joke on him due to the article? Make a YouTube prank on the gullible journalist? Or was this the real deal? Did the person on the phone really know something about the missing girls? Was this the break he had been waiting for? He had to take the chance. He couldn’t afford not to. And there was something special about the voice. As if he had heard it before somewhere.

He called Scott’s number and left a message. There was no one else he could call. His boss, Vesna, had specifically told him to stay off the case. He would lose his job if she knew he was still working on the story. He placed the Hungry Jack’s meal in the passenger seat and drove out on the highway. 

He was too wired up to eat.

He had a contact.

Someone who knew something about Marissa and the other missing girls.
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“What are you doing about it?” Roman Bezhrev yelled.

Richard Smith was seated in the Arabia-inspired couch next to Andrew. Andrew secretly wished they had opted for a more standard-looking board room, and not this stupid room that Ken had designed. It felt like they were sitting in the tent of an Arab Warlord, ready to receive their sentencing when Roman snapped his fingers.

“We are dependent on finding Frank before we can make changes to the code,” Andrew said, to break the mental image he had in his head.

“Why?” Roman asked.

“Because Frank is the only one who can make changes to the source code. We don’t know what’s going to happen if we go in and mess around with something our other programmers don’t fully understand. We need Frank,” Andrew said.

“We don’t have time to wait. This new competitor, Virtua-something.”

“Virtual-U,” Richard corrected.

“Virtual-U,” Roman repeated, “is taking market share from Tuna Life. It has new functions our app doesn’t.”

“It’s all under control,” Andrew said. “We have all these functions ready to go. We just have to press the button.”

“Then fucking press the button.”

Andrew sighed. “We need to wait until we have spoken to Frank. There are parts of his code we don’t fully understand, and we can’t launch these new functions before we have conferred with him. Before we have understood what we can and can’t do without risking ruining the whole program.”

“Press the fucking button!” Roman said, before rising and leaving for the door.

Richard Smith let out a sigh of relief. It was a long one, and Andrew wondered if he had been holding his breath for most of the meeting.

“You know we don’t have time to wait,” Richard said. “In this industry you are easily forgotten. Our customers have no loyalty.”

“But we have a better product.”

“It doesn’t help, Andrew. As soon as media starts writing about something new, or actually, as soon as the innovators start talking about something new, our decline will start. Look at Apple. Cool six months ago. Now, after Steve died, it is only me and grandmothers who buy their phones,” he said, and pulled out his iPhone. He placed it next to Andrew’s Samsung. It looked tiny in comparison. “And that’s in the hardware world. As soon as Virtual-U goes past us on the download list, we will be on a downward spiral. We need to update Tuna Life, we need to update it now.”

Andrew sighed heavily. Virtual-U was a new competitor from the US, from Silicon Valley. It wasn’t that they hadn’t had competitors before. Ever since the first version of the Tuna Life app, new competitors had been popping up around the world. Most of them were based in New York and Silicon Valley, and had backing from VC firms with pockets lined with cash. Until now, none of them had been able to compete with Tuna Life’s technology though. Virtual-U was a different kinda beast. It had an almost identical user-interface, and had now beat Tuna Life to the market with a range of new functions. The similarities had been so great that Tuna Life had sued them for breaching copyrights laws. But a lawsuit could take months, if not years, and it wouldn’t stop Virtual-U from hurting their day-to-day business. The other, and much bigger problem, was what the lawsuit could do to Tuna Life’s image: As soon as they started to sue their competitors, they would risk alienating their customers. Lawsuits were how the dinosaurs of the tech industry, the likes of Microsoft and Apple, impeded competition. Was Tuna Life turning into one of those companies? A company that fought its battles in court instead of in the market place? A dinosaur?

“Andrew! You need to get out here straight away.” One of the Tuna Life engineers was standing in the doorway, with a stressed expression on his face.

“What is it?” Andrew asked. “We’re in a meeting here.”

“Virtual-U just bumped us off the list. We’re not in the top ten list on iTunes anymore.”

Andrew immediately understood the implications. Humans were simple creatures; most of them only downloaded the popular apps. It was a self-fulfilling prophecy. If Tuna Life was among the top apps on Google.Play and iTunes, then people downloaded it by default. If the app was further down on the list, it was a whole different ball game. Then it was a fight for attention, a fight to not fade away into obscurity. The problem was magnified by the fact that most people only needed one app to do what Tuna Life did. It wasn’t necessary to have four different apps to try on clothes. It was a winner-takes-all market. And that winner had been Tuna life. Until now.

Andrew and Richard were on their feet in less than seconds. With rapid steps they arrived at the engineer’s workstation. He showed them the latest overview on iTunes.

“Release the update,” Andrew said.

“But we still don’t understand all the code. Wasn’t Frank coming back to show us how it worked?” the engineer asked.

“We can’t wait any longer. We have to keep up the momentum. Release the update.”

“I’ll prepare the press release,” Richard said, as he ran in the direction of Andrew’s fishbowl office.

The room erupted into action. This was what many of the engineers had been waiting for. It had been a while since Tuna Life last released an update. At last something was happening. 

Andrew cradled his head in his hands, as he walked back to his office. He had this immense headache, and he just didn’t seem to be able to get rid of it.

In the corner of his eye he could see Ken quietly put on his hoodie, before leaving the office.
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Andrew was sitting in his fishbowl office, staring at the computer screen in front of him. He was feeling that he was gradually losing control over the company. He didn’t have time to develop long-term strategies, to step away from the day-to-day chores and look at the big picture, to look at the business instead of on the business.

The days were consumed putting out fires. There was always some sort of crisis going on. Always something that had to be fixed.

What he should have been doing was to take the management team away for a weekend. Fly them somewhere exotic where they could sit down and hash out plans and strategies for the coming years, without all these daily distractions. Instead it felt like they were running the business from hour to hour. They panicked every time a new competitor made its presence in the market, and they were always on the back foot, never on the front foot.

Roman wanted to raise even more money from external investors, to enable them to buy any competitors that became too troublesome. But such a strategy wouldn’t work in the long run. One couldn’t buy oneself out of all problems. “Just look at how Apple, Yahoo, Facebook and Google operates,” Roman had said. “It’s not a question about who has the best product, it’s a question about who’s got the biggest muscles.” Andrew had given the statement a lot of thought. Big companies used their power to get what they wanted. If a small start-up refused to sell to Facebook, Facebook simply launched a competing service the following week. Yahoo had bought a string of popular apps, just to shut them down a few months after the acquisition. The official statement was that they paid for talent, not technology. But it was probably also a nice side-effect that new creative companies were killed off before they got a chance to grow big enough to become a threat.

Every single day was a fight – a fight for popularity, a fight for relevance.

The problem was that Andrew knew that a weekend away with the management team wouldn’t help. Richard, Ken, Andrew and Roman. None of them was visionaries. They could identify a good opportunity when they saw one. But they weren’t the type to come up with the idea in the first place.

And Frank Geitner, the creative genius who had created Tuna Life, he had vanished from the face of the Earth. If Andrew had ever made one bad decision, it would have to be the day he agreed to let Frank go. Without Frank Tuna Life had turned into a boring company. Richard Smith was continually implementing more bureaucracy and new processes. It wasn’t just that the employees disliked the professionalising of the company. It also affected Tuna Life’s users.

The employees had lost some of their enthusiasm. In the early days the employees had worked long into the night, without pay even, when some problem had to be fixed or some deadline was approaching. These days there was a line out of the office at five.

Andrew and Richard had attempted to get the enthusiasm back by organising weekly brain- and hacknights, twenty-four-hour all-nighters with the goal of fixing bugs and coming up with new creative ideas. But it didn’t seem to work. One couldn’t force creativity, it appeared. Creativity arose when people had fun. Andrew knew. Andrew knew because that was how it had been in the very beginning, the beginning when Tuna Life was still in its inception. Andrew had never felt smarter than those precious months. Ideas would come to him when he least expected it. When he now sat staring at a computer screen, attempting to squeeze an idea out of his stressed out brain, he knew the battle was lost. He had what authors called writer‘s block. The entire company had an idea-blockage. And Andrew knew that the only thing that could help them was to get Frank back.

Frank Geitner was an enigma. Richard had discovered that he had lied about his identity when he immigrated to Australia. He was a criminal, a fugitive on the run from the US government. He had hacked several countries’ intelligence agencies during the late 1980s, the US included. No one had ever figured out what his motive had been. Why hack the computer systems of the FBI and the CIA when there was no financial benefit? Why take the risk?

It didn’t seem like money mattered to Frank Geitner either. He had lost shares worth almost a hundred million when Roman forced him out of Tuna Life. Frank’s response: To shrug his shoulders and walk out the door. To vanish without a trace.

Frank Geitner was an exceptionally smart man. There had to be a plan behind his reaction, or rather a plan behind his lack of reaction. And Andrew had to find out what that was before it was too late. If Frank was of the vindictive kind, something Andrew strongly suspected he was, then he could become very dangerous for Tuna Life. He could become very dangerous for Andrew’s newfound wealth.

Andrew collected his car keys and took the elevator down to the garage.

He had to return to Nimbin.

He had to find Frank Geitner.
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It was two am when Scott Davis rolled over to check his mobile. He was soaked in sweat. His nightmares had returned with full force. The blue light from the mobile screen came alight, and Scott started looking for the news app. He noticed, however, that he had a few unanswered calls and a couple of text messages. He quickly checked the text messages, which were all from his boss, Vesna Connor. It simply said that Mark Moss was in the hospital, and that Scott should make his way over immediately. The situation was critical. She had sent five messages.

Scott got dressed, and jumped into his car. On the way to Southport Hospital he turned on the hands-free and keyed in to check his mobile answering machine. There were four messages. Two from an insurance salesman who simply wouldn’t stop calling him, one from Vesna, who told him to get his butt to the hospital, and one from Mark Moss. Scott had to replay it three times. Mark had been contacted by a person who claimed to have information about Marissa Soo’s death. Mark asked if Scott had an opportunity to meet him outside Playhouse in Burleigh at eight o’clock. Scott swore. The phone had been on silent when he charged it. He hadn’t heard any of the calls. Why had Mark gone alone to a meeting with an unknown source? He wasn’t the type to do something stupid like that. Had he expected Scott to be there, be there to have his back? Was that the reason he was now in the hospital? Had something happened at that meeting?

Scott swore again. Why had he turned the phone on silent? He never did that. He turned on the hands-free and replayed the message for the fourth time. “Hi Scott, Mark here…Eh, I was wondering if you could do me favour. I just received a phone call. Someone who knows something about Marissa’s death. Not sure if he’s a phony or not, but I’m thinking of checking it out. I’m meeting him outside Playhouse in Burleigh in ten minutes. Would be nice to have you there. Give me a call as soon as you get the message.”

 

Several of Scott’s colleagues had already gathered at the hospital. Mark’s parents lived in Melbourne, so they wouldn’t arrive until the morning. Vesna had booked them on the first flight available. Vesna said it was uncertain whether Mark would survive the night, before hurriedly leading Scott into a side room. She closed the door, and suddenly she looked a lot older than her age. The wrinkle-free face gone, the perfectly composed editor suddenly looked very old.

“Was Mark still working the case with the missing women?” she asked.

Scott shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

“Do you have any idea who could have done this?” she asked.

Scott shrugged. “Mark was working crime. He was writing about a lot of dangerous guys. Bikies, con-men. All the baddies of the Gold Coast. You don’t make a lot of friends doing that. I should know,” he smiled a sad smile.

Vesna put a hand on his shoulder. It felt awkward, put-on. “Tell me, do you think this is related to the story he was working on?”

Scott shook his head. “It may be related to his job. But not to this serial killer bullshit. He had moved on from that.”

“Thank God,” Vesna said. “Everybody in the office is convinced that this has something to do with the case. That Mark was onto something, that he was starting to get too close, and that this serial killer attacked him.”

Scott smiled. “The real world is too boring. People like mysteries, people like conspiracy theories.”

Vesna Connor nodded. It was as if a weight had been lifted off her shoulders. Mark had probably just been at the wrong place at the wrong time. Accidents happened.

“Do we know what happened?” Scott asked.

“We don’t know much. The police think it’s just a mugging gone bad. Apparently there have been a couple of them down in Burleigh lately.”

Scott nodded. But he knew Mark hadn’t been the victim of a mugging. Someone had attempted to murder him. Scott had no intentions of revealing this information to his boss though. She was too busy maintaining the façade; portraying the Gold Coast as a success story. The real reason Mark was in the hospital didn’t fit into her story. And if Scott was stupid enough to inform her that Mark and he had still been working the missing-girls case, then the paper would finally have the reason to fire him they had been waiting for.

Scott knew what he had to do. He wasn’t sure if he would speak to him, but there was no other way. He had to try.

For Mark’s sake.

 

After having spent an hour at the hospital, Scott Davis left. When he arrived home he set his alarm clock for six am.

He wanted to speak to his brother before the day started.
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She was staring at the ceiling. How long had she been there? She wasn’t sure. It could be days, it could be weeks. She didn’t even know whether it was night or day. She was hungry, she was thirsty, so incredibly thirsty.

She attempted to get up on her feet, but her legs buckled underneath her. She was exhausted.

She was sitting in the corner of a room. The room she had been held captive in since he had shown his true colours, his dark side. She had never seen it coming.

He had been so generous, showered her with compliments. He had been so different from all her previous boyfriends, all her previous lovers. They had been so childish; he had been so mature, so classy. She hadn’t cared about the age difference. And now she was so angry with herself – for not noticing all the small warning signs.

She had met him at the Gold Coast Tech Awards. He had told her that he couldn’t be seen with her, but that they could meet up later in the evening. She had thought it sounded exciting. Maybe he had a wife or a girlfriend? She had almost felt like she was in a spy movie. He had been so careful, handed her a mobile phone she could reach him on later that night. And then he had called. Given her instructions. She had been waiting for him in a dark alley.

Everything had been so secret, so different, so exciting.

The excitement was long gone.

Nobody knew about him.

Nobody knew his name.

No one had even seen them together.

She attempted to sit up, but had to abandon that attempt also. She was so incredibly nauseated. What had he given her? She looked around. Something wasn’t right. She was being held captive by a man who abused her sexually. But the room wasn’t what you would expect from a kidnapper. She wasn’t in a dark dirty basement somewhere. She was in a metal cage. Fishnets were hanging from large beams crossing the ceiling, and she could hear the sound of a boat passing by outside the room. She attempted to scream, but she was too weak.

She looked down at the floor. It was covered with blood. Her blood.

She panicked and made a last attempt to get up on her feet. She only managed to get up on her knees.

When she felt stronger she looked around the cage again. Her whole body ached. It felt like she had just run a marathon. Nothing was further from the truth though. She had been lying, drugged and knocked out, on the floor for several days.

How many, she had no idea.
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They hadn’t talked together for three years. Scott didn’t really remember what they had been arguing about, just that there had been alcohol involved, there had been money involved. Ugly things had been said about people they loved. Back in the old days Scott’s wife, Sashi, would have sorted things out. She would have made Scott swallow his pride, and make contact. Both Scott and his brother were too proud to do that on their own initiative. Or, proud wasn’t the correct word, stupid fit better. They were two stubborn idiots, he and his brother.

Scott secretly feared history would repeat itself. Their father had gotten into a fight with his own brothers a long time back, and they had gone to their graves without making up. Apparently they couldn’t remember what they had been fighting about either. When you haven’t spoken together for more than twenty years it’s bloody hard to make contact, Scott’s dad had said. What do you say? They had no clue why they had the falling out in the first place.

Scott keyed in the number, and lifted his mobile to his ear. The number wasn’t stored on the phone. He knew it by heart. One of only three numbers he had ever memorized.

“Hi Wayne, It’s me.”

The greeting was met with silence.

“Are you there, Wayne?”

“What do you want?” Was the short answer.

“Can we meet? I need your help.”

“What sort of trouble have you managed to get into now?” Wayne asked in a demeaning manner. If you gave him a chance, he would always be the big brother.

“I need your help, Wayne. Do you want to help me or not?” Scott asked. He was ready to hang up. There was only so much he could take from his brother.

“Ok, where do you want to meet?” Wayne asked, after a brief pause.

They agreed to meet at Cecil Pub in Southport. On neutral ground. Neither of them used to go there for drinks.

Wayne hadn’t changed much since they last saw each other, Scott thought. He was still a big bear, almost 1.96 metres, and sporting a chest that was threatening to burst out of his police uniform. Contrary to Scott, who had lost all his hair in his early twenties, Wayne had a full head of hair. The wild blond hair made him look younger than his kid brother, and it also helped that he, by nature, was a much happier person. But today there was no smile.

“You’re still hitting the gym I see,” Scott said, as they sat down at one of the tables.

“What can I help you with, Scott?” Wayne asked. He was not in a mood for small talk.

“A colleague of mine ended up in the hospital last night,”

“That reporter who was attacked down in Burleigh? I heard about it on the radio. Is he going to make it?”

“They’re not sure yet.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, Scott. But I don’t understand why you want to speak to me about it. I’m not going to work that case, even if he doesn’t make it.”

“I know,” Scott said. “But I could still need your help.”

Wayne studied his brother. It had been a long time since they saw each other last. “You think you may know who was responsible.”

Scott nodded. “A Russian by the name of Roman Bezhrev.”

“Roman,” Wayne whistled. “We’ve been trying to get something on that guy for years. He is a slippery fuck. Always one step ahead, or one step removed. Every time we think we have something on him, then either the witnesses disappear or they refuse to speak. People are surprisingly willing take a couple of years behind bars instead of ratting out Roman.”

“What is he involved in?” Scott asked.

“Are you asking as a reporter?”

“As your brother. I’m asking as your brother, Wayne. Nothing of what we discuss will ever leave this table. I want to find out who I’m dealing with, not write a cheap article for an employer that’s just waiting for an opportunity to sack me.”

Wayne laughed. “You haven’t changed, Scott. Always such a cynic.” He looked into Scott’s eyes. They had been best friends for as long as he could remember. Then their mum had died. The will had been written decades earlier, back when the vacation home in Byron and the house in Mermaid Waters had been worth similar amounts. Their mum could never have known, but when she died the house in Mermaid hadn’t appreciated that much, but the house in Byron was worth a fortune. Wayne hadn’t really cared that much, but his wife had encouraged him to contest the will. There was a lot of money at stake, life-changing money, she had said. She had convinced him to hire a lawyer, and that had been the beginning of the end. Nasty things had been said, and Wayne and his brother hadn’t spoken since. Wayne didn’t speak much with his wife either these days. They had been separated for six months, and she had taken the same approach in the divorce proceedings. Wayne couldn’t care less about the financial side of it, he never had. She could get whatever they owned, it wasn’t that much anyway. But when she had realised that she couldn’t hurt him by asking for money, she had changed her strategy. She had started refusing him time together with his son. He couldn’t accept that, and the only ones who would end up with anything in the divorce would be the lawyers. He was certain of that.

Maybe it had been for the best that Scott and he hadn’t been given half of the Byron home each. At least he now didn’t have to see it disappear out of the family.

“Ok, what do you want to know?” Wayne asked.

“I want to know everything you know about Roman Bezhrev. No details are unessential.”
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Thanks for taking the time to have a chat,” the mayor said. He was sitting in a couch at the Hilton Hotel, in Surfers Paradise. He had just finished his speech for an organisation called Gold Coast Business Leaders. It was supposed to be a networking event for managing directors of the coast’s largest corporations and other prominent business owners. The reality was of course that none of the attendants had fallen into either of those two categories. Instead there had been a room full of business bankers, real estate agents and insurance salesmen. The people who ran businesses on the coast were far too busy to spend three hours in the middle of a work-week, listening to the mayor brag about his achievements. They were busy hustling deals and bidding for projects, so that they could afford to keep their staff on in the tough times they were facing. They were busy making money.

You never got a network at a networking function. You got a nice meal and some cheap wine, and a stack of useless business cards from life coaches and financial planners.

The mayor knew, he knew it all too well. But he still had to attend. It was important that he attended as many functions as possible. That he showed his face around the city, not just got stuck in his office. If he was going to be successful in convincing the Gold Coast that they could become a new Silicon Valley, then he needed to repeat that message as often as he could. He needed to be visible.

If there was one thing he had learnt when he was doing business, it was that it wasn’t necessarily the smartest or best ones who made it. It was the ones with the most stamina, the ones who never gave up no matter what challenges they faced, the ones who worked harder than everyone else.

Vesna Connor smiled. She hadn’t been hard to ask. She liked the new mayor. He got things done, and he listened to her. Really listened to her.

“No problem. You held a good presentation in there. It was clear and concise. I think the audience liked it.”

“It’s a brave vision for the Gold Coast,” the mayor started. “But it’s a necessary vision. If we don’t start making some drastic changes soon, then we risk ending up like the tourist cities of Spain and Greece.”

Vesna Connor nodded. “So, what did you want to speak to me about?”

“I heard about your reporter, Mark Moss. How is he?”

“We still don’t know for sure. He’s being held in an induced coma. We will know more in a few days.”

“My thoughts are with him and his family.”

“Thanks for that.”

“Do you know if there is any connection between what happened and the article he accidentally released?

“I can assure you, it’s got nothing to do with that article,” Vesna answered. “The police think it may be a mugging gone bad.”

The mayor nodded. “I understand. I’m very sorry that this happened to your reporter, but I think it is important that we are very clear in our message to the public; that we let them know that the two events are not related. We are now entering final talks with the Chinese. They are prepared to invest large sums on the coast. They see what we see, Vesna – a unique opportunity to create something great. A Silicon Valley for Asia.” The mayor’s car salesman smile was back.

“I can assure you, mayor; Mark’s article was a one-off accident. There will not be another one. There won’t be any articles speculating whether what happened to Mark had anything to do with his article, and there will be absolutely no articles giving fuel to his theory of a serial killer on the coast. Mark has a vivid imagination. Let’s leave it at that.”

“Thank you very much, Vesna. As always it has been a true pleasure speaking to you. You have a remarkable ability to see the bigger picture. Have you ever considered a political career?” The mayor flashed his white teeth.

Vesna blushed, she felt slightly embarrassed. She rose from the couch, preparing to leave.

“We are working on a new catchphrase for the Gold Coast. Something we can use to sell the coast to investors. What do you like best? Silicon Paradise, Silicon Beach or my own favourite, Silicon Lakes?”

“I don’t think we should try to become a cheap copy of an American city. Technology and the world have evolved since silicon chips were relevant for the computer industry. The new new is quantum computing. I think you should call it Quantum Beach. Something that sticks,” Vesna said, before turning around and leaving him.

The mayor just stood there, watching her.

God she was sexy, what he wouldn’t give to be young again, he thought as he wrote down Quantum Beach in his notepad.

Quantum Beach.

He liked it.
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Scott Davis was reviewing the information his brother had acquired for him. It was more than he could have wished for. Wayne had just run over to his office, and was now back at the Cecil Pub again. Roman Bezhrev had been under partial surveillance for the past few years. That didn’t mean the police were tapping his phone or had men constantly tailing him, but it meant that they knew about some of the things he was involved in, and it meant that they took a closer look whenever given the opportunity. Scott flipped through the pages of the report. It contained multiple black and white photographs of Roman in various situations. Scott’s brother had said that the pictures didn’t necessarily mean that it was Roman they had been watching. A few years back the Gold Coast Police had run an operation called Ludmilla. The operation’s objective had been to document the Russian mob on the coast. They were suspected of being involved in everything from illegal gambling to murder. The operation had been a disaster. The police hadn’t been able to come up with a single conviction. The Russians were simply too smart, too slippery.

The chief of Police had taken the consequence and shut down the operation after eighteen months. Instead he had told the task force to focus on the bikie-gangs. They were a much easier target, always wearing their club colours, some even having tattooed Mongols or Finks Forever on their foreheads. They were like immature teenagers. They drove around on their noisy Harley Davidsons, always in a group of three or more. The police just had to listen out for them, and then pull them over for a quick inspection of their bum bags. That was where they usually stashed their cash, steroids and weapons. Dumb as batshit. The return on investment in fighting the bikies was far greater than investigating the Teflon-covered Russians. And as the Chief of Police was measured on results, he had canned Operation Ludmilla with an easy heart, and made Operation Vector his highest priority.

Scott read Roman Bezhrev’s biography with interest. It confirmed much of what his Russian contacts had already told him. So much so, that Scott wondered whether they had been the secret source of the report. There was, however, also a fair bit of new information about Roman. He seemed to be travelling back to Moscow several times each year. He must still have business dealings or contacts over there, the report suggested. Scott Davis laughed. An entire page in the report was dedicated to documenting Roman’s various visits to psychologists in 2010. They all believed they were Al Capone, these gangsters. Roman had probably started to see a psychologist after having watched Tony Soprano do the same on TV. Roman owned five clubs – four nightclubs and the Crazy Kangaroo strip club. The police strongly suspected that Roman was using the nightclubs to distribute drugs on the coast, but it had proved impossible to establish a link between drug sales and Roman. If a dealer got caught, he never talked. 

There were also suspicions that the clubs were used to recruit women to the internet porn industry. One of the informants, his name had been blacked out, had said that the clubs offered girls to go on expensive trips to Europe, only to force them into making movies once they got to some dodgy hotel in an East European city. As with the suspicion of drug dealing though, the police had been unable to prove any connections.

Scott Davis closed the folder, and handed it back to his brother.

“Did you find anything interesting?”
“I don’t know,” Scott said. “It’s as you said. This isn’t a gang of idiots riding around on Harley Davidsons. These guys grew up with organised crime in the former Soviet Union. Some of them have KGB background. These are professionals.”

Wayne nodded. “What are you looking for, though, and why do you believe Roman was behind what happened to your colleague? Is it related to what he wrote? This crazy piece about a serial killer on the coast?”

“God no,” Scott shook his head. “We were working on some other cases too. Mark and I were attempting to find out who was behind many of these new tech companies on the coast. And Roman’s name seemed to pop up quite often.”

“Roman, a white-collar criminal? I won’t believe it until I see it. Someone like him never changes. He is a thug.”

“An old dog can learn new tricks,” Scott replied.

“Not dogs like Roman,” Wayne said, before rising from his seat. “I hope you find whatever it is you’re looking for, Scott. I’m sorry I can’t help you with any more. But I can’t risk my job. Got alimony to pay.”

“Have you left Sarah?” Scott asked, genuinely surprised.

Wayne stared at his younger brother. How had they managed to let it get this far? To not having spoken together for years. He sat back down.

It was time to become friends again.

It was time to become family again.

Family trumped everything.

 

“How did you deal with it? Losing Sashi, I mean?” Wayne asked. He had always wondered how Scott had managed to get through the trauma it was to lose his wife to suicide.

“For a long time I was angry with her. Incredibly angry. I couldn’t understand how she could do such a thing to me. How she didn’t even leave a letter.”

“Well, my sorrow is different,” Wayne started. “I couldn’t care less that Sarah is out of my life. But she is making things hard for me. She won’t let me see Tom more than every second weekend. I’ve told her I don’t care about the money or the house, she can have it all. Tom is the only thing I care about. He is growing up so fast, starting high school next year. I don’t want to miss out on his adolescence.”

“That’s probably why she is doing what she is doing. She knows Tom is important to you. She knows he is the only way she can hurt you.”

“I must say one thing, Scott. I was always envious of you. You got the best wife. Sashi was an incredible person.”

Scott lowered his gaze so that he stared directly at the table. He didn’t want to cry in front of his brother. He pulled himself together before replying. “You have a wonderful son, Wayne. Never forget that.”

Wayne smiled. “He’s a good boy. He really is. Doing well at school also. Wants to become a psychologist when he grows up. Inspired by his aunt I guess.” Wayne finished his orange juice, and rose. “Stop by next Sunday. I’m planning to have a barbeque for some friends. Tom is with me that weekend. It would be good for him to catch up with his uncle.”

Scott nodded. He pointed at the plastic bag Wayne had just placed on the table. “What is that?”

“It’s some of your colleague’s belongings. His iPad and iPhone. We have done our checks on them. Nothing out of the ordinary. He received a couple of phone calls before the incident. We’ve been able to trace all but one of them. Came from a prepaid phone. And then he made a call to you. Thirty seconds later. Is there something you need to tell me?” Wayne asked.

Scott shook his head. “I never got that call. I woke up at two am and saw I had a message from my boss saying Mark was in the hospital. It was first then I noticed I had a missed call from Mark.”

“Ok, just giving you a heads up. Someone from the station might ask you about it, that’s all.”

“Thanks,” Scott said.

“No worries. Would you mind returning the items in the bag to your colleague when he wakes up?”

“If he wakes up,” Scott said.

Wayne nodded, and left the table.

Scott grabbed the plastic bag with his right hand. He should probably give it to Vesna. She would most likely be excited about the prospect of getting the phone and the iPad back. Mark was still in a coma, and that meant she could probably put his phone plan on hold, or give the phone to another journalist. Everything to save costs.

“Wayne,” Scott Davis hollered at his brother before he exited through the half-open door. “There hasn’t been any more information about those hands you guys found up at the parking lot of Australia Fair Shopping Centre.”

Wayne smiled. “I knew you hadn’t given up crime reporting.”

“What do you mean?”

“We haven’t received final confirmation, but we suspect that the hands belong to Jodie Harris.”

Scott’s eyes opened wide. “But she disappeared more than two years ago.”

“Don’t ask me,” Wayne said. “It’s just a rumour down at the station. But I’ve done my part now. Don’t ask me for any more favours. I’m not stupid, you know. Roman Bezhrev and his internet companies. That’s not a story for you. Those hands we found. They had perfectly clean cuts. Surgical precision. Roman Bezhrev studied medicine before he became a criminal. I can still add two and two, Scott. You never quit reporting crime – did you?” Wayne didn’t wait for Scott’s answer. Instead he disappeared out into the sunshine.

 

Later that night, Scott picked up Mark’s iPhone from the plastic bag his brother had given him. He didn’t expect to find anything. But it couldn’t hurt to check what Mark had been doing the last few days before the attack.

Scott flipped through page after page of mobile apps. Tuna Life, Martini, Elantra. Mark had installed every single one of the new hip apps coming out of the Gold Coast tech community. Scott went through them one by one. He had written dozens of articles about the companies, but he had never really tried their products. He couldn’t claim to have learnt that much after having surfed around on Martini’s app the last ten minutes, either. What was the point? Why was one supposed to share everything one did with the entire world?

Scott was glad he didn’t have any kids. It had to be hard growing up in a society where people tweeted, snapchatted and instamailed about how happy and successful they were at all times. He had only been on the site for ten minutes, but he had already witnessed more life is great messages, and over-filtered pictures of wineglasses and sunsets than he had in his entire life.

He clicked out. Apparently the social site wasn’t that cool anymore anyway. It was dying a slow death, according to most industry insiders. Scott clicked onto the next app: Pigdo. The Gold Coast’s answer to Evernote, a sort of post-it notes for your mobile. The app allowed you to store everything from memos to shopping lists. You could even use it to take pictures of things that inspired you. And then the app would magically store everything in the big cloud, the twenty-some founder of the company had told Scott when he first interviewed him. “The big cloud,” Scott had replied, “Is that where good ideas go to die?” The founder hadn’t gotten the joke. Instead Scott had asked him how he had come up with the name Pigdo. He shouldn’t have asked. Evernote had been the first player in the market, and their logo was the face of an elephant. It was meant to illustrate that whatever you stored in Evernote never got forgotten. The elephant had after all the best memory in the animal kingdom. So the founder of Pigdo had jumped on his computer, and quite methodically he had gone through the list; The Gorilla had next best memory, but there was already a range of popular games using a gorilla face as logo. The same went for dolphins on third. So he had ended up with a pigface logo, and the Pigdo name. Most people didn’t know, but pigs had exceptionally good memory. “So you chose the animal with the fourth best memory?” Scott had asked. “If we become fourth in the market, I become a millionaire,” the young founder had answered. There was nothing wrong with his logic, and Scott would think about that conversation every time he ate pork for weeks afterwards. Pigs never forget.

“What the fuck!” Scott stared at the Pigdo app. Mark Moss had been using it to make various lists and memos. And the last entry in one of those memos was just before he had been attacked, just before he had called Scott. It simply read: Tech community dead end. All girls at psychologist. Meeting AB.

What did it mean? Scott started reviewing the notes from the previous days. But he found nothing out of the ordinary. It was mostly to-do lists for the specific days. What did “all girls at psychologist” mean? Was Mark referring to the missing girls? Had they all been going to the same psychologist? Scott remembered that Marissa’s mother had said her daughter had been treated for depression. Was this the connection Mark had discovered? Was this the reason he had been called up by this mysterious guy, claiming he knew something about Marissa’s death?

Was this the reason Mark was now in the hospital, clinging to life?

And what did AB mean? Was it possible it could be the initials of the person Mark went to see?
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Andrew was sitting at home in his small apartment watching Sunrise, Channel 5’s morning show. The program had suddenly become more interesting to watch after he had skulled shots with the host Horne into the early hours at one of the more seedy venues in Melbourne.

After basically having stolen the show at the SBA Lawyers charity auction, by outbidding everything and everybody, Andrew had spent the remainder of the night wildly flirting with the model Mira Jones on his lap. His phone had hardly stopped ringing after that night. Andrew had suddenly become cool. One of those guys everybody wanted to be seen with. People kept asking to get their selfie taken with him, and he had acquired more followers on Twitter than most of the professional rugby players in Australia, even though he hardly updated his status. Life was good.

He glanced at his mobile. Perhaps he should send the golfer Adam Parks a WhatsApp message. He had been introduced to him at a party two weeks ago. US Masters was about to start in two days. Andrew didn’t really have anything pressing to ask Adam, but if he sent a message now, and took into consideration the time difference, Adam Parks would most likely respond tomorrow. It would give Andrew an opportunity to casually mention that Adam had just texted him when the entire office was watching the final day play on the big screen Andrew had rented for the occasion.

In less than a year Andrew had received a Master in namedropping, and now he went for the doctorate. It was incredible how many doors opened when you knew the right people. Andrew had always been one of those in Avensis Accounting who used to talk behind the partners’ backs. How they never really did any real work for the firm, just attended expensive lunches and organised meaningless strategy meetings. Now, after having experienced how many deals and partnerships Tuna Life had signed due to his newfound network, he had realised how wrong he had been. Business was apparently still being conducted on the back of napkins in dodgy nightclubs. Andrew brought in the deals, and then his minions sorted out the formalities. The system worked.

“Next, we will be talking to a tech expert. Do we really know what we accept when we download all these new mobile apps? A flood of people have contacted Sunrise, claiming that Facebook is no longer the biggest threat to our privacy. There is a whole new generation of mobile apps out there that are much worse. And worst of them all is the lauded Tuna Life. More after the break.”

Andrew Engels almost choked on his croissant. Had his friend, Horne, just claimed that Tuna Life was the worst app with regards to its users’ privacy? Why hadn’t he called and given Andrew a fair warning? Why hadn’t Andrew been offered a chance to rebut the accusations? Andrew located Richard’s number in his phonebook. It rang three times before being diverted to message bank.

“Turn on Channel 5,” Andrew said, and rang off.

Thirty seconds later, after having watched a bunch of fit women attempting to convince him that K-Life cereal was the best way to start the morning, Andrew focused on Horne’s face, which had now returned to the screen. An overweight consultant, from a company Andrew had never heard of, held up a mobile phone in front of Horne’s face, and started what he called his personal crusade against the big mobile app companies. “You may think you try on an outfit on Tuna Life’s app. In reality you are taking a photograph that Tuna Life acquires total ownership of. If Tuna Life ever wants to, they can sell that picture to whomever they want, and there is nothing you can do about it. In fact, you can end up endorsing or advertising for products you don’t even like, and they have no obligation to pay you anything for it. But that’s not the worst. A week ago Tuna Life updated their user agreements. The new ones give them full access to your phone. You are basically giving Tuna Life permission to make calls and send texts on your behalf, and you are giving them permission to turn on or off your phone at will. You are basically handing them a carte blanche; they can do whatever they want to with your phone and its content.”
Andrew started to sweat. They had discussed this in the office for several days. It was necessary to amend the user agreement in order to enable some of the new functions in the app. But to claim that Tuna Life would ever attempt to sell its users’ photos or turn on their phone when they felt like it, was just outrageous. Even the average consumer wasn’t that stupid. They would understand that this was just taken out of context, blown out of proportions.

Andrew put his head in his hands. The problem was that Andrew knew something no one else did. The Tuna Life app quite possibly contained a virus, a virus that could turn on your phone’s camera, a virus that could access all your files and folders. A virus that could do all these things the average consumer feared.

Andrew hadn’t been able to raise his concerns at the meeting where they discussed the new user agreements. He still didn’t know who was behind the possible virus, and what their agenda was. And now they had just been put under the microscope. What if the tech media decided to check out the Tuna Life app’s code? What if they attempted to check what the app could be used to do?

The company was sitting on a potential PR disaster if Andrew didn’t handle this the right way.

He needed to take immediate action.

Without hesitating, Andrew looked up Horne’s private number on his phone. One of the production assistants for the morning broadcast answered. Andrew explained who he was, and asked to speak to Horne on live TV. Seconds later he was on air. He had had to mute the TV to avoid any echo from his voice, but otherwise the sound was good.

Andrew and Horne greeted each other like they were old buddies. They mentioned nothing about their night out on the town, but made some jokes about Andrew’s poor golfing. After the small talk Andrew accepted responsibility and said he regretted the change in the wording of the user agreements. He would take immediate action, and update the user agreement before the end of the workday. He casually mentioned that he believed the changes had been due to changes in the Android and IOS markets, but assured the viewers of Sunrise that Tuna Life would always be on the forefront of taking its users’ privacy seriously. The user agreement would return to what it had been, and Tuna Life would never, ever, access its users’ devices without permission, and they would never sell their pictures.

 

After hanging up, Andrew wiped a sweat pearl off his forehead. He smiled. He had just averted a disaster.

Then the phone rang. Andrew picked it up.

“Are you an idiot?” Richard Smith was on the other end. He was angry.

“What do you mean? I just saved the company from a potential PR crisis.”

“Never promise something you can’t keep,” Richard said. “Facebook has had these sorts of problems ever since they started out. The media loves to scare people. That’s how they sell papers and get ratings. But this kinda shit always blows over. People are stupid, they’ve got short memory. You on the other hand, have promised them something. Now, Tuna Life is obligated to keep that promise.”

Andrew stared at the muted TV in front of him. He wished he could do the same with his life. Just turn off the sound. Just shut out all the sound.

“We have other problems too,” Richard continued.

“What kind of problems?”

“There are rumours several of our engineers are contemplating quitting.”

“Who said that? I haven’t heard anything, and there have been no resignations.”

“Virtual-U. The rumour is that they’ve contacted the best of our engineers. Offered them to move to Silicon Valley, big pay-packets and options.”

Andrew swore. “I told you and Roman we should have offered our engineers a part of the company.”

“That’s not up to you and me,” Richard replied. “Roman is a bit special when it comes to sharing the pie. But at least we have a much better story to sell him now. If he is not willing to share, the pie may shrink.”

Andrew nodded into the phone. There was no other way. To attract the best people you had to offer more than free food and challenging job tasks. Even though most of the employees weren’t driven solely by monetary matters, they all wanted the opportunity to become filthy-rich. It was also a well-accepted symbol of status among the engineers; to be given shares and options signalled that you were important, it signalled that you were appreciated. And who wouldn’t want to be appreciated these days? Especially when the appreciation could mean paying off your student loan and still having enough left over to buy a house.

“Andrew, we need to fix this before the end of the week. Roman is in the process of raising more money. With our current burn rate we will be down to our last million in a month. Fix it.”

“Ok,” Andrew answered.
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Scott put away his phone. He had been calling some of the parents of the missing girls, asking if any of them had been going to psychologists. He had learnt that Mark had been doing the same calling round the day he was attacked. Mark had found a connection. It appeared that all of the missing girls had been suffering from various degrees of depression, and that they had been going to psychologists to get help with their problems. But there was a big hole in Mark’s theory: They had all been going to different psychologists.

There was no common denominator – no single psychologist they had been seeing.

It made Scott’s job harder, but not impossible. The police file on Roman Bezhrev had clearly stated that he had been going to a psychologist throughout 2010. The name of the psychologist hadn’t been mentioned in the report, but Scott’s brother could probably dig up that information. Was this the connection? Had Roman met these girls at his psychologist? Had he met them in the waiting room, and lured them into the world of strip clubs and internet porn? Promised them fame and a life of luxury? Scott Davis knew from experience that that was how most serial killers operated. They went for easy targets, people who wouldn’t be missed. A missing prostitute hardly got noticed in all the noise of the news. Nobody cared. 

A girl with a documented history of depression. What would be the first thought of the police officer picking up that missing persons case? It was easy to conclude that she had run away or committed suicide. The case would end up at the bottom of the pile. The non-prioritized cases.

Scott leant back in his chair. Finally he had a breakthrough. Should he contact the police? Ask them to investigate the connection? No, there was no point. His brother, Wayne, had said it was impossible to get anything on the Russians. Teflon-covered, he had called them. If the police started nosing around, then Roman would be on the first plane back to Moscow, and that would be the last they ever saw of him. 

There was nothing worse than a wealthy criminal. If the crooks had resources, it made work so much harder. There was less chance of them screwing up.

Scott opened the desk drawer. He caught himself thinking that it had been a long time since he had been in the home office. It was mostly his wife who had worked from home. Scott always finished work before he left the office. The evenings and weekends were meant for relaxing, not unpaid overtime for an ungrateful employer. One seldom heard people complain on their deathbed about not having worked harder, about not having racked up more overtime. Scott’s wife, however, she had been like that; always working, unable to disconnect from work when she left the office for the day.

She had been working with the same category of patients many of the missing girls fell into. Young people struggling with traumas experienced during their adolescence. Many of them struggled with depression, and had no real idea where they fit into the world. Suddenly Scott had an idea. He located his wife’s old patients list. It was probably confidential. Most of the stuff in her home office was probably confidential, but that was the risk one took allowing home offices. He skimmed through the names before he found what he was looking for. The letter B. The list of patients, with their last name starting with a B.

Disappointed, he threw the list back on the desk. It had of course been wishful thinking; to hope that Roman could have been a patient of his wife, back when she was practising. That he would be able to find a complete file on Roman Bezhrev in his own home. That his wife had used her extraordinary gift to analyse Roman’s personality, and pinpoint all his weaknesses for Scott to exploit. 

Scott hesitated. There had been something familiar with one of the other names on the list. He picked the list up again.

Heidi Voog. Wasn’t that one of the missing girls? 

He logged onto the laptop and found Mark’s overview of the missing girls.

Heidi Voog, the first girl who had been reported missing.

Heidi Voog – his wife had had Heidi Voog as her patient.

Scott’s heart started beating like he had skulled a Red Bull. His wife had been seeing one of the missing girls. The first one.

With decisive steps he walked over to his wife’s archives. He opened the drawer with the patient folders. There were hundreds of them. He was probably supposed to have handed them back to his wife’s employer, or some government office when she passed. At the very least he should probably have destroyed them. Now he was glad he hadn’t done either.

Voog. He grabbed the beige manila folder. It was empty.

He rushed back to the desk and found his wife’s address book. He started flipping through the pages, his heart racing in his chest. Was it possible that his wife could be involved somehow? He stopped when he got to the letter C. The pages for the letter B had been torn out.

He could feel fresh sweat making its way down the sides of his eye sockets and cheeks. His shirt was almost soaked through. He picked up his wife’s day planner, and flipped the pages until he arrived at the day of her suicide. The three last pages had been torn from the book.

He had been through the book before, but somehow he had never noticed. He had been looking for a letter, a note or a message. Anything that could explain his wife’s actions, anything that could explain why she had taken her own life. Now he started to wonder whether he had been wrong.

Had his wife really taken her own life, or had she been murdered?

Murdered by the same person, or persons, who were responsible for the disappearance of all the missing girls?

Had she been murdered by Roman Bezhrev?

Scott didn’t want to. But he knew it was necessary.

He had to ask his brother for another favour.
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“What can I do, to make your workday better?” Andrew asked the crowd in front of him. He had gathered the entire Tuna Life team in the canteen. The goal was to increase the work-morale, which had been plummeting as a result of increased media scrutiny and the implementation of a corporate culture in Tuna Life.

There were no immediate responses from the crowd.

“I think I know how you feel,” Andrew started. “My career started off in a small company. As it grew, things changed. Suddenly work wasn’t fun anymore. I went from loving my job to collecting a paycheck. And there is no way I’m going to allow the same thing to happen here, at Tuna Life. Every single one of you can speak freely here today. Criticism is not only allowed, it is welcomed. I want to improve this company. But I can’t do it alone. I need your help. So please tell me what is broken, and I will fix it.”

Suddenly several people had something to say. They didn’t like to be measured against others. Richard Smith had implemented a new system, where every member of a group was ranked against the others in that same group. So instead of doing the best possible job, a lot of energy was spent making sure one didn’t end up as the lowest-ranked person in one’s group. The result could be anything from loss of bonus to loss of job. “After we got this system,” one of the employees started, “I’ve been avoiding making decisions, and I’ve been avoiding challenging myself. Why would I work with the best in the company if that could make me the lowest-ranked in the group?”

“Ok. From this moment on, this performance measurement system has been scrapped. It does not exist anymore. I need three volunteers. Together with me, you will come up with a new bonus and incentive system. Fuck the performance measuring. The new system is a reward system. We don’t have to assume anyone is underperforming. I’ve hired most of you. And let me tell you, the normal distribution doesn’t apply to Tuna Life. You are all stars. Next item?”

The employees came up with suggestions. Some would be harder to get through than others. Stock-options and share-plans were something Andrew would have to discuss with Roman and Richard, and that he would. Other issues, such as the fact that Richard had cut down on what was free in the canteen, were immediately fixed. Andrew knew that Richard would disapprove of what he was doing, but there was no alternative. It didn’t matter that they only had money in the bank for a few weeks with the current burn rate. If Andrew wasn’t successful in turning around this ship, it would sink regardless of how much money Richard was able to save by being a scrooge. Sometimes you had to spend money to make money. Sometimes you had to spend a lot.

After a forty-five-minute all-hands meeting Andrew felt better than he had for weeks. He had made decisions, he had inspired. It had been a changed team that walked back up the stairs to the office that afternoon. The enthusiasm they’d had back when Tuna Life had been a tiny untested company had returned. 

And Andrew was the reason.

Maybe he wasn’t such a bad CEO anyway, he thought. Maybe he was more than a poster boy for the company. He smiled to himself when one of the engineers came over and shook his hand.

“I’ve received three job-offers this week. I have to say I seriously considered two of them. When I get back home tonight, I’ll toss them in the dustbin. This used to be the best place I’ve ever worked, and I hope it can be once again.”

 

Andrew’s biggest problem wasn’t solved, however. Most of the employees hadn’t cared too much about bigger pay packets or stock-option plans; they just wanted the freedom of their jobs back. But there was also another issue raised by several of the employees. They wondered when Frank Geitner would return. Frank was the reason many of them had started working at Tuna Life, and they wanted him back.

Andrew understood that would never happen. Frank was a wanted fugitive, a criminal hacker on the run from Interpol. He could never return to Tuna Life. But Andrew could of course not tell his employees this. Instead he just said he would look into it, see if he could persuade Frank to return.

It wasn’t all a lie. Andrew also wanted to speak to Frank. He wanted to get an explanation of why Frank had started the company with Ken and him, when he obviously had never needed the money.

He wanted to get an explanation if Tuna Life was a virus.

Andrew grabbed the car keys, and left the office. There was no point staying. He wouldn’t find Frank there.

The trip to Nimbin had been waste of time, but he couldn’t give up. If Frank was still in Australia, then he was most likely in Nimbin. Andrew was sure of it. But how was he going to be able to find him? He only had one opportunity left. He needed to figure out why Frank had used the Tuna Life app to spy on that journalist from the Gold Coast Times, the colleague of the one who was now in the hospital with life-threatening injuries from a mugging. If Fabian was right, the app had also been used to access the mobile phone of that girl – Marissa Soo, he remembered her name was, of whom an arm and a foot had washed up on the beach at the Spit a few months back. 

There had to be a connection.

Andrew had also witnessed something strange the last time he went to Nimbin to search for Frank. He had recognised a person entering the Hemp Embassy, and he had followed him. The person had met up with what looked like some pretty shady people, people you wouldn’t expect him to associate with.

The person had been Scott Davis, Mark Moss’ colleague, the arrogant prick who had dumped Andrew at the restaurant when they were supposed to do an interview.

It couldn’t be a coincidence that Scott had been in Nimbin at the same time as he.

Was Scott Davis also looking for Frank?

Was he having the same suspicions as Andrew? That Frank could be involved in the disappearance of all these girls?

Andrew keyed in the number to the Gold Coast Times, and asked for Scott Davis’ mobile number.
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Scott was still sitting in front of the computer in his wife’s old home office when the first sunrays hit his face. He had fallen asleep in the office chair. He rose, and stretched his arms. His entire body hurt. He pulled off his shirt, and tossed it in one of the corners of the office. His trousers and socks soon followed. He walked out into the kitchen and poured a big glass of cold water from the tap. It was emptied in one drink.

When he five minutes later was standing in the shower, cold water pelting his face, it all became clear to him. If Heidi Voog had been Roman’s first victim, then there could have been something more than an accidental meeting in a psychologist’s waiting room that triggered the murder. Scott had done a thorough investigation of serial killers a couple of years back. He was writing a piece about Ivan Milat, one of Australia’s worst serial killers. What he had realised was that although Ivan Milat had picked random backpackers as his victims, he had been the exception rather than the rule. It was a general characteristic with serial killers that their first kill had some significance, that it was more important than the others. Sometimes it was someone they had known, someone they had had a relation to, that triggered their blood-thirst.

Scott needed to find out more about Heidi Voog. Who had she been? What had she been doing on the Gold Coast? How had she come in contact with Roman Bezhrev?

Scott had already checked the contact information the Gold Coast Police had. They had an email address and a phone number. Heidi’s mother was dead, and there was no information available about the father or any other blood relatives. Google searches had proven unsuccessful, and Scott felt unsure how he was going to make any progress.

Scott logged into Facebook. It appeared that Heidi Voog still had an active Facebook page. There had of course not been any activity on it since she went missing, but if he found a way to view her private profile, he would also be able to look at any pictures she had uploaded before disappearing. She had disappeared in December 2008, and according to the public profile she had been a member of the social network for five months before being reported missing. 

Scott considered his options. He had managed to confirm that Heidi Voog had had a Facebook account when she went missing, but there wasn’t a lot he could do about that now. He couldn’t very well send a friend request to a presumed dead person. And he couldn’t approach Facebook. The company was notorious for the way it protected its users’ data. Scott’s brother, Wayne, had complained that even in murder cases Facebook would attempt to stall and delay any requests for user information.

Scott realised he needed a computer expert. Someone who could hack into Heidi Voog’s Facebook page and extract all the pictures and messages she had uploaded before going missing. The problem was that he didn’t know any computer experts, not anymore. He had worked for thirty-five years on the crime desk of the paper; the few people he knew who were computer-literate were either locked-up or dead.

He looked over at Mark’s mobile phone. Mark had briefly mentioned in conversation that one of his friends was quite good with computers. What was his name again? Pre…Pra…?” It was something Indian. Pradya! Scott grabbed Mark’s phone and started to go through his contacts. But he found no one with the name Pradya. Scott opened up the call log instead. If Pradya was one of Mark’s best friends, then his name should show up in the log as one of the numbers frequently called.

Scott scrolled down the log. He quickly rejected random numbers, without any name assigned to the caller. But all the saved contacts seemed to have nicknames or shorts instead of proper first and last names. 

JC, Smiley, Donnie.

Scott scrolled back. Smiley. He was almost certain that Mark had called Pradya for Smiley when they spoke on the phone. He pressed the call button.

Pradya answered the call on the first ring, and agreed to meet at the hospital two hours later.

Scott had just finished the call when his phone rang. It was Andrew Engels, Tuna Life’s CEO. He wanted to catch up for an informal chat, off the record. Scott Davis thought the conversation was strange, but he did have time, so he agreed to meet later in the afternoon.

 

When Scott spoke to Pradya, he realised the phone call had been bad timing. Scott had initially planned to ask for a favour straight away, but the guy seemed so sad that Scott hadn’t had the heart to ask him over the phone. Instead he had asked if they could meet up at Mark’s room at the hospital. He would ask then, because he desperately needed access to that Facebook account. He had preciously few other leads. 

One of those other leads was his wife’s patient journals. Someone had obviously gone through the trouble of removing Heidi Voog’s file from the filing cabinet. They had also ripped out three pages from her day planner: The day she committed suicide, and the previous two days. Had Scott’s wife met Heidi Voog’s killer on one of those days? Was it possible that her suicide was staged, that someone had murdered his wife? Scott Davis had never before entertained the thought. He knew his wife had been struggling with depression. She had told him about her dark thoughts, about the days she just wanted to end it all, to never wake up. He had just presumed that it all had gotten too much one day. That the dark thoughts had finally consumed her, and made her take her own life before remembering all the good things she had in her life – a husband who loved her, a nephew who adored her, patients who were reliant on her. 

Those were the thoughts Scott had comforted himself with the first few years. That she hadn’t known what she was doing. That she hadn’t understood how many people she would hurt with her action. If she had written a letter, it would have made her action conscious. A so egoistical action that he didn’t know if he would have ever been able to forgive her.

He could accept that she in a moment of weakness, in a moment of insanity, did what she did. But not conscious. Never conscious.

He had gone through her desk. There was no point going through her computer. That was one of the first things he had done after she died. Trawling her files and folders. Searching for a suicide note, a farewell letter, something.

The thought of going through her day planner had never even crossed his mind.

 

Pradya Dhagum sat slumped over in a chair next to Mark’s bed. Mark’s parents were down in the cafeteria, getting some food. Scott nodded as he entered the room. Pradya’s bloodshot eyes looked up at him.

“Have you heard anything more from the police? Do they know who did it?”

Scott slowly shook his head. “They don’t have any suspects yet. They say he was just at the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“How long will they keep him in this induced coma?”

“A couple more weeks. They want him to get as much rest as possible before they wake him up.”

“Is he going to be fine?” Pradya asked.

“We won’t know until they wake him. The doctors say it’s fifty-fifty at the moment. It’s impossible to say whether he’s received any permanent brain damage until he wakes up.”

Pradya stared at Scott with the bloodshot eyes. Scott didn’t really know why, but he felt he already knew Pradya. Mark had mentioned his name several times in casual conversation, but that wasn’t it. There was something more. Maybe it was the fact that Pradya reminded Scott of his wife’s cousin. The cousin who worked as a doctor in Canada. The cousin who always worked so hard that he fell asleep in family gatherings. 

“I need to ask you a favour,” Scott said. “It’s got to do with the assault on Mark, but I can’t tell you much more at this point in time.”

Pradya’s bloodshot eyes seemed to liven up. “What do you mean? Do you know who did this?”

Scott moved in closer. “I have a theory. At his stage it is just a theory though.”

Pradya looked like he was digesting what Scott had just told him. “You have a theory of who did this to Mark? You need to go to the police, tell them about your theory.”

“I can’t do that yet, Pradya. You saw what happened to Mark when he published his article. I need to confirm that I am on the right track before I approach the police. And in order to do that I need to break the law. If I contact the police now, nothing will happen.”

Pradya nodded. “What do you need me to do?”

“I need you to hack someone’s Facebook account.”

“Is that all? Give me the name and I’ll get it done today.”

Scott studied the Indian, genuinely surprised. His brother, Wayne, had told how he could be waiting for weeks to get access to various social media accounts. This young Indian claimed to be able to get the information in mere hours.

Scott glanced at his phone. He had a missed call from Andrew Engels, the CEO of Tuna Life whom he had agreed to catch up with later in the afternoon. Scott listened to the message, but became no wiser. Andrew Engels had left a rambling message. Something about not being able to make the appointment. But maybe they could catch up later in the week – to discuss Tuna Life’s former Chief Technology Officer, Frank Geitner.

Why would Andrew Engels, the CEO of Tuna Life, want to discuss one of his former employees with Scott?
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The ginger-haired woman blinked, and then she stared at the laptop in front of her for another second. Then she covered her breasts.

She was just in her panties, checking her Facebook account.

Had the laptop camera just snapped a picture of her? She walked over to her closet, and fished out a T-shirt. She closed the internet browser and found the restart icon from the start menu.

But the laptop wouldn’t restart.

A message popped up on the screen.

Programs still open. Do you wish to turn off Acer video camera? Do you wish to turn off Tuna Life?

A wave of panic rushed through her body. She hadn’t used the Tuna Life app for days. Why was it still open? And why was the camera on?

She opened up the pictures folder, fearing that there would be a picture of her, topless, without make-up on, sitting in her panties in front of her laptop. 

To her relief there were no pictures from today’s date.

Maybe she had been wrong? Maybe she had just imagined it? She couldn’t relax though. She opened up the browser again, and in Google’s search field she wrote: Tuna Life took picture without permission.

With fear in her eyes she looked at the thousands of hits the search had returned. 

They were all from today’s date.

She clicked on the first search result. It was from a New York woman posing the exact same question. She had been sitting in front of her computer when the camera had suddenly turned on, and without any warning snapped a picture. There were more than thirty replies to the question she had posed. A string of people had experienced the exact same.

There was no point contacting Tuna Life, apparently. It was impossible to get through on their support line. But it was evident that they had a problem. 

The cameras of hundreds, maybe thousands of computers, had turned on automatically and snapped pictures of the app’s users. Laptops, tablets, mobile phones. Any device with a camera, and the Tuna Life app installed, had been affected.

The ginger-haired woman closed her laptop. She was petrified, more scared than she had ever before been in her thirty-two years of living. She had always been so careful, never posted any indecent pictures on Facebook or Instagram, always been a good girl. Now her laptop had just taken a picture of her, without her bra on. 

Where was the picture? It wasn’t on her laptop. Was it possible that it could already have been spread on the internet? That somewhere out there on the vast internet, some dirty man was looking at the picture of her naked breasts?

She started crying.

Then she called her best friend.

 

Andrew had almost driven off the road when he got the phone. Thousands of emails to Tuna Life’s customer service and support lines, and all in less than an hour. There were reports that the Tuna Life app had turned itself on, and had taken pictures and videos of its unsuspecting users.

Rumours had already started to circulate on the internet. Some claimed that the app’s actions had not been a malfunction of the software, but a deliberate act from Tuna Life’s management. That what had just happened had been the reason the management had changed the user agreements for the app not long ago. That Tuna Life’s management had planned to take and sell pictures of its users from the very beginning. Other theories were a bit more far-fetched. Despite the gravity of the situation, he had laughed when he read that some believed that Tuna Life had been experimenting with artificial intelligence for the app, and that the technology had somehow achieved self-awareness. That, like Skynet in the old classic Terminator, the Tuna Life software had achieved self-awareness and taken over the internet. They feared it was only a matter of time before the software would realise that humans posed a threat to its existence, and would make first strike.

“What’s the status?” he yelled into his mobile. He was on his way back from another unsuccessful trip to Nimbin. He hadn’t been able to find Frank. A few people at the Hemp Embassy had recognised Frank from the picture he showed them, but they all claimed he hadn’t been around for weeks. Andrew’s luck hadn’t been any greater at the museum or the cafés. No one had seen Frank the last month.

Andrew was, however, determined to find him. He knew Frank was somewhere in Nimbin, he could feel it. But right now he had more immediate problems to deal with. The Tuna Life app seemed to have turned on by itself, and was invading the privacy of its unsuspecting users. Whatever Fabian had discovered, had somehow been activated, and nobody knew what was going to happen next.

The information coming out of the office was anything but good. A flood of complaints was clogging the support line, and the Tuna Life staff was struggling to find out what had happened. Internet publications were jumping on the case like paparazzi on a nude celebrity, and they all wanted statements from Andrew.

He had none.

He realised he missed his old job at Avensis Accounting. It hadn’t been well-paid, it hadn’t been fun or rewarding, but at least he had been able to go home most nights without thinking about work, and at least he hadn’t had to deal with issues like this one.

“Ok, no one makes any public statements before I’m back in the office. Contact Richard and ask him to come in as well.” Andrew considered the situation. “On second thought; contact Roman as well. I want to have a meeting with Roman, Ken and Richard, eleven o’clock in the boardroom.” Andrew rang off.

Andrew received a call back from Yvonne, the secretary, five minutes later. The meeting had been moved to Roman’s house at Sovereign Island. Andrew accepted.

He turned on the Pandora radio app, and searched up a station with relaxing music. Cool Summer Chilling. It didn’t work. He was too agitated to relax. His heart was pounding like a restless leg. He had already passed one speed camera. He hadn’t noticed any flash, but he was pretty certain he had been driving at least twenty k’s over the limit. When he arrived at Roman’s house there probably wouldn’t be any points left on his licence. But that was a small price to pay.

He had to get back to save the company.

And every single second counted.

 

Richard stood in the driveway of Roman’s massive mansion at Sovereign Island, when Andrew parked his Tesla. The battery gauge was as usual in the red zone, but he had managed to get there. A string of luxury cars were parked inside the garage. A black Maserati, a silver Bentley, and a black Aston Martin. Roman obviously had an expensive taste in cars. Ken Speis’ black Toyota Land Cruiser, and Richard Smith’s silver BMW X5 were both parked on the street.

“Where have you been?” Richard asked.

“I’ve had the day off. Needed to sort out some personal stuff,” Andrew replied.

“You sure know how to pick the day,” Richard said as he started walking towards the entrance of Roman’s house.

Andrew glanced up at the camera embedded in the ceiling. Roman had more cameras on the property than a medium sized TV station. The Russian didn’t leave anything to accident.

They entered a lavishly decorated hall. Roman’s house was, as most other houses on Sovereign Island, way too big, and devoid of any warmth. It felt more like they were entering a hotel lobby than a private home. A large chandelier hung from the ceiling. Andrew wondered if it would fit inside his apartment. It was definitively bigger than his bedroom.

Two grand stairways wormed themselves up to the second floor, where they met above the opening to the living room. Andrew could hear clanking of glassware and laughter. Roman had obviously started on his first drink of the morning. Hopefully the alcohol, and the fact that he seemed to be laughing, would mean he was in a good mood. But you never knew with Roman.

Richard and Andrew continued across the white tiles, and into the living room. The house was like a cut-out of an interior decorating magazine. The living room was one of those where everything had its place. If you moved a chair five centimetres to the left, you ruined the whole impression.

Andrew wondered what Ken thought about the place. Ken was a brilliant web designer, and always favoured a minimalistic impression. This house went against everything he believed in. It would have to be an insult to his sense impressions.

It didn’t look like that was the case, however. When Richard and Andrew arrived at the large glass table where Roman and Ken were sitting, it appeared that Ken was praising Roman’s good taste in decorating his house. How well the furniture complimented the windows, how well the rooms were positioned.

“Thanks for the tour, Roman. You have a wonderful home.”

Roman brushed the comment aside. He hadn’t taken any part in the interior decoration of the house. He had bought it unseen, completely finished, with everything from furniture to cutlery included. He was, however, already getting tired of it. He was in the process of planning a new house across the street. It had a bigger mooring space. The yacht he had had under construction was too big for his pontoon. He needed a bigger one, and thus he needed a bigger house.

“Why don’t you just move into your new yacht,” Ken asked. “It will have all the facilities. Why live in a house when you can live in a floating palace?”
Roman laughed a booming laughter. It almost appeared that he, for a brief moment, seriously considered Ken’s proposal.

“It’s not a bad idea. But it wouldn’t be secure. Why don’t you help me with the interior of my new house instead? You’ve got a good eye for these things.”

“It will be a pleasure,” Ken said.

Then Roman turned to face Andrew and Richard, who had now arrived at the table. His face immediately turned serious.

“So, what is happening?” he asked.

“We have a problem,” Andrew replied.

“A challenge,” Richard interjected.

“A problem,” Andrew continued. 

Roman just stared at them, his eyes seemed to narrow.

“During the last four hours we have received several thousand complaints from users. They claim that the Tuna Life app has been turning on by itself, and that it has been taking pictures.”

“They are claiming that the app has been taking pictures without their knowledge?”

“Correct,” Andrew answered.

“Are we certain the error is ours? Could it be the camera software?”

Andrew shook his head. “Every engineer in the company has been working non-stop since we received the first reports. We still don’t fully know what’s happened, but we are certain the problem is on our end. There is something wrong with the Tuna Life code.”

Andrew studied Roman’s face. If he knew something about the virus, he was a brilliant actor. His face remained emotionless, like the face of a statue.

“So what are we doing to fix this?” Roman asked.

“As I said, all hands are on deck. We are working hard to find solutions to the problem.”

“Have we issued a statement to the press?”

Richard and Andrew briefly looked at each other, before Richard replied. “No, not yet. We were hoping to acquire some more information before we addressed the press.”

“Let’s write it up now. We need to let our investors know that we are on top of things. We need to be perceived as proactive, we need to be perceived as in control,” Roman said, and threw a pen towards Richard.

 

During the next half hour they carved out a press release, and a plan for how to attack the issue. Andrew, however, felt sidelined. Roman seemed to mostly rely on Richard and Ken for input, and when Andrew offered his opinion, it didn’t seem to be seriously considered. Andrew was the CEO of Tuna Life, but in this setting he felt more like an observer, a junior employee who had been brought along to learn how the executives arrived at their decisions.

Was Roman blaming Andrew?

Should he prepare to suffer the same fate as Frank? To be squeezed out of the company and lose his shares?

 

“Ok. We have a plan. What we now need is a war chest,” Roman said.

“A war chest?” Andrew repeated.

“Money,” Richard answered. “We have a week of runway, and then we are broke. The plan was to do the new share issue this Friday. But I can guarantee you that Ferdeko Ventures won’t be very keen to invest until we have sorted out this issue. Not at the valuation we are asking for, anyway.”

“So how do we avoid going broke? How do we raise money in less than a week?” Andrew asked; he was visibly stressed.

“As main shareholders you can all inject money,” Richard said.

Andrew felt the nausea lingering. True, he had received two hundred thousand in the last share emission, but there wasn’t much left of it. There was actually none left of it. Not even enough to cover the tax bill he would receive in twelve months’ time.

“How much do we need?” Ken asked calmly.

“Well, the new share issue was intended to be for twenty million, but I guess five million would give us enough runway,” Richard said.

Ken whistled.

Roman remained silent.

Andrew could see where this was heading. “So Roman will become the new majority shareholder? That’s the plan isn’t it? Ken and I are out. You are just going to take over our shares, just like you did with Frank’s.”

“You and Ken have the same opportunity to invest as Roman. Nobody is either forcing or denying you to invest.”

“And what will the valuation be? A couple of days ago you talked about a valuation of half a billion. Is that the price we will be investing money at?”

Richard shook his head. “Don’t be difficult, Andrew. You know, as well as I, that that valuation was based on different circumstances. This is a crisis-emission. We need to raise cash by the end of this week, otherwise we risk having to declare bankruptcy. The valuation will reflect this situation.”

Andrew rose from the table. “I want to know what the valuation is going to be before I accept anything.”

“Sit down, sit the fuck down.” Roman pushed his chair out with his legs, and got up. The fat stocky man looked like he was fuming with anger as he stared at Andrew with his lizard eyes. “No one leaves this table until we have made some decisions. Andrew, let me be totally clear on this: You do not work in a big corporation, you do not work in the public sector. You work for me. I don’t employ committees or bureaucrats. That is my strength. When the shit hits the fan, I make decisions. And today, you are going to do the same. Today we either save Tuna Life, or we let it die. Either way, we will all bleed today. The question is how much.” Roman pushed his chair closer to the table, and rested against it. “How much do you have left of your two hundred?” Roman asked.

Andrew did a quick calculation in his head. “About forty thousand,” he answered.

Richard glanced over at Roman, genuinely surprised, as if he was a father who had just been told his son had gambled away his inheritance.

“How much do you have left?” Roman asked Ken without missing a beat.

“Two hundred thousand,” Ken replied.

Andrew sighed. Ken came from a family rolling in money. Of course he hadn’t had to dip into any of the cash.

“Ok. This is how we do it,” Roman said.

“You, Ken and I inject one million each. We all maintain our respective percentages. There is no change in ownership.”

“Didn’t you listen to what I just said? I can’t come up with a million. The forty thousand I’ve got left won’t even cover my tax bill for next year,” said Andrew.

“I’ll lend you the money, on commercial terms, using your shares as collateral. You’ll have twelve months before you get that tax bill, Andrew. Plenty of time to make more money.”

Andrew considered the unexpected proposal. He had felt sidelined throughout the whole discussion about how to deal with the camera crisis. Quite frankly, he had thought that Roman was about to push him out of the company. Now Roman offered to lend him the money so that he could maintain his shareholding. It was the strongest vote of confidence he could have asked for. Roman still wanted him as CEO.

He wasn’t on his way out, like Frank.

Andrew extended his hand. It was an offer too good not to accept.

Surprisingly, Ken was the one who baulked. “I can come up with a million, Roman. I just need some time,” he said.

“How much time?” Roman asked.

“A week? I’ll have to talk to my dad. And the money will have to be transferred from Hong Kong.”

“We can’t wait that long,” Roman said. “You can borrow money from me. Pay me back in a week’s time if that’s what you want. But we do this now.”

“Why can’t we just lend Tuna Life the money? If this is just a short-term solution there is no real need to do a share issue.”

“I already told you, Ken, I don’t employ committees. We do it this way. End of discussion.” Roman then pointed to Andrew. “You and Ken should head back to the office. It is important that you are present over the next few days. Richard can handle the share emission.”

Andrew and Ken nodded.

“Richard, contact the lawyers. I want to have the new share emission placed before tomorrow afternoon.”

Richard nodded, before rising to leave.

“You stay, Richard. You and I have other matters to discuss,” Roman said.

 

“What do you think they are talking about?” Andrew asked, as he and Ken left Roman’s house.

“Your guess is as good as mine. But they’ve got other investments too. Tuna Life is probably not the only company with problems.”

Ken’s assessment made Andrew let his shoulders down. “See you in the office,” he said, and walked over to the Tesla.

 

“Why do you hold on to him?” Richard asked. “He’s not mature enough for the role. He’ll never be mature enough.”

“Relax,” Roman answered. “Andrew is already gone. He just borrowed money from me. Always remember, Richard. He, who holds the gold, makes the rules.”

Richard studied his boss. He had said it with such casualness. He was planning to force Andrew out of the company, and it didn’t bother him at all. Richard hoped he would never end up on the wrong side of Roman in business, he hoped he would never end up on the wrong side of Roman in anything.

 

Andrew only made it to Runaway Bay before the Tesla’s battery gauge finally made good on the threats it had been throwing for the last few weeks. The electric engine gave up in the middle of a roundabout.

Andrew swore as he exited the car.

It had truly been a shitty week.

Just how shitty, he would soon know.
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The emergency capital raising was finalised the next day. Andrew and Ken had brought their own lawyer to the sign-off meeting, and when the lawyer had given his nod of approval, both Ken and Andrew had felt better about the transaction. If any, Ken had been the most negative. He still felt a share issue wasn’t strictly required, and had accused Roman of rushing the process. He wanted more time, more time to peruse the documents, more time to consider his options and maybe ask his father for an advance on his inheritance. Instead he had ended up in almost the same situation as Andrew. Andrew had borrowed a million, and Ken eight hundred thousand. It couldn’t be good to owe Roman that much money, they both thought as they signed the papers. But sign they did.

Andrew had seemed more concerned about being sidelined, and ousted as CEO, than borrowing money from Roman. He had been genuinely worried that he was about to receive the Roman-treatment, but his lawyer’s assurance that the deal was good, and the fact that Roman had personally lent him the money, gave him confidence that his job was still safe.

Andrew also noticed a new trait with Ken, a trait he had never before noticed. Ken seemed like he was always alert, like he didn’t trust Roman. Ken always used to be the laid-back one, the one who never cared about anything. Now the roles had been reversed.

They hadn’t had many alternatives though. It was an undeniable fact that the company needed cash, and with the deal, everything remained unchanged. Status quo was maintained.

The only external investor, if you counted Roman as one of the co-founders, something he had started to insist on, hadn’t even bothered to send a representative to the signing. They had so much faith in Tuna Life that they had just wired the money. As long as they maintained their shareholding they were happy.

There wasn’t any time for celebration though, not even when the funds hit the account. They had managed to secure funding for some time forward, extended the runway as the phrase went, but gone were the days when they were a small start-up. Tuna Life now employed forty-five staff, they rented expensive premises and had their own chef. And every time one of their users uploaded a picture of a piece of clothing, it cost Tuna Life money. Not much, but when you multiplied it by thirty million active users, it soon became a decent amount. The reality was that they had become a large company with massive fixed costs. Talent acquisition and retention didn’t come cheap, and they couldn’t afford to be stingy. They had to spend money to fuel the growth, and then they could always start cutting back once the growth stalled. At the moment they were printing money. And they had to keep their foot on the pedal because the market valued every new customer at more than a hundred times the cost of acquiring that customer. It was insane. They were virtually printing money. Paper money.

And then they had this big fire to put out: The Tuna Life app had without warning started to take pictures and shoot videos of thousands of its unsuspecting users.

 

The problem with the Tuna Life app disappeared almost as fast as it had come about, though. As soon as the share emission was finalised, the company stopped receiving complaints. There were still a lot of rumours on the internet, speculations about what had really transpired, and there had been a rather dramatic drop in downloads. But the number of uninstalls was surprisingly low. It appeared as if the Tuna Life users were awaiting some official statement from Andrew before deciding whether to uninstall the app or not.

And the official statement turned out to be something Andrew hadn’t seen coming.

“We have to let you go, Andrew.”

“Are you fucking kidding me? No way. No way.”

“This is not a negotiation, Andrew,” Richard continued. “The press release has already been prepared. It’s ready to go.”

“But why?”

“You can’t continue, Andrew. You promised, on live TV of all things, to revert the user agreements back to what they were. You promised we would never access our users’ devices without their knowledge. They’ve been replaying your conversation with Horne on every bloody radio and TV channel the last twenty-four hours. You broke a promise, Andrew. There’s no way back from that.”

“But it was an accident. There was a glitch in our software. People will understand.”

“Somebody has to take responsibility, Andrew. That’s how the world works. You stepping down is the only thing that can save Tuna Life. And don’t forget, you’ll still be a multimillionaire the day we do our IPO.”

Andrew wasn’t so certain of that. He had just borrowed money from Roman to avoid getting diluted in the crisis-emission. A million fucking dollars. If he left Tuna Life now he would have no control of what happened in the company going forward. Before he knew it, he could find himself removed as a shareholder. Screwed like Frank Geitner. Maybe it was karma? Andrew hadn’t objected too much when Roman fucked Frank.

“What if I refuse? What if I refuse to step down?”

“Then you will be sacked, Andrew. You can leave on good terms, or you can leave on bad terms. The end result will be the same.”

“Try, Try to fucking fire me!” Andrew spat out, before storming out of Richard’s office.

“Don’t need to. You managed that all by yourself,” Richard said to himself after Andrew had slammed the door shut.

Richard looked down at the press release he had prepared earlier in the day. They needed a scapegoat, and Andrew happened to be the perfect one. He had never had a management position before being appointed CEO of Tuna Life, he had no background in technology, and he had been lying about his background in all of his interviews. He had made it all up. Nothing of what he had been telling the public had been true.

He was a phony.

A phony and a fraud.

And now, now Tuna Life’s board was taking decisive action and sacking him.
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MONTH 7

 

NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES: 90

NUMBER OF USERS: 60M

VALUATION: $1 BILLION

 

Andrew was drooping in his car, at the parking lot outside the Easy-T Shopping Centre in Robina. He had just been to Aldi, the German discount supermarket, to pick up some groceries. He was amazed how quickly it had all happened. A few weeks back he had been dining at the finest restaurants on the Gold Coast. Now he had to resort to a frozen pizza from the supermarket. Not any supermarket, either. It was Aldi, the discount one. Woolies and Coles were outside his budget at the moment.

He had received two hundred thousand dollars when Tuna Life raised money from external investors. Now he risked not being able to pay his tax bill for next year. He wasn’t stupid; he knew that Roman somehow would be able to acquire his shares for nickels and dimes. Roman had insisted on including a right to convert his personal loan to Andrew into Tuna Life shares if Andrew ever was found guilty of fraud or serious negligence as CEO of the company. Andrew had, within hours of being sacked, sought out his lawyer. But at the lawyer’s office he had received the surprise of a lifetime. The lawyer was now working full-time for Roman. A cold shiver had run down Andrew’s spine when he realised that the lawyer he and Ken had used for advice, most likely had been Roman’s man all along.

Andrew had been played. And he hadn’t even seen it coming.

Perhaps it was deserved, he thought.

Karma.

Andrew had done the same to Frank.

But where had all the money disappeared? How had he managed to spend all that money in such a short amount of time? It was like crazy-Mike-Tyson-spending.

The truth was that he had stopped worrying. Throughout his life he had always worried about money, worried that there wouldn’t be enough to pay the bills, worried that the bank would move in and take over his apartment if he lost his job. He had always just made enough to keep his head a few centimetres above the water. One month’s salary as a buffer. Always one month away from being broke. And then Roman had given him an envelope filled with cash. And then two hundred thousand had been deposited straight into his account. And then Richard had told him his shares were worth seventy-five million. To spend five thousand on a night out clubbing didn’t seem like such a stretch when you knew you were good for almost a hundred million. Andrew’s largest expense hadn’t been partying though. It had been investing. Poor investing. After Andrew had been declared an A-celebrity in the tech community, and a C-celebrity in the rest of the population, every dumbass with a half-baked idea had approached him. And Andrew had willingly handed out money. It had worked well in the beginning. The fact that Andrew invested in a company was enough for it to have its moment in the sun. It would get publicity, and the publicity would attract new investors at ever higher valuations. Andrew’s investments had tripled in a matter of months. But then of course the bubble had burst. The companies he had invested in weren’t like Tuna Life, they were dead ducks. None of them made money, none of them even had any good idea of how to ever make money, and they would all soon run out of cash. The next time they raised funds from investors, Andrew would be out – diluted into obscurity.

 

Andrew turned the ignition key in his old Mazda 3. He had left the Tesla at home. For some reason it refused to start. Well, it wouldn’t have to start for a while. Tesla hadn’t yet opened any service centres in Australia. They didn’t even plan to launch the car until a full year away. And there was no way Andrew would bring the Tesla to his local mechanic, the retired Mazda guy who got stressed if he had to do something more advanced than changing oil filters. The Tesla needed someone with a fucking computer science background, not a mechanic. The freaking thing was an iPhone on wheels.

Andrew’s phone rang. For a brief moment he just stared at the vibrating phone. The Samsung. The smartphone that had been at the centre of this short adventure of his.

The smartphone.

Mobile apps.

Andrew still used the Tuna Life logo as his wallpaper, even though he had stopped using the app the day he got fired. The problems with the cameras turning on had disappeared almost as fast as they had appeared. It was beyond suspicious. Andrew was now certain that it had all been orchestrated by Roman. That Roman was the man behind the virus in the Tuna Life software. That it had all been part of an elaborate plan to get rid of Andrew.

Roman Bezhrev now owned more than half of the company. On paper Andrew still had his shareholding intact, but he knew that wouldn’t last. He couldn’t possibly envision either Ken or he keeping any of their shares. Somehow, in some way, Ken and Andrew would become minority shareholders – they had after all borrowed money from the devil himself – and then they would soon be out of the of the company.

Just like Frank.

Screwed.

And Andrew’s personal problems weren’t limited to the loss of his shares. He had become the official scapegoat for what had happened with the Tuna Life users’ cameras.

Roman and Richard had ‘accidentally’ discovered that Andrew had been checking the IP addresses of several users, users who had experienced the camera problem several weeks before the mass breakout. Andrew had known about the problem, but neglected to inform the board. Instead he had promised on live TV that Tuna Life would change its user agreements, and ensure that its users’ privacy was a high priority. He had done nothing, of course.

His celebrity friends had vanished, almost faster than his money. His model girlfriend, Mira Jones, had very publicly dumped him, telling Who Magazine that it was impossible to maintain a long-distance relationship as she mostly worked in LA. The long-distance thing had never been an issue when Andrew was hot, but now it was apparently a deal-breaker. She had already found a new beau, a promising actor from New York. Media hadn’t been waiting around to draw comparisons. Andrew Engels, it turned out, had also been an actor; the accountant who fooled the tech industry. They had interviewed old friends and colleagues. The picture that arose was not the same as the one Andrew had been selling. The successful entrepreneur, the visionary CEO, the risk-taker who conquered mountain tops and jumped out of airplanes in his spare time: It had all been a charade. Old colleagues spoke of an introvert accountant who enjoyed small gatherings. Friends told about an active young kid who enjoyed sport. But all this extreme sport, that was something new. That had to be something he had started with after founding Tuna Life. He had never jumped in a parachute, never conquered a summit, never done any of those things before he started Tuna Life.

It turned out he hadn’t done much of those things after he started Tuna Life, either. The pictures of Andrew, jumping out of an airplane with a parachute on his back, had been part of a well-orchestrated media strategy for the Tuna Life CEO. The picture had been made in Photoshop, and the only summit Andrew had ever conquered, was more of a steep hill than a mountain.

The media had had a field day with all the lies. The lie of how he had come up with the Tuna Life name, the lie of how he had come up with the idea for the company. The deeper the journalists dug, the muddier it got. Nothing was as Andrew had told them.

Andrew picked up the vibrating phone.

Unknown number.

He pondered what to do. It was most likely another journalist, some underpaid fuckwit who got off on pushing Andrew further down in the mud.

He answered anyway.

“Andrew, can you hear me?”

Andrew recognised the voice immediately.

It was Frank Geitner.
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Scott Davis didn’t mind the interior at Crazy Kangaroo Strip Club. Truth be told, he almost felt part of the interior. This was the fourth time he was visiting in a matter of a few months. He deliberately avoided the female bartender with the eagle tattoo on her back. He didn’t want to cause her any unnecessary trouble by asking about Marissa or any of the other missing girls.

And he was there for different reason anyway; he was there to make a scene.

He glanced up at the camera, strategically placed above his head, raised his glass and lipped demonstratively: “Na zdorovie.” He had heard the phrase in an American movie once, when some Russian guy made a toast.

He would have preferred to say fuck off in Russian, but he didn’t have the vocabulary. It didn’t matter though. He knew Roman would get the message: the pestering journalist had returned.

Scott Davis had been unsuccessful in securing an interview with Roman, the guy preferred to stay in the background, to lurk in the shadows. If the man didn’t want to be interviewed when his company, Tuna Life, was the bright shining star on the tech-sky, what chance would Scott have to see him now when the once-shining star was about to fizzle out? The question was how big the star had been. Small stars turned into white dwarfs when they died. Relatively harmless. Big stars however, turned into black holes. Black holes that would swallow everything around them. Nothing escaped. Not even light.

Scott believed he was about to witness the beginning of the death of a big star when he heard about the problems at Tuna Life. And he hoped the fall of Tuna Life would pull down the rest of Roman Bezhrev’s empire, crush it until there was nothing left.

And when that happened, Scott would be there, raising a full glass of red wine, saying: na zdorovie, motherfucker.

“Can I help you?” one of the Crazy Kangaroo bouncers asked, sitting down next to Scott.

“No thanks, I’m fine,” Scott replied. The bouncer had a neck any bull would have envied, and the blood vessels on his over-dimensioned biceps looked like they were threatening to burst any second. The bouncer placed a hand on Scott’s knee. “I think you’ve had enough, friend. It’s time to call it a night.” He gently squeezed his hand around Scott’s knee.

Scott Davis turned to face the bouncer; and without any warning, he head-butted him in the face. Even though the music was quite loud, Scott could clearly hear the sound of the bouncer’s nose breaking. Scott rose, and finished his beer in one drink. On the floor, the big Russian bouncer was squirming, his hands frantically attempting to stop the flood of blood pumping from his nose.

“Tell Roman I’ll be at the Southport Workers Club tomorrow at noon.” Then Scott simply walked out of Crazy Kangaroo. It was the last time they would ever see him there, he thought as he saw the bartender with the eagle tattoo rush past him to get to the injured bouncer. She shot Scott a horrified look as she passed him.

Scott figured Roman would show up at the Southport Workers Club. Russians were big on honour, and he had just humiliated one of Roman’s men. Probably just an unimportant minion, but still.

If Roman didn’t show up, Scott would have to come up with a different plan. But he had made his point.

Roman was going down.
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“Frank, where have you been?” Andrew asked.

“Not important. We need to talk. Can you meet me in Byron Bay in two hours?”

“Yes, of course,” Andrew replied, before quickly checking his watch. He assessed he would have sufficient time to stop by the apartment. Someone had used the Tuna Life app to access one of the missing girls’ mobiles, the girl who was presumed dead after her arm and foot had washed ashore at the Spit. That very same person had also accessed the mobile to the reporter Scott Davis, the colleague of the reporter who had made the outrageous claim that there was a possible serial killer on the Gold Coast. If Frank was responsible for the Tuna Life virus, if Frank was the one who had checked those persons’ devices, then Andrew needed to be extremely careful. 

Perhaps Frank had an explanation for what he had done, for why he had done it. But for now, Andrew had to keep open the possibility that Frank could have something to do with the missing girls. It wasn’t that big of a stretch. Frank was after all a wanted fugitive, a criminal hacker on the run from Interpol. Everything he had told Andrew so far had been lies.

Andrew had to be prepared for the possibility that Frank was a very dangerous man.

But what did he have to lose?

Andrew had lost his job, he was in debt to Roman, and would most likely lose all his shares in Tuna Life. Andrew’s life was ruined. He would have to take the chance that Frank wasn’t a serial killer.

 

Two and a half hours later they stood in front of Frank’s house in Nimbin, a two-story house with mountain views. The house lay sheltered from the road, and none of the neighbours had any views of the main house, which was situated on a five-acre property.

“After you,” Frank said, holding the door open for Andrew.

Andrew had been asking around in Nimbin, asking if anyone had seen Frank. He had believed Frank travelled to Nimbin to purchase marijuana. He had been an idiot. Of course Frank hadn’t been buying his stash in Nimbin – the man spent two hours making French fries – the quality of what was offered in Nimbin was of course not up to his standard. The man grew his own shit.

Andrew also understood what question he should have been asking when looking for Frank. He should just have asked who was using up all the broadband capacity in the area. The guy was a geek through and through.

“Do you want something to drink?” Frank asked, as they entered the kitchen. Andrew nodded. “Wouldn’t mind a beer.”

They hadn’t been able to talk much, during the half an hour the drive from Byron had taken. Frank had explained there had been a reason for him being at that conference for start-up companies at the Hilton Hotel. He hadn’t been there to find any partners for his unfinished product; he had been there to observe Roman Bezhrev. Roman had however been a no-show. When Frank noticed Andrew and Ken mulling in the corner of the room, an idea had struck him. If he started a company, and got Roman to invest in it, then he would be able to get very close to Roman. And that was his only goal: To get as close to Roman as humanly possible. Keep your friends close, and your enemies closer, as Sun Tzu so wisely had written.

“So Ken and I were only accidental idiots? We were chosen because we happened to be in the same room as you?”

Frank shrugged his shoulders. “Sorry. I’m sorry if I’ve used you Andrew, and I understand if you feel anger towards me.”

“Anger?” asked Andrew. “Who gave you the right to play with my life like this? I’m ruined, finished. My life is over. I’ve become the laughingstock of Australia: The accountant who suddenly was worth a hundred million, only to lose it all. The accountant who fooled everyone, who lied about everything.” Andrew took a big drink of his beer. “I can’t even go to the grocery store anymore. I can hear them laughing behind my back, making fun of me.”

“I’m sorry, Andrew. But I’m not the one you should be angry at. I didn’t force you out of the company, I didn’t lend you money and then freeze all your shares.”

“No, you didn’t. But if you hadn’t tricked me into starting a company with you, then nothing of this would have happened. I wouldn’t have known how it was to be worth a hundred million, just to lose it all. I wouldn’t have known how it was to be respected and admired, just to have it all taken away. You are the reason it all happened. You are the one who set the wheels in motion.”

Frank nodded. “I’ll give you that. And that is also the reason I contacted you, Andrew. I’ll give you a second chance. A second chance to get filthy rich, or a second chance to get back at Roman. You can’t have both though. You have to choose what is most important to you. Money or revenge.”

“What have you been planning?” Andrew asked.

“Before I tell you what I’ve planned, I need to explain to you why I’m doing this. You need to understand my motives. That’s important to me,” Frank said.

“I think I already know.”

“Oh?” Frank said, unconvinced. “Please enlighten me.”

“I believe Roman took something from you a long time ago, something much more important than money, something that enabled you to not care about losing almost a hundred million when Roman forced you out of Tuna Life. I believe Roman is the reason you got convicted to thirty years in prison for hacking the CIA. I believe Roman stole thirty years of your life.”

“Almost,” Frank said. “Almost. But not entirely correct. It wasn’t my life Roman stole, it was my daughter’s.”

“Your daughter?”

“My daughter Heidi. She disappeared from the Gold Coast back in 2008.”

“And you believe Roman is responsible, that he somehow was involved in the disappearance of your daughter?” Andrew was sceptical. He had discovered that Frank had hidden a virus inside the source code of the Tuna Life app, and that the virus had been used to access the mobiles of Marissa Soo, one of the missing girls, and Scott Davis, the colleague of the reporter writing about the case. Had Frank somehow managed to figure out what Andrew knew? Had he figured out that Andrew suspected he could be a serial killer?

“I don’t believe. I know,” Frank replied. “Heidi went backpacking in 2008. In just five months she managed to visit most of Asia. She was a tough girl. Headstrong. She worked in bars and restaurants to make money for her excursions. She stayed at the most run-down hostels, and ate all the local cuisine.” Frank laughed, before continuing. “It wasn’t easy to be her dad, you know, to always stay in the shadows. Everything just because I did something stupid when I was young.”

Andrew considered the statement. Frank had tried to be a father to his daughter, while being on the run from Interpol. What a destiny, to always be hiding, to not see his daughter grow up. That was why he had accessed Marissa Soo’s and Scott Davis’ mobiles. He had been searching for a link to Roman.

“Did you have much contact with your daughter, when she grew up?” Andrew asked.

Frank stared at the floor tiles. “She was the apple of my eye. I never could visit her in the Netherlands. It was too dangerous. But sometimes Heidi’s mum would take her to see me, wherever I was hiding at the time. It didn’t happen very often. More in the later years. I spent a whole month with her in Thailand back in 2008. Just before she travelled to Australia. It was the last I ever saw of her.”

Frank Geitner wiped a tear away from his left cheek, and looked straight into Andrew’s eyes. “When she left, I offered to give her money, but she refused. She enjoyed making her own money. She enjoyed the experience. ‘A five-star hotel is the same wherever you are in the world, dad,’ she said. She wanted to experience the real world. To sponge up experiences that would last her a lifetime.”

Andrew nodded. He knew where she was coming from.

“I worried sick when Heidi travelled around by herself. She had lost her mum to cancer six months prior, and was still struggling with the grief. She only had me left. And I was too big of a coward to go to Australia with her. I was afraid of getting caught. I was afraid of the strict border controls.”

Frank wiped another tear away. “I thought she would be safe here. Australia, a wealthy country, one of the safest places in the world.”

He shook his head.

“What happened?”

“She just disappeared. After having travelled up and down the Queensland coast for a month, she decided to make the Gold Coast her base. It was limited what sort of work she could get on her tourist visa, but she managed to do everything from harvesting bananas to trawling for prawns. She also got some gigs at bars and clubs. The money she earned she used on excursions. Then one day, she just disappeared. No warning. Nothing. It was as if she just vanished into thin air.” Frank had to pull himself together to be able to finish the story. It looked like he was on the brink of collapsing.

“In the beginning it was worst not to know, not to know whether she was dead or alive. It also took me a substantial amount of time to enter Australia. Australia is an island, a civilised island. And they don’t make it easy to get in.”

“Why are you so certain your daughter is dead?” Andrew asked.

“I’ve been studying Roman for years, Andrew. Wherever he goes he leaves a trail of death and destruction. I don’t believe Heidi is still alive. I know she is dead.”

“I’m sorry, but I still don’t understand how you can be so certain that Roman is responsible for your daughter’s disappearance.”

“Heidi had just started working for one of his nightclubs when she disappeared. When I started my investigation I was met with a wall of silence. Nobody dared talk. But I soon understood that not everything was as it should be with Roman’s nightclubs.”

“Continue,” Andrew said.

“The nightclubs are only a front. Roman has no interest in running nightclubs – he is interested in the clientele they can offer. Roman is the largest distributor of drugs in Queensland. More drugs are being sold at his clubs than all the other venues combined. Roman controls the drug traffic on the coast.”

Andrew didn’t know what to believe. Was Roman a drug kingpin? Was Tuna Life’s biggest shareholder a drug dealer?

“Why on Earth would Roman be dealing drugs? Why risk everything he has built, why risk all the wealth he has accumulated in the mobile app industry by dealing drugs?”

“I believe Tuna Life’s success came as a surprise to Roman. None of the other companies he has funded has succeeded in a similar fashion. They were mere instruments for money laundering, vehicles he could use to shift money between himself and his Russian drug partners.”

“So we were only a front? Tuna Life was only a front for a drug dealer?”
Frank nodded. “And then we suddenly became an overnight success. And when we became a success, every other company Roman had put money into was suddenly seen as a new potential Tuna Life. It was a self-fulfilling prophecy. None of the companies made any money, but no one would risk not investing in the next rocket.”

“So you believe your daughter discovered something. That she saw something she wasn’t supposed to see at one of Roman’s nightclubs. That she was killed because of what she saw?”

“Yes,” Frank answered. “There is no doubt. This reporter from the Gold Coast Times, Mark Moss I believe his name is, he discovered the same as I, and he is now in a coma at the hospital. It isn’t accidental that all these girls have disappeared from the coast over the last five years. It isn’t accidental that it all started shortly after Roman moved to the Gold Coast. There is only one thing that reporter is wrong about. Roman isn’t any normal serial killer. I don’t believe he kills for lust. I believe he kills for money.”

“For money?”

“To protect his money. Almost all the women disappeared after a late night out, either working or partying. They had all been to one of Roman’s clubs, or at least been in the neighbourhood of one of his clubs. And then they vanished. Vanished without a trace.”

“So your daughter Heidi’s relation to Roman was that she worked at one of his clubs the night she disappeared?”

“Heidi was different. She disappeared during the day. But she had another relation to Roman.”

“What was that?”

“I will let you know in due time, Andrew. For now you just have to trust me. Trust that I’m correct in that Roman is the man responsible for all these women having gone missing.”

Andrew nodded.

“So the Tuna Life virus, was it just a ploy to get access to Roman’s phone and computer? To attempt to find something incriminating, to attempt to find evidence he is the one responsible?”

Frank nodded. “I tried to bug his house and his office, but the guy is paranoid. It’s impossible to get close to him, and he trusts no one. The only way to get close was to become part of his business. To develop a product he would use, because he owned it.”

Andrew threw his arms out. “So all this, starting up a company with several million users, it was all just to tap Roman’s phone?”

Frank shrugged his shoulders. “I guess so. I wanted to hear what he talked about, I wanted to know what he did. But I hadn’t expected that Tuna Life would become so popular, I hadn’t expected that we would get several million users.”

“That we would become a success,” Andrew said, reflecting on what he had just heard. “Was that the reason you sent those tweets? You needed to get out before someone recognised you?”

Frank nodded. “I couldn’t risk anybody recognising me. I had to provoke a situation, a situation that would lead to me exiting the company. I knew how Roman would handle it, how he would remove me from the official company history, how he would erase all traces of me; it would be like I had never even existed.”

Andrew considered what Frank had just told him. He struggled to comprehend that Tuna Life had been nothing more than a ploy to get close to Roman Bezhrev. Tuna Life had by far been the most important thing Andrew had ever done. To Frank it had only been a simple tool.

“Fabian,” Andrew said.

Frank nodded. “I hired him to see if he could find the virus. I wanted to see if I had hidden it well enough.”

“You know that he is dead, that he died in an accident the day after he discovered the virus?” Andrew asked.

Frank nodded. “I’m sure it was no accident. I believe Roman discovered that Fabian had information that could hurt Tuna Life, that could hurt his investment. I’m certain Roman was behind Fabian’s accident.”

“But Fabian only told me about the virus. I specifically asked him to keep quiet until I had spoken to the board.”

Frank shook his head. “He must have told others. Someone who then told Roman. I had nothing to do with Fabian’s death, Andrew. You have to believe me. I asked Fabian to look through the code because I was certain he wouldn’t discover the virus.”

“But he did discover it,” Andrew said, slightly confused.

“Well, Fabian didn’t listen properly, did he? I asked him to go through the source code. Instead he did more than was expected of him. He also reviewed the libraries and the upcoming updates. That’s where I had hidden the virus, in the libraries and the updates.”

“So when we released the updates, we also released the virus.”

Frank nodded. “I had expected you to release it a lot sooner. But you kept on holding on to the updates. I even sent some code to a Virtual-U employee, just to get you guys to speed up your release schedule.”

Andrew shook his head. Nothing was as he had believed.

“So what now? What do we do now?”

“Now we reveal to the world who Roman is, who he really is,” Frank said with a smile on his face.
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Scott Davis was sitting alone at a wooden table in the Southport Workers Club. The clientele hadn’t changed much since he last visited the place, even though it had been more than fifteen years ago. Old faces, beaten by years of rough wind and strong sun, shared their first beer of the day. Retirees and unemployed sat scattered around flashing Pokie machines, gambling away their miniscule pension and benefits, coin by coin.

Everything was as it had always been. Scott finished his beer in one single drink. It hadn’t been a particularly good morning, and his body was longing for something much stronger. But Scott had made a promise after his wife died: He would stick to beer and wine. And to his credit, he had. His body wasn’t young anymore, and whiskey-hangovers had never mixed well with his job in the past. It hadn’t affected his work too much. He had never been one of those guys who took sick days. But he had gone to work drunk, he had gone to work shitfaced, and he couldn’t afford to do that anymore. Not in the situation the paper found itself in. Not in the situation Scott found himself in. Vesna and Human Resources were just looking for an excuse to sack him, and he wasn’t going to hand it to them on a silver plate. When all came to all, he was quite pleased he had stopped drinking the hard stuff. There were times in the past he had just wanted to die after a big night out. It had felt like his brain had been floating around inside his skull, bouncing around from side to side. It had been scary. Many a time he had thought he was going to die. That a blood vessel was going to burst at any moment, that it all would turn black. He had once written a piece for the paper, that had been meant to be a humoristic one about the death penalty, and how one could make it more humane. Scott had proposed to let death row prisoners have a big bender the night before execution. Instead of selecting their last meal, they could select their last drinks. If the night was truly epic, they would be begging to be executed. Talk about humane execution – one would actually be doing them a favour. The readers of the paper had of course not seen the humour. In general the readers of the Gold Coast Times were as dumb as batshit. Scott had been criticised for using a too advanced language, a vocabulary his readers didn’t connect with. But how did you connect with readers who didn’t understand the difference between irony and sarcasm? Scott increasingly felt like he was writing News for Dummies.

He started on his second beer, and had almost finished that too when someone who didn’t fit in walked through the door of Southport Workers Club: Roman Bezhrev. Roman barged through the door with a big Russian following closely behind. Behind both of them: The bouncer from Crazy Kangaroo. A fat bandage covered his broken nose, and a cervical collar supported his shaven head and heavily tattooed neck. The Russians stood out so badly that several of the guests turned their necks to have a peek at them. Impressive, Scott thought, standing out in this place of misfits.

Roman Bezhrev sat down at the table, facing Scott. The two bodyguards, bouncers, or whatever they were, sat down at the nearest table. The bouncer with the bandaged nose stared angrily at Scott.

“You’ve got big balls,” Roman said. “Vladimir is very angry. You attacked him, unprovoked. You broke his nose. He’s got a neck injury.”

Scott laughed it away. “How is that possible? The guy doesn’t even have a neck.”

Roman studied Scott with a cautious look. “Vladimir will be on sick leave for two weeks. He wants to press charges. He has a family, mouths to feed. I’ve asked him to wait. Wait until I have had a chance to talk to you. Wait until I have given you a chance to explain why you did this to Vladimir.”

“If Vlad here wants to press charges he is free to do so. Just be aware that I will be calling a lot of witnesses. The spotlight will be on you, and your strip club. But let’s cut the crap. I just wanted to have your attention. And I can see that I now have it.”

“You have,” Roman replied.

“I wanted to meet you face to face, Roman, so that I could tell you that I’m bringing you down. I’m going to destroy you. I know what you are, and what you’ve done. And now I’m going to expose you for the rest of the world. I’m going to expose you as the criminal rat you are.”

Roman didn’t flinch. He showed no emotions. He just sat there.

“Is that all?” he said.

“Is that all? My colleague is in a critical condition at the hospital, and you dare ask me if that’s all.”

“Is that what this is about? You think I have something to do with your colleague’s accident?” Roman shook his head. “You may be correct in that I’ve made mistakes in the past. Starting up a business in Moscow, at the height of Glasnost, is not the same as starting up a business here. Things were done differently in my home country. But I’ve changed, and Australia is my home now. I follow your country’s laws and regulations. I’m a serious businessman. And the last time I checked, it wasn’t illegal to own a strip club in Australia.” Roman paused, before continuing. “But one thing is for sure: I swear that I had nothing to do with the attack on your colleague.”

“I know why you did it,” Scott said.

“Did what?”

“Why you tried to kill Mark.”

Roman shook his head again. “You’re mistaken. I had nothing to do with it.”

“Are you still seeing your psychologist?” Scott asked.

It was as if all the air in the room evaporated. “What did you just say?” Roman asked, fire blasting out of his eyes.

“I said: Are you still seeing your psychologist?” Scott repeated, leaning into the table so that his face was only a meter away from Roman’s. “That’s why you organised the attack on Mark, wasn’t it? He found out you were seeing a psychologist.”

Roman stared at Scott with piercing black eyes. If looks could kill, Roman would be a mass murderer. “Why do you nose around in my private life? This meeting is over. Zakonchennyy.” He rose from the table, and as if on cue, his bodyguard and the bouncer with the neck brace got up too.

“I know what you have done, Roman.” Scott said. “All those girls, I know you are the one who took them.”

“You’re mad, complete nutters,” Roman hissed.

Then he quickly left the Southport Workers Club with his gorillas in tow.

Scott remained seated. He hadn’t learnt much from Roman’s reaction, but at least now it was out in the open.

Now he just had to wait for Roman’s next move.
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The salmon-pink walls, the yellow-white floors. The smell of old people, sick people, dying people, mixed in with a dash of industrial soap. Scott Davis had never liked hospitals, and the Gold Coast Hospital was no exception. It was actually one of the worst he had ever been to. The dislike of hospitals was a natural instinct anyway. Statistically there were few, if any, places that were as dangerous as hospitals. It didn’t help of course that you normally were there for a reason. But even if you were completely healthy, a hospital was a dangerous place to be. Many things could go wrong during a routine examination. Scott knew from his own experience. His mother had been admitted for a relatively simple procedure, she was only going to fix some troubling knees. Scott had dropped her off at the hospital on a Monday morning, planning to pick her up later that same afternoon. She had left in a casket a week later.

Somehow she had been infected by antibiotic-resistant streptococcus during the surgery, and unfortunately the little buggers had started eating her up from the inside, muscle by muscle. First, the doctors decided to amputate both her legs, and as they initially thought that had done the trick, the mood had somewhat lightened. But the small fuckers had proved more resistant than anticipated. The next thing that went was her arms. When Scott had seen her, lying there in the hospital bed, without arms and legs, tubes sticking out of her mouth and nose, he had thought that the best thing was for her to die. He had wanted to shield her from the terrible nightmare of waking up to a changed life, of going from being independent to a burden in days. It was only later he realised he had been wrong. There was nothing he had wanted more than to have spoken to his mum again. Nothing he had wanted more than to see her open her eyes again. The void she left could never be filled. It was as if he had experienced the loss of Sashi, his wife, all over again.

Scott had always viewed such things from his own perspective. For him losing his arms and legs would be a destiny worse than death. To always be a burden to others, to have someone wipe your arse. No, he would take death any day, rather than suffer like that. But when he lost his mum, he realised that someone who was truly loved would never be a burden.

He looked down at Mark Moss, where he lay in the hospital bed. Scott hardly knew him. He had worked with him for less than a year. He wasn’t family, not even a real friend. He was a colleague. But Scott sincerely wished he would survive, even if it meant he would never be the same, even if it meant he would be a vegetable for the rest of his life. And there was a real risk that could still happen. The doctor had explained that until Mark was out of the coma, it was impossible to predict whether his brain was damaged or not.

Scott lowered his large body into the small wooden chair the hospital provided for visitors. The chair creaked loudly, but it wasn’t as if he was going to wake up Mark. Scott had filled up his brown leather bag, the one his wife had given him for Christmas one year, with the remainder of the documents from his wife’s home office. He placed the bag on the floor, before getting up from the chair again. He walked over to the window, and pulled the curtains to the side to let the sun in. He looked straight out at a cemetery. Why do they always build cemeteries next to hospitals, he wondered. If you were stuck in a hospital bed, the last thing you would want to be reminded of before you closed the curtains for the night would be your own mortality. That the next stop could be a coffin.

He closed the curtains, and returned to the chair. There had to be something in his wife’s files that linked Roman to that first missing girl, Heidi Voog. Scott had still not heard back from Pradya, Mark’s Indian friend who was supposed to hack Heidi’s Facebook account. Maybe it had proven more difficult than expected?

“Hi, I never heard back from you,” Scott said when Pradya answered his call.

“Have you checked your email?” Pradya asked.

Scott hadn’t. He had asked Pradya to send all the information directly to Scott’s personal Hotmail account. But he had forgotten to check it. He had been waiting for a phone call, a text, some quick message – mission completed, check your inbox. Instead Pradya had just sent him the email and considered himself done with the task. That was how young people dealt with things these days. They expected you to be online all the time, they expected you to check your email every twenty minutes. Scott thought back on that annoying founder who had been pestering him last month. It had started off innocently enough. The teenage founder of a new mobile app had sent Scott an email asking for an opportunity to be featured in the paper. The email had arrived at 8:15 on a Monday morning, just when Scott and the rest of the team had their meeting with Vesna. Half an hour later the first reminder email came. Half an hour after that, the next reminder popped up in his inbox. Scott Davis was speechless. He had deliberately avoided replying to the email after that. He wanted to test how long it took before this kid picked up the phone and actually made contact like a human being. He never got a phone call, but during that week he received sixty-three reminder emails. Come Friday afternoon he just added the sender to his junk folder, so that any future emails would go straight into the trash bin. It had been a wake-up call for Scott, one of many since he had started covering these new start-up companies. This generation X or Z, he wasn’t entirely sure how far in the alphabet they had come, expected everything to happen in an instant. They had no clue what was proper business etiquette or how to behave in order to achieve a favour or influence people. They were a bunch of autistic kids with a fucked-up view of work and money. Scott opened the Outlook app on his mobile. He had to scroll through a long list of today’s offers from Groupon and all its various clones before locating Pradya’s email.

It was simply a link to Facebook, followed by a username and a password. Scott scribbled down the password and username in his notepad, and placed it on Mark’s bed. He would find the nearest internet café, probably one of those gaming places, and log on there. After the News of the World hacking scandal, where one of Rupert Murdoch’s UK papers had been caught tapping everything from A-listers’ mobiles to the answering machine of a missing woman, it had become important to hide your tracks properly if you did something shady. But the world was what it was; sometimes you had to take chances to get results.

Scott continued flipping through his wife’s old notes. He realised now that he should have done this years ago, sifted through all her documents and notes. Looked for anything suspicious. But it had been too hard. When his wife committed suicide, Scott’s world had collapsed. For several days he had been unable to function, barely able to move. He had taken two weeks off work, and then returned to the paper. And he assumed it had been the paper that had saved him. It had given him something else to focus on, something to distract his mind. And so the years had passed. The home office had remained untouched. The cleaner who stopped by fortnightly had several times suggested that she could do a proper clean-out of the office. Scott didn’t create enough mess to keep her occupied for the fortnightly appointments anyway. But Scott had opposed the idea. He would do the clean-up himself, when the time was right.

He held up a picture of Sashi and him. Scott remembered he had taken it on a trip to Thailand. Both of them had so wide grins that their eyes had been watery. Scott had held the camera with his right hand, and with his left hand he had pulled Sashi close to his body. A selfie. Good times. The picture had been taken just a month before Sashi had committed suicide. She looked so happy. What could possibly have gone wrong in that short amount of time? What had happened when she returned to the Gold Coast? What had made her so sad that she had taken her own life? He simply couldn’t fathom it.

But maybe the answer was hidden in the pile of documents he was now going through? She had always taken on too much, never been able to leave work at the office.

Maybe her suicide had something to do with the missing girl, Heidi Voog?

The girl his wife had seen the day before she committed suicide.
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A lone computer screen was situated in the centre of Frank’s basement. Andrew didn’t really know what to expect when Frank had suggested they should head down to the control room. Andrew had envisioned a dark and gloomy basement, filled with computers and weird stuff. The basement of Frank’s house on the Gold Coast had looked like a mix between a teenage activity club and a drug factory. This basement was very different. Minimalistic, elegantly decorated, matching colours, order, it was everything Frank was not. A basic computer screen was placed in the middle of the room. Or basic was probably not the correct word; a large black touchscreen from Samsung was placed in the middle of the room. It looked expensive.

“What’s this?” Andrew asked.

“This is where I live. The house on the coast was just an investment. Something closer to Roman. I thought you had understood that.”

“Understood what? That everything you’ve told me was made up, even your cat, Jazz?”

Frank laughed. “So you figured out that Jazz belongs to my neighbours. She used to come over to my garden all the time though. Loved my canned tuna. I didn’t have much time to come up with a product after our first meeting at the conference. I had told you and Ken that I had a product ready, that I just needed someone to start a business with. It was of course a lie. I wrote the original code for Tuna Life that very night. Got inspired when I saw Jazz in the garden. I’ve got to admit it was a stupid idea. Roman would never have invested, that’s for sure. But then you and Ken came up with the brilliant idea to use the software for a clothes-trying app. Sometimes you just need some luck.”

Andrew didn’t say anything. He felt tricked. Frank had used him the whole time.

“So what’s your plan?” Andrew finally asked.

“Think, Andrew. If you had access to more than sixty million computers, laptops and mobiles. Access to an audience of sixty million. And all you wanted to do was to ruin a person. What would you do?”

Andrew reflected on the question for a moment. Then he said: “I would have exposed him. I would have presented all the evidence I had collected. I would have shown the world the evidence, and then I would have waited for the police to arrest him.”

“The police,” sniffled Frank. “They haven’t lifted a finger the last four years. I have sent them anonymous tips for four consecutive years, but they haven’t even bothered to bring Roman in for questioning. No, to claim that Roman is a murderer is not enough. I need to do something much more spectacular.”

“What?” Andrew asked.

“What would you do, Andrew? What would you do, to really hurt him?” Frank repeated.

“I would take all his money, and then I would ruin his reputation. I would make him the laughingstock figure I am right now.”

Frank smiled. “I’ve had full access to Roman’s mobile and laptop for more than six months. I haven’t been able to film him doing anything outrageously incriminating, but I’ve got something much better. I’ve got him on film doing something very personal stuff.”

“You turned on the camera on Roman’s mobile phone?”

Frank nodded. “With a couple of keystrokes I can make all his money disappear, with another few I can upload a video of Roman masturbating in his bedroom, and it will instantly be accessible for all our sixty million Tuna Life users. I’m not just going to hurt Roman, Andrew. I’m going to humiliate him, I’m going to push him so hard down in the shit that he will never be able to get up again. I will destroy him.”

Andrew just stood staring at Frank. Roman was a Mafioso, a man who thrived on instilling fear in others, a man who craved wealth and demanded to be respected. If all his money were to disappear tomorrow, it would surely hurt, but he could always start over again. If he was publicly accused of being a serial killer it would probably ruin his chances of ever becoming a serious businessman; the accusations would always follow him, like a stain he couldn’t get rid of. But he would still be able to do his shady stuff. In Roman’s world notoriety was an asset. But if he was publicly humiliated, if he became the laughingstock for sixty million people, then he would be truly ruined, he would be finished.

“Do it,” Andrew said. “Destroy him.”
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Ken Speis smiled to the ceiling, as he lay stretching his legs on the couch in the Tuna Life boardroom. He was able to relax there; it was one of the few places he really felt at home. He couldn’t understand why Andrew didn’t like the room. It was Ken’s absolute favourite. He peeked over at Richard Smith, who was going through a stack of CVs. They belonged to the shortlist of candidates to replace Andrew as CEO of Tuna Life. It was getting ridiculous. They had still not been able to find a replacement for Andrew. They hadn’t even been able to find a replacement for Frank’s CTO role. The hot Google executive had been offered a better package from some Seattle start-up – more money and more shares – and had walked away. Roman Bezhrev’s reluctance to let employees take part in the value creation had started to become a serious brake block for the company. For now, Ken had managed to maintain his stake in the company. But his dad had refused to lend him the eight hundred thousand, so he was still in debt to Roman. He was no longer in control, and he didn’t like the development. Both Frank and Andrew had been forced out of the company, and Roman had revealed his true nature. Ken had no doubt he was the next in line to be pushed out. Sharing was quite evidently not Roman’s biggest strength.

The difference was that Ken wasn’t either Frank or Andrew. Ken was a worthy adversary; he had resources. He came from a wealthy family. Even though his dad had refused to lend him the money, he had access to that sort of cash if push came to shove. Roman could never use the same cheap tactics on Ken. If he did, he would end up in court for years. And for now, Ken also seemed to get along quite well with Roman. It was as if Roman recognised something in him, as though he could see glimpses of himself in Ken.

Ken didn’t really care. He had been named acting CEO until Tuna Life could announce a permanent replacement for Andrew. He knew it was only temporary, but he loved it. He loved the power, the respect. Everybody viewed him in a different light now that he was the acting CEO. It was as if they all feared him.

Ken had never really harboured any great aspirations for power. He had been content staying at university – to be the student who flew just below the radar, the one who didn’t attract any attention. But he had learnt, in the very short time he had been acting CEO, that he enjoyed the power the position gave him, the indescribable feeling of ruling over others’ lives and destinies. And he had realised that this was what he had been craving his entire life – this feeling, this all-encompassing feeling of power. Now he just needed to ensure that Roman didn’t take it away from him.

“How are you doing?” he asked Richard, who looked stressed out and tired as he worked through the pile of CVs.

Richard lifted his gaze from the documents. He had never thought he would miss Andrew, but right now he did. Andrew had maybe not been the world’s best CEO, but at least he managed to get things done. Ken Speis was of a different sort. The company was still going well, growing like anything. But Ken had lost focus of what was important. He had hired a new guy and made him responsible for business competitions and media. All he did was to sign Tuna Life up to various competitions, and to send Richard Smith around on panel debates about the industry. Tuna Life had won a string of prizes since Andrew was kicked out; Best Start-up, Best New Business Model, Best Management Team. If you could name a prize, Tuna Life had most likely won it. But you didn’t get wealthy winning prizes. The money was still flowing out of Tuna Life, and at some stage they would have to start showing revenue and profits. Richard had seen something similar happen before. Companies and leaders who got so full of themselves that they forgot what really was the foundation of their business – their users. He needed to end this before it was too late.

“I think I’ve found him. I think I’ve finally found him,” Richard said.

In his hand he held a firm grip on his own CV. It was time to become something more than Roman’s well-paid personal slave.
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“We’re in,” Frank said, his voice emotionless.

Andrew focused his eyes on the big computer screen. Frank had just logged into the Tuna Life servers, and taken control of the app. He might as well have been sitting in their Southport office; he had access to everything.

“Won’t someone realise that you have broken into the program, that you are accessing their servers?”

“One of the advantages of writing the software is that you can leave back doors open for later. No one in Tuna Life will have a clue that I’ve accessed their servers. There will be no out-of-the-ordinary activity on their screens or systems. As it is already late evening, they will most likely only have a skeleton staff on anyway, and they will be in for a big surprise.”

“Ok. Let’s do this. I can’t wait to see Roman’s face when he loses Tuna Life,” Andrew said. He truly hated Roman. Not just because he had forced him out of Tuna Life, and most likely would steal all his shares, but he hated Roman for building him up, for letting him experience the feeling of unlimited power and wealth, before taking it all away from him.

Andrew had always been more than averagely interested in money. It was perhaps natural given he had worked in an accounting firm, where everyone was measured by how much money they brought into the company’s coffers, and their customers’ success was measured by how much money was left on the bottom line. But he had never expected that money would become such a dominating element in his life, not before Tuna Life. Not before he had realised how easy it was to make money in the new economy, not before he’d had money and seen what he could do with it. It would have been easier to live on his meagre salary in Avensis Accounting, to never have experienced being a millionaire. The certainty that he once had been worth seventy-five million, the certainty that he had wasted almost two hundred thousand on the town and bad investments, those were certainties that hurt. He even missed his fake friends – celebrities who had been begging on their knees to be part of his circle, models who had pulled him into nightclub toilets and sucked him off. He missed the power. The power he had held over all those people.

 

“Upload completed. We are LIVE,” Frank said.

Andrew stared, open-mouthed, at the computer screen. Frank had uploaded a video to the Tuna Life app, a two-minute long video montage which now would be the first thing Tuna Life’s more than sixty million users would see when turning on the app. The video montage didn’t only show Roman in embarrassing situations, as when he was masturbating in bed or sat on the toilet, it also showcased an overview of what Frank had uncovered the last four years. How Roman was involved in everything from distribution of narcotics to sex trafficking, how he had swindled local businesspeople for millions and taken over their companies, and last but not least; why he should be the prime suspect in the case of the ten missing Gold Coast girls. “Why don’t the police arrest him?” the video asked. “Is it because he is too powerful? Is it because the police have been bought?”

Andrew was still gaping when the video ended. It was better than he could have ever hoped for.

Roman Bezhrev and Tuna Life were finished.

Finished.
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“Roman, we need to leave,” the big Russian without a neck, Andrej, said.

Roman Bezhrev stared longingly at his new yacht. It had arrived just two days ago. He had hardly been aboard, hadn’t even tested it in the water. He had lied when he had told Richard that he wasn’t that excited for it to arrive. It was his pride. Maybe it wasn’t as big as Roman Abramovich’s and the other oligarchs’ yachts. But here on Sovereign Island, here on the Gold Coast, there was no one with a bigger boat. Even Clive Palmer’s yacht looked like a little dinghy in comparison. The guys from the Turkish wharf had told Roman the yacht was too big for his pontoon. And as his new house wasn’t completed yet, he had faced a slight problem – where to store the damn thing. He had solved it by mooring it to both his own and the neighbouring house’s pontoons.

He turned around and walked up to the entrance door where the big Russian, Andrej, was waiting. The police were probably not far away. Andrej had erased all hard drives and destroyed any documents that could put Roman in a bad spot. But it didn’t really matter. Roman had seen the video on the Tuna Life app. Whoever was behind this had accessed all his secret files. Every shady deal he had ever done would be exposed. How was it possible? Who could have done this? Roman’s first thought had been Richard Smith, his trusted Australian right-hand man. But it wasn’t him. It was clear that Richard was telling the truth when he swore he had no idea what had happened. Richard would never dare lie to Roman. He had spent too much time with Roman, seen what he was capable of. And he would never risk the lives of his precious wife and daughters. Because that was what he would be doing if he ever crossed Roman. No, Roman didn’t need to worry about Richard. Richard would gladly take his years in prison, if that was what it came to, fully understanding that there would be no family to return to if he ever talked.

“Govno,” Roman swore. It could only be one person, one person with sufficient knowledge and intelligence to hack past Roman’s elaborate defence system and firewalls.

Frank fucking Geitner.

Frank Geitner, Roman had known the man would be trouble the day he invested in Tuna Life. The guy was just too intelligent. It had been easier with Andrew Engels, a gullible accountant who had never seen big money before. Roman had controlled him from the first moment they met. Ken Speis too. Frank Geitner, however, he was a weirdo. He had seemed uninterested in money. Roman had given him an envelope containing ten thousand dollars, a sort of personal thank-you for developing a good product. It had of course been a test, but Frank hadn’t known that. Instead Frank had declined to accept the money. That’s when Roman made the decision: Frank had to go. A person who couldn’t be bought by money, a person who had other motivations, motivations Roman didn’t understand – such a person could be dangerous, very dangerous.

The problem was that Frank had disappeared the day he got demoted. Roman’s old friends from the former Soviet Union’s intelligence service had struggled to track him down, and Richard had also come up empty-handed. It had turned out Frank Geitner didn’t exist. It was a fake identity.

Who was Frank Geitner and what did he want, Roman had wondered. Well, today he had finally received part of the answer. Frank Geitner wanted to destroy Roman’s life. Who he really was didn’t really matter anymore. He had revealed his true intentions. He was an enemy. And he would soon learn how Roman treated enemies.

Frank Geitner was a dead man.

He just didn’t know it himself yet.

“We need to leave now, Roman,” the Russian bodyguard, Andrej, pressed.

Roman knew he was right. There was only one way to and from Sovereign Island, a narrow bridge one had to cross. It had been ideal when Roman decided to settle there. It was easier to oversee security when you lived on an island. But now, now when the police could come at any time, it wasn’t that ideal anymore.

Roman moved his stocky legs, attempting to jump two steps of the stairs in one. He was only halfway successful. When he reached Andrej’s side he was puffing and covered in sweat. He was really out of shape. True, the house was big – but not that big.

He nodded to Andrej. 

It was time to leave the island.

It was time to leave Australia.
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Chaos raged throughout the fancy office premises of Tuna Life. Ken Speis had never really understood what they meant, these visitors who claimed that the premises reminded them of a play centre for kids. True, they had installed a slippery slide down to the canteen, and one of the chill-out rooms was stocked with Xbox consoles, pinball machines and a foosball game. But those things had nothing to do with a play centre. That’s how all the cool technology companies decked out their offices. That’s how you retained talent these days. Now, wandering around, he understood the comparison all those visitors had made. Tuna Life’s premises didn’t just remind him of a play centre for kids, they reminded him of a play centre where a birthday party had totally derailed. The ceiling was covered with colourful paper decorations made during the last hacking-night. Several of the employees were crying openly. They were shocked to learn that they had been working for a criminal, a murderer. Others just seemed apathetic. It didn’t seem like anyone was trying to stop the attack Tuna Life was experiencing. No one attempted to figure out how somebody had been able to hack through their firewalls, and take over the software that was installed on more than sixty million mobile devices around the world. They almost seemed curious.

Curious about what would happen next.

Ken glanced at his watch. It was seven o’clock in the morning. Twelve hours ago he had been worth seventy-five million, now it was most likely all gone, or soon to be gone. Tuna Life had miraculously survived the last scandal when the app took unauthorised photos of its users, and was now back in growth mode. But it wouldn’t survive this. Blackberry would be popular again before that happened. Tuna Life was a dead duck.

One of the engineers poked Ken’s shoulder. “You should have a look at this, boss,” he said.

Ken wandered over to the engineer’s laptop, and uninterestedly he took a look at the screen. The engineer had a program called the download counter open. It was a program Frank had developed early on. It gave the number of IOS and Android downloads in real-time. They had used to put it up on the big screen every time they were nearing a milestone. The last time had been when they passed sixty million downloads, and that had only been a week ago. Ken looked over at the engineer. “Can this be right?”

The engineer nodded. “I’ve triple-checked it. The program is working fine.”

Ken looked back at the screen. 67,126,795. And the number continued to increase. “What’s happening?” he asked.

“It looks like people are downloading the app to watch the video,” the engineer said.

Ken forced a smile. “I guess this proves that all publicity is good publicity,” he said. But he knew it wasn’t so. It was never the number of downloads that was important. Tuna Life didn’t get paid for downloads. The app was free. What was important was how people engaged with the app, and he assumed that they would soon see the number of uninstalls starting to climb. Tuna Life could very well experience a small jump in downloads due to the scandal, but their reputation was tarnished, ruined. Who would trust them now? The CEO had left only a short time ago, and it had been revealed that almost everything he had claimed about his background was a lie. And now it turned out the majority owner was a serial killer. What a public relations fuck-up. They were going to use Tuna Life in textbooks: How Not to Do Things, Ken thought as he left the engineer’s desk in silence. He walked straight into his office. The office that had used to belong to his best friend Andrew. The goldfish bowl that stood there in the middle of the play centre premises he had designed. Ken pressed a switch on the wall. An electric current was sent into the glass and suddenly it wasn’t possible to look in or out of the glass anymore. It looked like it was frozen.

He should probably be angry. He stood to lose a lot of money due to what was happening outside the frosted glass bowl. Quite possibly his shares in Tuna Life would be worthless come the end of the week. But he couldn’t help smiling. Someone had thought the same as he. Someone had beat him to it. Beat him to ruining Roman.

And he thought he knew who it would have to be.

Frank Geitner.

Crazy old Frank.
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“So, what do we do now?” Andrew Engels asked.

He had been following the news on various technology sites - TechCrunch, Business Insider, CNET, Wired, the list was long – while Frank worked his magic. Every single news site had caught onto the news that the Tuna Life app was spreading a smear campaign about the majority owner Roman Bezhrev, and they had all made it their main story for the day.

Most news websites agreed that the material was damning and eventually would result in the demise of Tuna Life as the king of apps. But they weren’t so sure that everything that was being claimed was true. First of all, whoever had put together the video collage had failed to back up some of his claims with hard evidence. And the short video clips, and pictures of Roman, in very private and intimate situations, were just disgusting. A line had been crossed. Those kinds of private pictures didn’t belong on the internet; they were an invasion of Roman’s privacy, irrespective of what he was claimed to have done. Whoever had stolen and published the pictures had crossed the line. It was a new low in internet-trolling. Roman Bezhrev was a victim, a victim of internet bullying.

As more and more video clips and pictures were published, however, the public view changed. Even the most steadfast defenders of Roman Bezhrev were forced to change sides. Roman Bezhrev was a deviant, a criminal, a monster.

The only question that remained was if everything that was being claimed in the videos was true. The discussions were rampant on various internet forums. Some speculated that a disgruntled employee or an envious competitor had released the videos, and that most likely nothing was true. Others thought the sheer volume of evidence and arguments seemed convincing; Roman Bezhrev was a serial killer, he was the person responsible for all the missing girls from the coast over the last five years, and someone had to stop him. Nobody seemed to even question whether there really was a serial killer on the Gold Coast. During all the commotion, that had just become an established fact.

Local reporters from the Gold Coast Times and Channel 9 were already in place outside Roman Bezhrev’s Sovereign Island mansion, which looked abandoned. Pictures of the massive mansion, and the even more massive yacht, that occupied two whole pontoons, were broadcast around the world. When it was discovered that Roman owned most of the houses in the short strip of street he lived in, the media went wild. He had to be hiding something, this Russian, this Russian who had no respect for Australian laws.

 

The police arrived an hour later than the press. They had evidently managed to obtain a warrant, and quickly entered the house. As the alarms howled, heavily armed police stormed the house.

When detectives, clad from top to toe in coveralls, arrived half an hour later, the rumours started spreading; they had discovered human remains inside Roman’s house. Roman Bezhrev was a monster who had raped and killed innocent women. The press had already named the big white mansion ‘the house of horror’ and Roman the ‘Russian monster’.

“We wait, Frank said.
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The temperature was heating up as the various workmen at Sanctuary Cove Yacht Club readied for the day. Roman was sitting in the front cabin of a seventy-foot mono hull sailboat. He was glad he always took plenty of precautions. He always had at least three different escape routes from whatever country he found himself in. One never knew when the past would catch up. Several of his good friends from Moscow had become too arrogant and reckless over time. They had thought they were above the Law, that Russian president Vladimir Putin couldn’t touch them abroad. Well, he had proven that he could. Now, to some degree, Roman had also thought he was above the Law, but that had mainly been because he had been entitled to be. Roman had people from the Law on the payroll, and that had certain benefits. One of those benefits had been an early notification that the Australian Federal Police had been seeking approval to get a warrant for a search of his house.

And Roman wasn’t stupid. He knew there were no safe places. He had tried to minimise the risk. Kept to the shadows. Not interfered with politics or sought out media attention. He had kept a low profile.

But keeping a low profile was boring. He had wanted to become like the big oligarchs, one of the really rich ones, one of those who everyone knew the name of, one of those who people not only feared, but respected. One who left a mark on the world, not just existed. He had known it would be risky, to start investing in these internet companies. Nobody was interested when he owned waste management and construction companies. It was something different when he started to own some of the most sexy assets in the world. The press had quickly come around, knocking on his door. But even though he had declined to be interviewed, and had attempted to keep a low profile, the attention hadn’t disappeared. First the tax authorities had put him under the microscope. They had initiated audits of several of his companies. And then they had started looking into his background. Who he was and what he had done before moving to Australia. He should have known. He had too many secrets. He should have stayed in the shadows, not decided to play with the fire.

“Sir, we are ready to leave in twenty minutes,” said the captain.

The sailboat was owned by a trust that had no official links to Roman. The plan was to sail to Thailand, where he had several hiding places in which he could stay until the worst had settled. He wasn’t interested in going to prison. Even though they most likely wouldn’t be able to convict him of anything, they would probably be seeking a no-bail charge. And he wasn’t the type to go to prison. Not even for five minutes. He had bad experiences from Moscow. He wouldn’t survive long in prison, not even in a country like Australia. He nodded to the captain. He could move around freely on the boat as long as he remained under deck. They had run through a few drills already. He barely used twenty seconds to hide in the secret compartment. There was little risk the police or the coast guard would take action quicker than that. He glanced up at the TV, as the captain returned to the deck. Channel 9 was filming outside his Sovereign Island house. He turned up the volume. The screen was showing how a swarm of homicide detectives and technicians, clad from top to toe in white coveralls, were setting up a small tent outside his driveway. What the fuck, he thought. What the fuck are they doing outside my house?

“We are now live from Sovereign Island, on the Gold Coast, where police have just cornered off the house belonging to the majority owner of Tuna Life, the successful mobile app company. Not more than a few weeks ago, industry insiders were saying that Tuna Life could be worth upwards of one billion if they decided to do an IPO by the end of the year. But the company has been hit by a string of scandals over the last few weeks. First they experienced a technical glitch in their software, which resulted in the mobile app taking pictures of unsuspecting users. Then Andrew Engels, the CEO, was fired because of the problems, and for lying about his background. And then it all escalated tonight when a string of video clips, insinuating that the majority owner Roman Bezhrev is responsible for a range of criminal activities, including murder, was released directly to all of Tuna Life’s sixty million users. We have now received unconfirmed rumours that the police have discovered human remains inside Roman Bezhrev’s house. It is too early to say whether this has something to do with the missing women case on the Gold Coast, and the police are releasing information very sparingly at the moment. But they have confirmed that they will hold a press conference at seven pm. We will keep you updated throughout the day with any further developments.”

Roman Bezhrev almost had to laugh. This Frank Geitner had really set him up. His Australian life was ruined. His new career as a respected technology investor was now an impossibility. His reputation was tarnished. All the respect he had earned by being rock-hard the last thirty years had been wiped away. He had become the laughingstock of the world. The laughingstock of his beloved Russia. No one would ever look upon him with the same respect again.

Roman’s mobile phone vibrated. Surprised, he pulled it out of his left front pocket. Richard wasn’t supposed to contact him before at least a few days. And Richard was the only one who had this number. It wasn’t possible to trace the phone. But still, it was always better to be safe than sorry. Why would Richard contact him now? Roman looked at the text message that had just come through, and it was as if all the blood immediately drained from his face.

He violently threw his drink at the wall and kicked the chair in front of him. He had always known there would be a risk that his past would catch up with him at one stage, that he would have to face all the bad things he had done. But not this. Not this! He had worked so hard to get where he was in life. Was he supposed to just give up? Run away with his tail between his legs?

With firm steps Roman walked through the cabin, and kicked open the door to the upper deck. Andrej, his bodyguard and the captain looked at Roman with astonishment. “Sir, you need to remain under deck,” the captain said. Roman Bezhrev ignored him.

“Have we identified where the attack originated?” he asked Andrej.

Andrej nodded with his thick neck. “The technicians localised them twenty minutes ago. The attack originated from Nimbin. Do you want me to convey that information to Tuna Life, or do you want to hold onto the information? I can have a team ready in three hours.”

Roman shook his head. “Three hours is too long. This Frank Geitner is about to learn that he has fucked with the wrong person.”

“But Sir, we are ready to cast off,” the captain said. “The police are looking for you. We should get going as soon as possible.”

Roman stared at the captain with fire in his eyes. “The plan has changed. You wait here until I’m back.” Then Roman simply started to walk towards the gangway. Andrej the bodyguard followed obediently. He knew there was no point attempting to reason with Roman. It was not a good idea to leave the boat, but he had no choice. At least Roman had kept his disguise. He didn’t look like a Russian millionaire anymore. Gone were the regular black clothes. Dressed in a blue golf shirt and beige khaki trousers he looked just like any other retiree bitten by the golf bacillus. They had changed cars in an industrial shed Roman rented in Yatala before they got to Sanctuary Cove Yacht Club. It would at least take a few weeks before the incompetent police discovered the silver Bentley with bulletproof windows. Roman didn’t exactly love the two-year-old KIA they now used for transport. But it was efficient. Nobody noticed it. Like a chameleon it became indistinguishable from the rest of the cars on the road. If they started to drive south straightaway they could be in Nimbin in a couple of hours. Roman could be back on the boat, on his way to Thailand and freedom before the sun rose again.

There was only one way Roman could win his respect back.

He had to kill Frank Geitner.
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“Why do you think Roman will come here?” Andrew asked. “Won’t he be on his way to some secret airport? Getting back to Russia as soon as he can? He’s wanted for murder.”

“Roman will be here. He can’t escape this. I’ve destroyed him. And of course, I have something he wants.” Frank smiled.

“Why don’t we just call the police, let them handle it?” Andrew asked.

“This isn’t a case for the police. They had their chance. For four years I’ve begged them to question Roman. They’ve ignored me. Today, today Roman will finally pay for all his crimes.”

Andrew studied Frank. He seemed so determined, so certain that he would succeed. But did he really have any idea who he was dealing with? “And how are we supposed to defend ourselves? You and I against a bloody army of Russian gangsters. It’s an insane plan, Frank. You can’t go through with it.”

“Come, Andrew. I’ll introduce you to the rest of the gang,” Frank said, and led the way up from the basement and out of the house.

When they were standing out in courtyard Frank asked if Andrew could drive.

“Drive where?” Andrew asked. “I thought you said Roman would be coming here.”

Frank shook his head. “No, he will trace the signals. And when his goons in Russia tell him where the signals end, he won’t get this address. He will get an address in Nimbin.”

“So Roman and his Russian friends will think we’re in Nimbin?”

Frank nodded. “Exactly. And that’s where we are going to be as well. With our friends from the Embassy.”

“The embassy?”

“Yes, the Russians control the drug traffic on the Gold Coast. They dump the price on heroin and other heavy drugs, while increasing the price of hashish and marijuana. Everything to get the users addicted to heavier drugs, to get loyal customers, addicted customers. The good people of Nimbin have for a long time been upset by this practise. They are not against drugs per se, but they are tired of seeing young people getting addicted to heavy drugs. They weren’t hard to ask when I told them I could shut Roman down.”

“So you’re cooperating with drug dealers from Nimbin? You’re helping them to win back market share?” Andrew asked.

“Cooperating is probably not the right word. I’m not a fan of all these prohibitions. The Nimbin-dealers stay away from the heavier drugs; they mainly deal in marijuana and hashish, drugs I believe should be legal anyway.”

Andrew gaped. Frank never stopped surprising.

 

Frank and Andrew arrived in Nimbin at eight pm. The streets were dark and the whole place almost looked abandoned. Nimbin at night was different than Nimbin in the daytime, Andrew thought. He had never been to Nimbin before he had started doing his weekly expeditions to look for Frank. The first time he went there he had hardly walked five metres down the main drag before some guy in grey tracky dacks, with a beanie pulled down over his ears, approached him with an offer for marijuana. When he had arrived at the Nimbin Museum, he had received three more offers. Andrew had heard stories about how Nimbin was the local hippies’ attempt to create a free-zone in Australia. But he had never expected them to deal drugs so openly. The police station was situated only a few hundred metres away from the main street, but wherever you turned or walked, you could smell the sweet smell of hashish in the air. Nobody was smoking menthol in Nimbin, that was a given. Now, when darkness had arrived, all the tourists were gone. The middle-aged couples had climbed back into their SUVs and returned to the Gold Coast in time to watch My Kitchen Rules on the telly. It was one thing to go for a drive to Nimbin to relive some of the 1960s one missed from one’s youth, but one returned before dark. The regulars of Nimbin didn’t make it a safe-at-night-time spot.

 

Andrew parked the car in Sibley Street, near the Peace Park. Together with Frank he then walked the roughly hundred metres up to Cullen Street and the Hemp Embassy. The Embassy was really nothing more than a store where one could buy various hemp products and get basic information about cannabis. At least that was what Andrew had believed the last time he visited Nimbin. This time Frank took him upstairs, to the second floor of the Hemp Embassy.

“Do you own the Hemp Embassy?” Andrew asked, when Frank sat down at one of the chairs in the upstairs office.

Frank shook his head. “The Hemp Embassy is a non-profit organisation. It was established back in 1992. These guys don’t do anything wrong, they are doing preventative work. Look at the motto of the town,” he said, pointing at a sign where someone had scribbled down a bunch of statements about love and peace. In between all the nonsense Andrew could read: Don’t Steal, Don’t Fight, Don’t Be Greedy. Andrew had seen the same sentences on several signs scattered around in Nimbin. He smiled. It was almost as Google’s motto: Don’t Be Evil. Google’s competitors probably disagreed that the company was living by its motto, when it was in a competitive situation. Google was known to use its market power to force smaller competitors out of business, and for disrupting and turning traditional industries upside down and causing hundreds of thousands of people to lose their jobs. Don’t fight, don’t steal, don’t be greedy. Andrew wondered how deep those commandments were rooted in the people who were opposing everything in society.

“Frank is too modest,” said a soft woman’s voice. Andrew turned around and looked straight into the eyes of Yvonne, Tuna Life’s secretary. He hadn’t really noticed before, but she was a very attractive woman. She had long fair blonde hair, and was dressed in tight jeans and a white top. There was something hippieish about her, but in a very different way than the other inhabitants. She was basically too good-looking to fit into the beaten-down village. Everything was so messy and dirty in Nimbin, nothing was clean or good-looking. This woman, Yvonne, she was both clean and good-looking. Very good-looking.

“Without Frank’s support over the last few years, we wouldn’t have been where we are today. Nimbin isn’t just a place where people can smoke weed. A lot of Australians are living in a nightmare of pain and suffering where ordinary medicines have little to no effect. Marijuana and other hemp products provide these people with an opportunity to live dignified lives. I can’t understand why that’s so bad,” she said.

“There are worse ways to spend your money,” Frank chimed in. “But it’s time to get ready. We’re expecting guests.”

“We’re prepared,” Yvonne said, smiling. “The others are waiting for you in the restaurant.”

Frank nodded. He pulled out the drawer and fished out a laptop.

Andrew studied him.

“Today is the day I will get my revenge,” Frank said, before closing the desk drawer, and heading towards the stairways. Andrew followed closely.

Inside Nimbin hotel a bunch of guys were seated around a table. Most of them looked like hippies. Andrew recognised two of them. They had been standing outside Lismore hitchhiking the last time he drove to Nimbin. He had driven straight past them, of course. He hadn’t wanted to dirty the Tesla, and they didn’t exactly look friendly. Frank walked around the table, making sure he personally shook everybody’s hands. They sat there with sawn-off shotguns, sniper rifles, knives and baseball bats. What had happened to the ‘don’t fight‘ motto, Andrew wondered.

“This is our gang,” Frank said. “They know what Roman Bezhrev is responsible for, and they want to make it right.”

Andrew nodded.

 

“There is only one road into Nimbin. We will have half an hour’s warning when they come. I suggest we quit drinking until this is over.”

The two hitchhikers put down their schooners, as did the rest of the gang. In total they were eight men and one woman, Yvonne, Tuna Life’s secretary. Andrew was glad he hadn’t fired her as planned. Even though she was a terrible secretary she had two hands, and Frank and he needed as many hands as possible. Preferably with a gun attached if Roman Bezhrev was stupid enough to come to Nimbin. And Frank seemed certain he would.

“How can you be so sure he will come?” one of the hippies asked.

“I’ve studied Roman for years. I know what he is going to do before he knows it himself,” Frank replied. “Trust me. He will come, but he won’t be coming alone.”

“We’re ready,” one of the hitchhikers with a cowboy hat said. “It’s time these Russians learn whose land this is.”
The others around the table laughed.

“How do we know the police are not gonna interfere?” one of them asked.

“They’ve got other things to do today,” Frank said, with a smile. He knew the police were busy searching a farm outside Lismore. Frank had called in an anonymous tip earlier in the day. There were enough marijuana plants on that farm to keep them going throughout the night. A small sacrifice to get rid of the police for the evening. The owner had been generously compensated.

 

Frank’s phone rang, and he brought it up to his ear. “They’re on their way,” he said. “One car, a green KIA. We’ve got fifteen minutes to get ready. Good luck everyone.”

Suddenly there was a lot of activity. People were running off to pre-organised positions. Everyone seemed to know exactly what to do. Everyone except Andrew. He just stood there. Wondering what his role was supposed to be.

Frank pulled Yvonne to the side. “Yvonne, he wasn’t certain. It was pretty dark and the car was moving fast. But he believes there were three people in the car. Roman, his bodyguard Andrej, and one of the bouncers from Crazy Kangaroo. Someone with a bandage across his nose.”

“Vladimir,” Yvonne replied quickly, before leaving the Nimbin Hotel.

 

“What do you want me to do?” Andrew asked. He still couldn’t understand why Frank had contacted and brought him to Nimbin.

“We all have a role to play today,” Frank said. “I mentioned that I have something Roman wants back.”

“Yeah?” Andrew answered.

“I’ve got all his money. Every single cent. When I hacked his systems, I also stole all the money he had stashed away in tax havens. Roman is broke, poor as a church mouse.” Frank said with a smug smile.

“And my role?”

“I told you, Andrew. You will get a second chance. A chance to either become rich or get your revenge. You will get the opportunity to give him his money back, or not. The final decision will be yours,” Frank said.
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Roman was sitting in the passenger seat of the green KIA. He couldn’t go back to a life without money, a life without luxury. He had become too accustomed to spending money as if it had no value, to buying drinks for everyone he knew and didn’t know, to not only flying first class, but in his own private jet.

He had been poor when he grew up, and he knew how it was to get by on little money, to eat oneself full on a few dollars each week. But he didn’t want to return to that life, he couldn’t go back to that life.

Frank Geitner had stolen all his money. He had ruined his reputation. He had destroyed him. Even if he managed to get to Thailand without being caught by the coast guard, he wouldn’t survive for long. Not without money. He had too many enemies for that. And in addition he had been made a laughingstock for the whole world to see. All the respect he had built up over the last twenty years of ruthlessness was wiped away. Made to look like a fool by a former employee. Filmed as he masturbated. No, there was only one way this could end. He had to get his money back. And he had to take revenge. Set an example, show the world that no one fucked with Roman Bezhrev and got away with it alive. He should probably have waited for Andrej to assemble a team, a small army he could send out to do his dirty job. But he wouldn’t risk it. Andrej and his colleagues weren’t exactly refined, and he would risk Frank getting killed before he got his money back. So there was really only one alternative left; he had to do it himself.

Andrej turned up the volume on the police radio placed between his legs. He looked over at Roman, who stared blankly out the window. They had just overheard a conversation between two police officers. It was now confirmed that there had been human remains found in Roman’s house. Roman Bezhrev was now officially wanted for the possible murder of several Gold Coast women over the last five years.

Roman turned to face his bodyguard. “It’s not true, Andrej. They haven’t found a single thing at my house.”

Andrej just gave a short nod back, and returned to focusing on the road. He had never questioned why Roman did the things he did before. Andrej just followed orders. In the eleven years he had worked for Roman he had done many things he wasn’t particularly proud of, including murder. But he usually did bad things to bad people. People who didn’t pay what they owed, people who tried to steal from Roman, people who deserved what they got. Andrej knew Roman was a dark person. But he always had a reason to do the things he did; it was how business was done. Now Andrej didn’t feel so sure anymore. On the news they talked about ten young women having been murdered by Roman. That he was a serial killer. That wasn’t what Andrej had signed up for.

And now they were on their way to Nimbin, a hippie-village where Roman claimed the person responsible for all this was hiding out. No, Andrej wasn’t so sure anymore. Roman was falling apart. The old Roman would never have attempted to explain himself to Andrej.

In the back seat the bouncer from Crazy Kangaroo was fondling his nose. He looked forward to killing Frank Geitner. He didn’t hate his job as a bouncer, but he felt it was getting monotonous. He always had to restrain himself. If he fought back against an unruly guest, he was sent straight to jail, even though it sometimes was clearly self-defence. The police were always after the bouncers. Every single week he had to silently accept that drunken patrons verbally abused and provoked him, trying to pick a fight with him. He had to hold it in, even though he knew he could probably kill most of them with a single punch.

He had worked up a lot of aggression over the last few weeks, especially after that asshole of a journalist had head-butted him in the face. Vladimir had wanted to take revenge, but Roman had put his foot down. He had even denied Vladimir pressing charges against the journalist. Too much media noise, Roman had said. So instead Vladimir had had to accept that a guest, almost unprovoked, had broken his nose. He would draw on that aggression when Roman wanted to get this Frank Geitner to talk.

Out of the left side window, two sharp rock formations climbed towards the night sky. It was the Nimbin Rocks. Andrej opened the glove compartment and pulled out a gun with a silencer. Vladimir looked down at the seat next to him. A baseball bat was placed next to a sawn-off shotgun.

“Leave the shotgun,” Roman said. “Too much noise. Bring a knife and some rope.”

Vladimir nodded.
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A solitary man in his early seventies sat playing a guitar on the curb. He had a bottle of rum in a brown paper bag placed next to his legs. He hardly noticed the green KIA, which slowly slid down the main street. A couple of elderly women, clad in colourful hippie-outfits, were strolling along on the other side of the road. Roman observed the street-life, or rather the absence of street-life. Roman didn’t have any reference points to draw on, he had no idea what a normal Friday night in Nimbin looked like, but his instincts warned him that something was off. He had ducked for cover when they passed the police station further up in the street, but it had looked abandoned. The lights had been turned off, and there had been no police cars in the parking lot. Where were all the people? It couldn’t be this quiet, not on a Friday night, could it?

Andrej, the bodyguard, located a parking space, and was about to back in when Roman told him to wait. There was only one road in and out of Nimbin. Much like it had been at his home at the Sovereign Island. Roman wanted to have the easiest possible escape route if something didn’t go as planned. He therefore told Andrej to find a parking space on the other side of the road. Andrej did what his boss commanded, and parked behind a Volkswagen minibus. It was covered with graffiti and slogans for a more open drug policy, peace and the ending of wars across the world. Roman opened the door and stepped out. He was still wearing the blue golf shirt and the beige khaki pants. He looked like any other tourist devoid of fashion sense when he stood next to the boring and anonymous car. Andrej had also attempted to make himself blend in, and was clad in dark blue jeans and a black T-shirt. It wasn’t easy, however, to not stand out when you were 1.95 metres tall, and your upper arms required a weapon permit. Vladimir had the same problem.

“Where did the signals come from?” Roman asked.

“It wasn’t possible to get an exact address. But the Moscow team thought they originated from the hotel.” Andrej pointed to the Nimbin Hotel, which was wall-to-wall with the Hemp Embassy.

Roman waited for Vladimir to collect a backpack from the trunk, before giving a signal to Andrej to enter the hotel. Andrej was used to it. To always be in the firing line for his coward-bosses.

On the roof of the building, on the opposite side of the road, an old hippie with a cowboy hat had Roman in the crosshairs of his rifle. It was more than forty years since he had shot a person, but he didn’t think he would have any problems pulling the trigger again if Frank gave the order. This Russian scumbag didn’t deserve to live. He could live with the fact that he was a crook and a drug dealer. He didn’t always stay on the right side of the law himself. But if the rumours were true, then the Russian was a serial killer. He had killed at least ten young women over the last five years. Who knew how many women he had killed in his home country before moving to Australia. Roman Bezhrev had to die today. That was a given. But he had promised Frank to not do anything until he got the order, or if Roman for some reason fled the hotel after a shootout. And he would keep his promise. He was there just as a security precaution, if something didn’t go as planned.

Andrej pushed the big white door of the Nimbin Hotel open and entered the dark pub of the hotel. It almost seemed abandoned. There was only one single person seated in the restaurant, he was sitting at the far end. Andrej squinted. There was something familiar about the person. It wasn’t Frank Geitner, but it was a person Andrej had met multiple times before. A person who had been to Roman’s home. It was Andrew Engels, the former CEO of Tuna Life. Andrej turned around and waved to Roman. He didn’t bother securing the room. Frank would have no idea that Roman’s team had been able to track the cyber-attack. If this, however, was a trap, he would have to wing it. He wasn’t particularly worried that would be a problem.

Roman stepped into the pub and was just as surprised. Andrew Engels didn’t have the brains to pull something like this off. He was a nobody. It had to be Frank’s doing. With brisk steps he walked across the floor and over to the table Andrew was seated at. Somewhat to his surprise, it appeared he was expected. On the table there was a walkie-talkie and a laptop.

“How are you, Roman? Has it been a bad day?” Andrew asked with a shaky voice.

Roman stared hard at Andrew, while Andrej and Vladimir scouted the pub.

“Where is Frank?” Roman asked.

“No small-talk. Not a: Hi, how are you, Andrew? How have you been since I fired you and stole all your shares?” Andrew said. He remembered the first time they had met. How Roman so masterly had played interested in his life, how he had made Andrew feel important and good about himself, made him believe he could become a rock star, a new Mark Zuckerberg. Andrew now knew it all had been a sham, but it had felt so indescribably good. Now there was no time for small-talk. Roman wanted Frank.

Roman Bezhrev didn’t answer. He just stared at Andrew with two small, almost pitch black, eyes. If the purpose was to intimidate Andrew, he was doing a damn good job.

“Frank is here,” Andrew said with a voice that was about to break. “He is willing to meet with you. But it will have to be a meeting under four eyes. Or six.”

“Neither you nor Frank is in a position to make demands.” Roman spat the words out.

Andrew had almost looked forward to the meeting. The roles had been turned. The last time they had been sitting around a table, negotiating, Roman had forced him to borrow a million dollars. When Andrew had accepted, he had in effect signed his own resignation. He who has the gold, makes the rules, Richard and Roman used to say, and back then Roman had had the gold. All the gold. After Frank had emptied all of Roman’s bank accounts, he didn’t have the gold anymore. Frank had the gold. But Andrew didn’t feel any joy. He only felt fear. Fear of what Roman and his goons could do to him.

“If you want your money back, then you should listen to what I have to say,” Andrew said.

For a second it looked like Roman was going to jump the table and strangle Andrew. Frank and Andrew were playing a high-stakes game here. Roman had an uncontrollable anger. Frank assumed that Roman would act rationally, but there was nothing rational with Roman. He did irrational things every single day. What would he do when he was being threatened by two former employees?

“Ok, I’m listening,” Roman said, making an obvious effort to act calm.

“Frank wants to speak to you alone. He wants half an hour with you, alone.”
“Why?” Roman asked.

“You’ll have to ask him about that,” Andrew said. He knew, however, why Frank wanted to speak to Roman alone. Frank wanted to get closure. He wanted to get an answer to why Roman had kidnapped and killed his daughter five years ago. An answer to where the body was hidden. Andrew knew Roman would never give Frank what he wanted, but there was no point arguing. Frank wanted closure. He deserved closure. And Andrew would give him closure.

Roman considered Andrew’s proposal. He wasn’t comfortable with being left alone, without his bodyguards, in some unfamiliar hotel in Nimbin. Frank and Andrew had proven to be much more resourceful than he had given them credit for. They had managed to hack into his accounts and empty all his companies of assets, and they had managed to spread a smear campaign to several million of Tuna Life’s users, effectively destroying his reputation. When you broke it down though, all this had been the result of two geeks trying to exact revenge on him. But, no matter how you looked at it, Andrew and Frank posed no real physical threat to him. They had lived protected lives. An accountant and a programmer. Roman had grown up in a Moscow where you were taught to fight for every breadcrumb. He had lived, weapon in hand, since puberty. He decided he would accept Frank’s demand. Frank Geitner would not live to see the morning anyway. Roman was more unsure about Andrew’s role in the whole thing. It didn’t matter though. He couldn’t let this kind of thing go unpunished. They both had to die, tonight. They both had to suffer for the damage they had caused Roman.

Roman nodded to Andrej, who walked over to the table.

“I want to be alone for half an hour,” he said. “Frisk Andrew, and make sure the room is clean.”

Andrej looked with surprise at his boss. Normally he would have objected. He was hired to protect Roman, and it was not safe to leave him alone in this room. But the events of the last day had changed everything. Andrej had started to question things. If it was correct that Roman was a serial killer, a killer who killed young women for fun and sexual pleasure, then he wasn’t that person Andrej had signed up to protect anymore. It was different to hurt someone who owed you money – that was business. To murder innocent teenagers, that wasn’t business. Andrej nodded and pulled out a metal detector from Vladimir’s backpack. Andrew rose and extended his arms to the side. Andrej took his time as he swiped Andrew’s entire body.

Vladimir started to go through the pub methodically, checking for listening devices or hidden weapons. After five minutes he declared the room clean.

Andrew grabbed the walkie-talkie from the table. “He is willing to talk.”

“Ok,” was the short answer.

 

A few minutes later Frank came walking through the main entrance of the pub, accompanied by two elderly men with sawn-off shotguns. They looked like old hippies. But there was something with the way they carried themselves that told Roman they had to be watched. It wasn’t the first time they held a weapon. When this escalated they had to be eliminated first.

Andrej held up the metal detector and repeated the exercise with Frank. Made sure he didn’t have any concealed listening devices or weapons on his body. Andrew then did a quick sweep on Roman’s body. 

When everybody in the room was satisfied there were no listening devices or concealed weapons around, the two hippies asked Vladimir and Andrej to follow them to the next-door building, the Hemp Embassy. The agreement was that Frank, Roman and Andrew were to be left alone for the next half an hour.

Everything was going as planned, Roman thought. He had considered this scenario, a scenario where Frank was expecting him, a scenario in which Frank had set a trap. And Frank had been predictable. He had done exactly as Roman had expected – placed Roman in a room, alone with him, while Andrej and Vladimir were taken to a different location. The only unexpected element was that Andrew had been there too. But how big of a danger could an unfit accountant be? Not much, Roman thought to himself.

“Is she still alive?” Frank asked.

Roman looked confused. “Who? Is who alive?”

“My daughter, Heidi. Is she still alive?” Frank repeated.

“I don’t understand what you are talking about,” Roman said. “I haven’t touched your daughter. I’ve got no idea who she is.”

Frank laughed, resigned. “You have no idea who I am, do you?”

“I know exactly who you are. You are the one who has taken my money. And you will soon learn that that is not a smart thing to do,” Roman replied.

Frank looked down at the table when he started to talk. “Five years ago my daughter disappeared from the Gold Coast. She started working at one of your nightclubs the week before she vanished. During the last five years nine other women have suffered the same fate. Are you trying to tell me this is a coincidence?” Frank asked.

“Is that what this is about? The missing girls? Do you think I have something to do with the disappearance of your daughter?” Roman laughed. “”I have never even met your daughter. I have several hundred people working for me. I have no idea who they all are. I’m a businessman. I run a hard line in my business. But I’m not a serial killer. This bullshit they broadcast on the news will be gone in a few days.”

“They’ve found traces of human remains inside your house,” Frank said.

Roman shrugged his shoulders. “Believe what you want. I have never touched a hair on any of those girls.”

“Is it all coincidences? Is it a coincidence that you went to a psychologist the day my daughter disappeared, the same psychologist she went to?”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Roman said. Andrew could see his anger building up.

Frank threw a small plastic bag, containing a ripped piece of paper, onto the table in front of them. “I’ve got the pages from the psychologist’s day planner. You had an appointment the same day as Heidi did. What was the problem? Did she see you at the psychologist? Were you afraid that she would tell, tell people at work that the big scary Roman Bezhrev went to a psychologist?”

Roman shook his head. “I’ve got a problem. I’ve got a big temper, and I’ve been seeing psychologists for years to deal with it. It’s no secret. People know about it.”

Frank disregarded Roman’s attempt at trivialising the fact that he was seeing psychologists. Instead he continued. “Several of these women went to psychologists. Did they also spot you? Was that the reason they had to die?”

Roman looked disdainfully at the pathetic person sitting in front of him. Frank was desperate. Roman could see it in his eyes. Frank had worked himself up to this moment, the moment when Roman would confess everything. He needed an answer. An answer to what had happened to his daughter. Who did he think he was anyway? Roman had had a tough upbringing. He had killed his first adversary aged only fifteen. A sucker punch that had cracked the other boy’s skull when it hit the curb. Now this old computer nerd, and this boring accountant, sat there attempting to pressure him into admitting a murder. He had gone to Nimbin to get his money back and kill this pathetic figure called Frank Geitner.

He had looked forward to doing both.

And it was now time.
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Scott Davis squinted out the car window. He didn’t use glasses, but his night vision wasn’t what it used to be. He could see the outline of Nimbin Rocks rise towards the sky outside his left side window. He would be there in five minutes. He knew the road well, it was only a few weeks since he had last been there. He made the drive on a regular basis to stay in touch with some of his old contacts, his contacts from his time on the crime desk of the paper.

It was actually one of his old contacts who had called him. Frank Geitner had been observed in Nimbin. Scott Davis wasn’t quite sure why Frank would be holed up in Nimbin. But he was sure of one thing: The police were searching for the wrong man. Roman Bezhrev wasn’t the serial killer. The serial killer was Frank Geitner.

Scott Davis had been reading up on serial killers when doing research for a feature article several years ago, and he discovered that serial killers shared many traits. Frank Geitner had them all, in spades. Out of nowhere he had one day just appeared on the Gold Coast, and women had started to go missing. Frank Geitner didn’t even exist; it was a fictitious identity he had constructed. The scary thing was that most serial killers were of average intelligence. Even Ted Bundy, the infamous law student who had murdered women in his spare time, had admitted that he didn’t understand much of what was being taught at lectures. Serial killers murdered to elevate themselves, they were the losers of society. Frank Geitner, on the other hand, was as close to a genius as you could come. And it appeared that he had unlimited financial resources. Scott Davis had done a property search on him, and it had turned out Frank Geitner owned two properties. Both unencumbered, bought with cash. A smart serial killer, with unlimited financial resources. No wonder the police hadn’t had any suspicions. But Scott had solved the case. As he was driving the last few kilometres into Nimbin he reminisced about how he had unmasked Frank Geitner. Scott had asked his brother Wayne for a last favour. He had asked Wayne if he could check some fingerprints for him. Wayne had of course refused. He could potentially lose his job in the police force if he was found out. But he had eventually folded, and promised to do it within a week. Scott had given his brother a page from his deceased wife’s day planner. He had been careful and removed any information that could lead back to himself and his wife. He had cut out the upper left corner of the page immediately before the ones that had been ripped out. He had assumed that whoever ripped out the pages would have had to hold onto the day planner with one hand to be able to rip the other pages out. He had been correct. There was a perfect print of a thumb up in the left hand corner, and he had quite quickly, with a basic detective set he had bought on the net, been able to verify that the print didn’t belong to himself or his dead wife. Thus it had to belong to the killer. Heidi Voog’s killer. It had taken Wayne almost seven days to get the print checked out. But this morning he had called. He had found a perfect match. It had, however, not been who Scott Davis had been expecting. It hadn’t been Roman Bezhrev’s finger print. Instead it had been the fingerprint of a wanted criminal, a Dutch citizen who had been on the run from Interpol since the early 1990s. Wayne had been quite pushing, and almost demanded to know where Scott had gotten hold of the fingerprint. But Scott had managed to keep his mouth shut. He had told Wayne he had a source to protect, and promised that Wayne would be the first to know if it led to anything more. There were, however, a few things Scott had to check out himself. Reluctantly, Wayne had accepted to keep a lid on the case.

Scott had studied the mugshot Wayne had sent of Frank Geitner, or Frank Voser, which was his real name. There had been something strangely familiar with his face, but Scott hadn’t been able to pinpoint where he had seen him before. Not until Pradya called, and asked if Scott had found anything on Heidi Voog’s Facebook account. Heidi Voog, the first victim, who was also from the Netherlands. Surely that couldn’t be a coincidence. Scott had still not had time to check Heidi’s Facebook account when Pradya had called, but he had driven straight to one of the few remaining internet cafés, one of those that had survived the build-out of free WIFI zones and smartphones. He assumed that the police would keep tabs on it. The only ones with a reason to use internet cafés and phone booths in today’s world were the ones with something to hide, but it would still be better than using his own computer. It didn’t take long to go through Heidi Voog’s Facebook comments. She had only been active for a few months before she disappeared, and this had also been in the early days of the Facebook era. She had one hundred and forty-three friends, but had only published a few short comments. She had evidently not been one of those who needed to broadcast every single little thing they did. Chewing on a sandwich, Scott had started to go through all the pictures she had posted. It had mostly been pictures of sunny beaches; Heidi had after all been a European girl on the trip of her lifetime to Asia and Australia. Scott had almost given up when a picture caught his attention. It had been a picture from a beach in Thailand. Heidi had held the camera and taken a selfie, a self-portrait. But it hadn’t been the self-portrait that caught Scott’s attention; it had been the person in the background. A person Scott had seen before. It had been Frank Geitner, Tuna Life’s mysterious Chief of Technology. Or rather, former Chief of Technology. He had apparently been fired not long ago. Why was he in a picture with the missing girl, Heidi Voog? Scott had felt his heart start beating faster. With shaking hands he had located the printout he had taken of the Interpol poster. He had compared the pictures. There were many years between them. Several decades. But Scott knew it was the same man. Frank Geitner and Frank Voser were the same man. It had taken a few seconds before he had realised what he had figured out. Roman Bezhrev hadn’t murdered Heidi Voog; Frank Geitner was the killer. It was Frank Geitner’s prints he had found in his wife’s day planner, it was Frank Geitner who had some kind of relation to Heidi Voog – maybe he had been a summer flirt in Thailand, a summer flirt who didn’t want to accept that things were over when Heidi travelled on to Australia? Maybe he had followed her to Australia and killed her? Frank Geitner, a person who had been on the run from police since the early 1990s. He would have known how to hide his tracks. Perhaps he had viewed Australia as a new place to set up base? He would have had every opportunity to make it seem like Roman Bezhrev was the serial killer. He had worked with Roman in Tuna Life for the past six months, and had most likely been at his home numerous times. Ample opportunities to plant those murder trophies the police all too easily had found when searching Roman’s house. According to the Interpol notice he had been a hacker, and he had of course also been the CTO of Tuna Life. That placed him squarely at the top of the list of suspects of who had made the Tuna Life app spread all the rumours about Roman Bezhrev’s shady business dealings. It didn’t matter how much Scott disliked Roman Bezhrev, it didn’t matter how much the guy deserved to rot in prison; the police were hunting the wrong man.

Frank Geitner was the man responsible for the murder of Heidi Voog.

Frank Geitner was the serial killer.

Scott Davis had taken a deep breath.

And maybe, maybe Scott’s wife had not committed suicide.

Maybe Frank Geitner was responsible for her death as well.
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Andrej, Vladimir and the two hippies were sitting inside the Hemp Embassy in silence. The mood was strained. When Andrej heard a sound, he turned to face the stairs, his knuckles clenched, ready for whatever was coming.

“Relax, dude,” one of the hippies said. “It’s just Yvonne. She has something she wants to show you.”

Yvonne, Tuna Life’s secretary came walking down the stairs. Andrej gave her a quick nod. He had met her a few times bringing Roman to Tuna Life’s board meetings. She usually organised the refreshments.

Andrej didn’t like the way things were developing. Fair enough, Roman had planned for this to happen, for Frank to split Roman and themselves. But both Andrej and Vladimir had now been identified by several people. There would be a whole lot of witnesses to get rid of if they wanted to have their backs clear.

Yvonne came over, and placed a laptop on the table in front of Andrej and Vladimir.

“What’s this?” Andrej asked.

“I want to see how far your loyalty to Roman goes,” Yvonne answered.

 

“Trust me. You do not want to test my patience,” Roman said. “I’ll give you one chance. Return all my money and I will let Andrew live.”

Frank tapped his fingers on the laptop on the table in front of them. “You can have your money back. I’m not interested in the money. All I want is for you to admit what you have done. I want you to tell me what you did to my daughter, and where her body is. Tell me those things, and I will gladly return your money. It’s done with a simple press of a button.” Frank pushed the laptop over to Andrew.

Roman observed Frank. He had studied many people throughout the years, some more messed up than others, but he always knew if someone was lying or telling the truth – and Frank Geitner was telling the truth. Money didn’t matter to him. He would be returning Roman his money, if Roman just told him what he wanted to hear. 

“You give me your word?” Roman asked.

Frank nodded. Andrew was nervously watching the game being played out before his eyes. He had opened up the laptop.

“Ok, ok. I confess. I killed your daughter, Frank,” Roman said as he pulled his hands across his tired face.

“Did she suffer?” Frank asked.

“No,” Roman answered quickly. “I shot her. She died instantly.”

“Why did you do it?” Frank asked.

Roman shifted uneasily in his chair. He wasn’t sure what to say. “Because she stole money from me,” he finally said. “Nobody steals money from me.”

Andrew glanced over at Frank. It was obvious that he didn’t like the answer. Andrew was unsure, but he thought he saw some doubt creeping over Frank’s face. Didn’t he accept Roman’s explanation?

“I don’t believe you. Heidi would never have stolen money.”

Roman observed Frank. He was a wreck. The genius who had developed the Tuna Life app was a complete wreck of a man. He just wanted closure.

“Ok, ok. I accidentally ran into her when I was at my psychologist. Your daughter could have become dangerous for me. I’m dependent on respect. I have many enemies. So I killed her. I strangled her. But she didn’t suffer. She never suffered.”

“Where is she? Where is my daughter?” Frank asked with a voice about to break.

Roman straightened up his back. He was now back in the driver’s seat. “Give me my money back, and I promise I will tell you everything. I promise I will tell you where you can find your daughter, and all the other women,” he said. “Your daughter was the first one. But after her I realised that I couldn’t stop. I needed to get back to that feeling, that feeling of life ebbing out of a young body. I was addicted.”

Frank stared at Roman with true hate in his eyes. He had finally been given the confirmation he had been searching for all these years. Roman had killed his daughter.

Roman deserved to die. He definitely didn’t deserve his money back. But Frank wanted to find his daughter, he wanted to be able to put her in a grave. The police could deal with Roman. He was wanted all across Australia. Even if he did get his money back, he would never be able to spend a single cent. He would rot in prison. Frank gave Andrew a nod.

Andrew started hitting the keys on the laptop. It looked like he knew what he was doing. Forty seconds later he lifted his gaze. “It’s done. The money is back in your account on Gibraltar.”

Roman keyed in a number on his mobile. The voice on the other end, Andrew assumed it was Richard Smith, confirmed that the money had been returned almost immediately.

Roman returned the phone to the table.

It was time.

 

Inside the Hemp Embassy, the mood was gradually worsening. Yvonne had turned on a video on her laptop. Andrej’s muscular body covered most of the screen, another just as muscular man covered the rest. Andrej wore only a towel around his waist, the other guy was naked. The footage looked like it was from a hotel room.

“Turn it off,” said Andrej. He knew what would follow. “How did you get hold of that?”

“You’ve got Tuna Life on your computer.”

“What do you want?”

“Roman has abducted and killed several teenage girls. Is that something you want to be a part of? I can understand that you feel loyalty to your boss, but do you really know who he is?” Yvonne said. “I want you to put down your gun, and leave Nimbin. You don’t have to worry about Roman. We won’t kill him. When we have finished uploading everything we’ve got on him, nobody will ever respect him again. I’m giving you a chance, Andrej, a chance to avoid the same happening to you. And don’t even consider killing me. If I don’t give my friends a call in one hour, then five videos of you will be uploaded to the internet, and they will stay there forever. Think about what you have done the last six months, Andrej. This isn’t the worst we’ve got.”

Andrej scorned at the Tuna Life secretary with contempt. It would be so easy to snap her neck. “How do I know you will keep your word?” he asked.

“You won’t. But we have no interest in hurting you. It’s Roman we’re after. So, for your wife’s and son’s sake, I suggest you take me up on my offer.”

Andrej shot Vladimir a quick glance. Vladimir stared at him, gobsmacked it appeared, but he didn’t say anything. The guy was professional, or maybe they had something even worse on him?

“Ok,” Andrej said.

He had already a couple of hours ago started to question his loyalty to Roman. Maybe this was just the last little nudge he needed to justify his actions, to justify cutting his ties to Roman.

One could feel the tenseness in the room as Andrej pulled his gun up from his belt line, and placed it on the table in front of Yvonne. He was about to let go of the handle, when he heard the sound of a car approaching. In less than a second everyone in the room was on their feet, weapons drawn. Vladimir and one of the hippies squinted out the window. A grey Land Rover parked on the opposite side of the road. Vladimir fixed his gaze at the car, but he couldn’t make out how many people were inside. The door burst open, and out stepped the Gold Coast Times reporter, the bald fuck who had broken his nose.

Vladimir smiled.

“Who is it?” one of the hippies asked.

“Fate,” Vladimir answered.

 

Inside the Nimbin Hotel, Roman, Frank and Andrew were still sitting around the small table. Roman took a deep breath, as if he was collecting strength to finally reveal where he had hidden or buried Frank’s daughter. Then, without any presage, he grabbed onto the edge of the table with both hands, and pushed it up with all the force he could muster. The incident came as a total surprise to Frank and Andrew, who suddenly found themselves sprawled on the floor along with broken glasses and beer bottles.

 

In the neighbouring building Andrej heard the commotion and knew it was his signal. In front of him Vladimir was staring out the window at Scott Davis, the reporter, who was making his way across the road to the Nimbin Hotel. Andrej knew what was coming. They had trained for these situations before, Vladimir and he. They were coordinated. Vladimir would create a distraction, and Andrej would make sure that no one left the room alive. The unexpected arrival of the Gold Coast Times reporter had been the perfect diversion. But Andrej also knew that Vladimir wasn’t all that reliable. He had noticed the look in his eyes when Vladimir understood that it was Scott Davis who had parked on the other side. The smug grin. Vladimir was still harbouring a lot of anger for his broken nose. He had hardly stopped fondling it the entire trip to Nimbin; he had let it fuel his rage.

Andrej knew anger was dangerous.

Feelings were dangerous.

Feelings made people vulnerable.

 

On the other side of the road Scott Davis had also heard the noise from the Nimbin Hotel. He headed straight for the entrance.

 

With a swift movement of his right arm, Andrej hit the pistol grip against the temple of one of the hippies. As if on cue, Vladimir stabbed a knife into the belly of the other one. It all happened so fast that the hippies hadn’t had time to react. They were now lying in a bundle on the floor. Yvonne let out a short scream as she fixed her eyes at the cold and emotionless eyes of Andrej.

It was like looking into an abyss.

Andrej pointed the gun squarely at her head.

 

The hippie in the cowboy hat had Scott in his crosshairs when he moved towards the entrance of the Nimbin Hotel. He wasn’t sure what to do. The bald man had a physique like a torpedo, and he was therefore most likely one of Roman’s helpers, but there was something about his outfit that didn’t make any sense. A short-sleeved shirt and a red tie. Navy blue pants. No Russians would dress like that. Would they? He looked more like an insurance agent than a mobster. He couldn’t be certain though. He increased the pressure on the trigger.

 

Frank and Andrew were lying on the floor, staring up at the cold lizard-like eyes of Roman Bezhrev, who was standing above them with a broken beer bottle in his hand. Before Andrew even had time to understand what was happening, Roman swung his arm wide and slashed open Frank’s belly. Frank screamed in pain as blood splatter hit Andrew in the face.

 

A shot rang out, and they all turned their eyes towards the door. The door burst open, and the tall reporter from the Gold Coast Times came wobbling inside on unsteady feet. He seemed to hold one of his hands against a dark patch on his white shirt. And then he just collapsed onto the floor. A pool of blood seeped out on the wooden floorboards beneath him. 

 

Inside the Hemp Embassy, Yvonne was preparing herself to die. She had totally miscalculated Andrej. She had believed he would give up Roman the instant he realised what they could do to his life. How they could ruin his entire life. She hadn’t even had time to reveal what they had on Vladimir. And that was not a pretty picture either. Vladimir was a true psychopath. She hoped Andrej shot her in the head, that he didn’t let Vladimir do his thing to her. She closed her eyes.

And then she heard a low svush, followed by a soft thump.

When she opened her eyes, she could see Andrej stand with his gun aimed at the place where Vladimir had been standing only seconds earlier.

Vladimir’s body lay slumped on the floor, with a gaping hole in his left temple.

 

“Prepare to meet your slut of a daughter,” Roman said, as he approached the helpless Frank with the broken beer bottle in his hand. Frank looked up at him, fear covering his face. He hadn’t predicted that Roman would be so quick on his feet. He was a fat and unfit guy, he didn’t have any weapons, and his Russian goons would surely have abandoned him the instant Yvonne had given them the rundown of what she could do to their lives. But Roman had surprised Frank. He was a warrior, a predator forced into a corner, and Frank should have realised that unpredictable things could happen. Roman glanced over at Scott Davis, who was attempting to drag his incapacitated body along the floorboards, leaving a thin stripe of red behind him. Roman had no idea what Scott was doing there, but he didn’t pose any threat. Andrej must have seen him make it for the door, and shot him in the back. Roman pulled Frank’s head up buy the hair, and positioned the broken beer bottle against his throat. With horror, Andrew realised that he was about to see Frank be murdered in front of his eyes. Mafia-style, Jihad-style.

Without thinking he pulled out the 3D printed gun he had hidden in his belt line. At the last minute he had decided to bring it to the meeting with Frank. At that stage he still didn’t know whether Frank was behind more than the hacking of a couple of government agencies in the eighties. Andrew had even considered the possibility that Frank was involved in the missing girls’ cases on the coast, that he was a serial killer.

With shaking fingers Andrew inserted a bullet and the metal firing pin into the Liberator. He had taped both of them to the back of his belt, so that anyone swiping him would assume it was the metal in the belt that triggered a reaction from the metal detector. Andrej had done exactly that and cleared Andrew.

Andrew pulled the trigger, but nothing happened.

Roman, still holding the bottle to Frank’s throat, looked over at Andrew, wondering what he was doing. When he saw the plastic gun, he didn’t hesitate. He threw the broken bottle and hit Andrew square in the head. Then he walked over and kicked him in the face.

Andrew could feel he had lost some teeth where he lay, the taste of blood filling his mouth.

The Liberator, the gun made entirely out of plastic, lay next to him. He knew he should try to reach for it, but there was no strength left in his body. There was no point anyway. In the corner of his eye he could see Roman slowly cut Frank’s throat.

 

“You’ve seen what I’m capable of. If any of those videos are ever released on the internet, then you and everyone you love are dead. It won’t help to hide. I will find you. I will find your family. I will find your friends. And I will kill them all.”

Yvonne nodded. She was staring straight into the silencer of Andrej’s gun.

“And one last thing, I’ve seen what you are capable of. Erase me. Remove any traces of me and my identity. Let there be nothing linking me to Roman.”

Yvonne nodded. “I can do that.”

Andrej unscrewed the silencer of his gun, and stuffed the gun down his belt line. He fished out the keys to the green KIA from his pants pockets, and slowly exited the Hemp Embassy.

 

Andrew raised his left hand. But Roman pushed it away, and pointed the Liberator at Andrew’s head.

“Tuna Life….who could have known a stupid mobile app was going to ruin everything. That a bunch of nerds were going to be my doom.”

He positioned the gun so that it was facing Andrew’s face.

“Just do it. Get it over with,” Andrew said. He had finally come to terms with the fact that he wasn’t leaving Nimbin alive. He was about to be executed. He had reviewed his life after being sacked from Tuna Life. Truth be told, he was actually happy he had left Avensis Accounting when he did. Even though the Tuna Life adventure wouldn’t have a happy ending, it was still the most important thing he had ever done in his life. For once he had taken a chance, and he had created something important, something that made an impact on people’s lives.

Andrew closed his eyes, and readied himself for the mercy shot.

“Dolbo yeb,” Roman said, and pulled the trigger.

It was as if Andrew’s entire face exploded. The air pressure punched him backwards, and he could feel flesh being torn from his face. His ears still rang when he opened his eyes.

Was he alive?

He couldn’t hear what Roman was saying, the ringing from his ears was too loud. But he could see Roman. Roman was covering his face with two blood-stained hands. Andrew had seen the video the FBI had uploaded to YouTube, when they had attempted to make their own Liberator with a 3D printer. The plastic gun had exploded when they pulled the trigger, and the FBI had used it as an example of the dangers of attempting to print weapons at home. Andrew had thought it was the usual propaganda. Of course the FBI didn’t want the average Joe to make his own weapons at home, weapons that were undetectable for metal detectors. The Tuna Life coders had used a stronger type of plastic, a type that was supposed to withstand the force of firing a plastic bullet at a speed of several hundred kilometres per hour, but they had obviously fucked up the calculations. The Liberator had literally exploded in Roman’s hands, the very hands which now were missing a few fingers and had smeared blood all over his mangled face.

Andrew realised that he had been given a second chance. With strength he didn’t even know he possessed, he rolled to the side and grabbed the broken beer bottle that moments earlier had been used to slit Frank’s throat, and with the last strength in his body he lunged forward and stabbed the sharp edge into Roman’s groin.

Roman lowered the mangled hands from his face, and for the first time since Andrew had met him, he looked scared, truly scared. He stared down at his beige khaki pants, where a dark red stain just kept growing. His main artery had been cut wide open.

“I know you didn’t do it, Roman. I know you didn’t kill Frank’s daughter,” Andrew said.

Roman smiled. “Bob Hare knows who did it, yes,” he said, and then he collapsed.

In the corner of his eye, Andrew could see Scott Davis pushing himself up in a sitting position. He must have witnessed everything. But he didn’t make any attempt to come to Roman’s rescue.

Andrew didn’t make any attempts to stop Roman from bleeding out either. Instead he found himself staring at Roman’s eyes, fascinated; it was almost like he could see the life ebb out of his body, as if he could see Roman’s soul, if he had one, leave his body.

 

 

 


PART 4

 


87

 

MONTH 8

 

NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES: 120

NUMBER OF USERS: 75 M

VALUATION: $1.5 BILLION

 

The mayor, Eddie Molan, admired himself in the mirror. He had just finished a two-week teeth-whitening treatment. He didn’t really need it; his teeth had always been pretty nice. The Colgate smile, that’s what they’d called him, growing up. But it was important to have a good smile, a white smile. He was the public face of the Gold Coast. White teeth signalled success, it signalled accomplishment.

The Gold Coast had been through some tough weeks. Eddie Molan had thought the global financial crisis had been tough; companies running out of money, and banks foreclosing and auctioning off houses. But nothing had prepared him for the avalanche of bad news that had hit his office the last few weeks. This wasn’t something one could read about in the textbooks. This was truly unprecedented.

He had been well into his task of transforming the Gold Coast into an Australian Silicon Valley. Willing capital had flowed in from Asia, companies had poured in from the whole world. A few celebrities had even started talking about buying holiday homes on the coast. They all wanted to be part of the revolution, the technological revolution happening on the Gold Coast. And of course, it didn’t hurt that the place was a pretty nice place to live, either. More than two hundred and fifty sunny days each year, and beaches that were the envy of the rest of the world. Then all had changed.

At first, rumours had started circulating about a possible serial killer on the coast. The mayor had done his best to quash the rumours in their infancy, but they just didn’t seem to disappear. Then some of the hyped-up tech companies had started to run into financial problems. It turned out that it wasn’t enough to just be popular. The new economy wasn’t exempt from the principles of business – if they wanted to survive in the long run they had to make money. The exception, of course, had been Tuna Life; the very symbol of the tech-revolution of the coast. But even Tuna Life had started to experience problems. They had become a colossal company, and with size came scrutiny. Users and media had started to pose questions, asking whether Tuna Life represented a threat to privacy. According to its user agreements, Tuna Life had authority to access every single piece of information its users had stored on their devices. Why would a mobile app require permission to turn on and off a camera? It had all been hypothetical at that stage. Tuna Life’s CEO, Andrew Engels, had come out, guns blazing on morning TV, and promised that Tuna Life would never make use of these opportunities – it was just legal formulations, sentences phrased by lawyers to ensure that the app satisfied the strict requirements of the Apple and Google marketplaces, IOS and Android. In less than twenty-four hours, these legal formulations had, however, gone from being theoretical possibilities to very real. Users across the globe had reported that the Tuna Life app had taken over their mobile phones and computers. The cameras had taken unauthorised pictures, and all hell had broken out. It had been a catastrophe of monumental dimensions. Suddenly all eyes had been on the Gold Coast.

It turned out that a group of shady Russian businesspeople were pulling the strings in most of the new tech-companies on the coast.

The venture capital communities of Silicon Valley, New York and Seattle were issuing statements right, left and centre about the perils of attempting to create artificial start-up environments. The Gold Coast had attempted to create a sustainable tech community in less than a year. The US had spent decades fostering the start-up and investment culture that had spawned Silicon Valley. Now some cocky Australians had tried to do the same in less than a year – of course it had to end badly. These environments had to grow organically, not be decided by an attention-seeking mayor, and some shady Russians out to earn a quick buck. Eddie Molan hadn’t handled the situation well. He had jumped straight into defence-mode; defending everyone from teenage entrepreneurs to Russian investors.

And then the real bomb had detonated. Roman Bezhrev, the Russian investor who had funded Tuna Life and a string of other successful tech-companies on the coast, had been publicly outed as a suspect in the serial killer case everyone was talking about. The mayor had snubbed it all aside. The video, which had been distributed to all of Tuna Life’s users, was speculative and unfounded.

That was before the police searched Roman Bezhrev’s house. It turned out Roman was a collector. Inside his Sovereign Island mansion, the police found biological material that could be traced back to several of the missing women. Hair, bone fragments, personal jewellery. The police could with great certainty connect Roman to seven of the missing women.

The sad thing was that they would never understand why Roman had killed all those young women, and where he had disposed of their bodies. Roman was dead, and they would never be able to learn what had made him tick, what had driven him to murder all the women. 

Because, by something that couldn’t be described as anything else than extraordinary, two of the former co-founders of Tuna Life had agreed to meet with Roman in Nimbin when he was on the run from police. It was still unclear what the reason for the meeting had been, but the theory was that Frank Geitner had organised the meeting to confront Roman. Frank Geitner’s nineteen-year-old daughter, Heidi, had disappeared from the Gold Coast five years earlier, and it was now a generally accepted theory that she had been Roman’s first victim, at least the first Australian victim. Andrew Engels had recorded the entire conversation on a laptop, and Roman Bezhrev had with a clear voice confessed to killing Heidi Voog. What had transpired afterwards was more unclear. The Gold Coast Times reporter, Scott Davis, had been shot in the back and had stumbled into the Nimbin Hotel just as a fight broke out between Roman, Frank and Andrew. Scott Davis would survive, the bullet had gone straight through him. Frank Geitner and Roman Bezhrev were not so lucky. Roman had slit Frank’s throat with a broken beer bottle, and had attempted to do the same with the former Tuna Life CEO, Andrew Engels. But Andrew Engels had proven to be a man of surprises. The former Tuna Life CEO had tricked Roman into shooting him with the Liberator, a plastic-gun made by the MakerBot 3D printer Tuna Life had won for start-up of the year.

Roman Bezhrev was now officially counted as the first 3D printed weapon fatality in the world, an honour he probably wouldn’t have appreciated much in life. According to Scott Davis, Roman had managed to wrangle the gun from Andrew’s hands. He had then prepared to execute Andrew and Scott Davis. But as the FBI had warned about on the net: Printing 3D-weapons wasn’t without its risks. The shot had proven too much of a strain on the Liberator’s plastic material, and it had literally exploded in Roman’s hands. The bullet had been slung backwards, and entered Roman’s left eye socket before lodging close to his brain.

The injury hadn’t been enough to kill him straightaway, but the cut from a broken beer bottle had. Andrew had lunged forward and stabbed Roman in his groin. Roman had been declared dead at the scene. Cause of death; heavy blood loss.

And that was the occasion for today’s press conference. Andrew Engels, the once fallen CEO of Tuna Life, was today going to be handed a medal for bravery the day the serial killer Roman Bezhrev died. And the mayor, Eddie Molan, secretly whished for this to represent the end of the string of bad luck the Gold Coast had experienced over the last few years. It was characteristic for the Gold Coast that they had been able to work through all these problems though. Real estate developers and tourism operators were again mildly optimistic. All PR was apparently good PR, because the Gold Coast had even more than before become an international icon. It also helped that they had a true success story to tell, a true real-life hero story. Andrew Engels, the founder of Tuna Life, had been ousted as CEO by the serial killer Roman Bezhrev. Now, with Roman dead, Andrew had been reinstated in his old position. It turned out that the real reason Andrew had been fired was that he had been questioning the security of the Tuna Life software. The other large external investor, Ferdeko Ventures, had invited him back to the helm, and awarded him a generous pay packet. Everything was as it should be. The audience applauded when Andrew Engels, the CEO of Tuna Life, walked onto the stage to join the mayor. Andrew wearing his usual uniform; black Calvin Klein jeans, a black T-shirt and red Converse sneakers. The mayor in a white shirt, a yellow tie, and a charcoal suit which accentuated his white teeth. The mayor grabbed Andrew’s right hand and lifted it towards the sky. The audience cheered.
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“A lot of new faces,” said Andrew.

“Six new engineers starting today. It would actually be good if you stopped by and welcomed them later,” Ken said.

Andrew nodded. Six new engineers this morning. Two more on Thursday, and three next week. They had to slow down the hiring. They had grown so quickly the last few weeks that the once large premises seemed tiny. The Arabian-influenced boardroom had been replaced with a large oval table packed with workstations, and Andrew was already well into negotiations with the landlord about renting some additional floors in the building. Most of all he wanted to move to a new building though, but they had already invested too much in this place, and their lease wasn’t up for ten years. He knew they would have to stay.

Andrew Engels followed Ken Speis while he made his way across the office floor to the slippery slide. They were on their way to discuss some strategies for the next couple of weeks. The company had experienced an almost explosive growth after all the media attention around the death of the serial killer Roman Bezhrev. Andrew was now the most sought-after technology presenter in the Southern Hemisphere. He had even received a formal offer from a well-respected publisher. They wanted to write his biography. Andrew had snubbed the offer. He was hardly thirty years old; he still had lots to achieve, lots to prove. Come back in twenty years, he had said, then, maybe we can talk. The real reason he had snubbed them though, was that he didn’t want anyone to start nosing around in his background again. He had learnt the hard way how media could build you up, just to break you down in an instant. Success was fragile. He had stopped using Twitter, and had closed his Facebook and Tumblr accounts. It was best to keep a low profile, to never say or do anything controversial, to fly under the radar. To be politically correct. He maintained a LinkedIn profile, and his secretary, Yvonne, handled all media requests. That would have to do. He knew it was only time before some junior analyst would start raising questions why he, the leader of a big tech-company, wasn’t more active on social media. Was it an early warning sign for Tuna Life’s shareholders that the CEO didn’t understand the importance of social media? For now, they had left him alone. They had shown him respect in the difficult time after having witnessed the murder of his co-founder, Frank Geitner. Frank Geitner, who had turned out to be a wanted criminal, a fugitive hacker.

But in today’s world, a world that glorified hackers like Julian Assange and Edward Snowden, even Frank Geitner had been given a resurrection. Mainstream media had avoided portraying him as a criminal. It was a better story that the monster, Roman Bezhrev, killed a modern genius, a child prodigy who had done something stupid in his teenage years and paid for it ever since, a father who had lost his daughter, a hero, who in the shadows had hunted for his daughter’s killer all those years. The Netherlands and the US had even revoked all charges against him, not that it mattered much; he was dead.

Andrew Engels had also proven himself to be a true hero, when he in self-defence had managed to kill the serial killer Roman Bezhrev. The reporter he had saved the life of, Scott Davis, would have the honour of conducting the first public interview of Andrew since that fateful episode in Nimbin. The appointment was for later that afternoon.

“You know this won’t last,” Andrew said.

“What won’t last?” Ken asked.

“This company, Tuna Life, the whole fucking new economy. It won’t last.”

“I don’t understand,” Ken replied.

Andrew sighed. “We have been given a second chance, you and me. A second chance to become rich beyond our dreams. A second chance to change,” Andrew said. “This time we need to make sure we get out in time, before the bubble bursts. We need to change before it’s too late.”

“I don’t understand, Andrew. Everything is going fantastic. We are growing faster than ever. Our new app is selling like hot cakes.”

Andrew smiled. “It’s not selling like hot cakes, Ken. We are giving it away for free.” Andrew took a deep breath before continuing. “I’ve been thinking a lot since Roman tried to steal my shares. I don’t want to end up in that situation ever again. I don’t want to be the last one out the door.”

Andrew filled up his plate with some free hot food from the canteen. It was most likely some special day in China, because the canteen only served Chinese food and the room was decorated with colourful dragons and flags.

“I don’t really care about the money,” Ken said.

Andrew laughed. “So you just want to make a good product? Money isn’t important?”

“It’s not unimportant. But I don’t have enough imagination to know what to do with hundreds of millions.”

“Haven’t you ever dreamt about winning the lotto?” asked Andrew.

“No.”

Andrew thought back on his days in Avensis Accounting. He had been dreaming about winning the lotto every single week. Every Tuesday and Thursday he had been buying a ticket, and the rest of the weekdays he had made plans for what to do if he won. Resign, start up a company, travel, have enough money to not worry about bills every week. Come to think of it, the life he was living right now.

Andrew stared at Ken with an intense look. “You have always been my best friend, Ken, but there are things we don’t know about each other.”

“Like what?” Ken asked, still staring at his plate.

“You know what I mean. Who we really are.”

Ken Speis put down his knife and fork, and looked up at Andrew.
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Scott Davis glanced at his watch. A quarter past one. The lunch appointment was for one sharp. Andrew Engels was running late, but Scott guessed he was excused. Andrew was a wanted man. The internet phenomenon Andrew Engels, the accountant who had come out of nowhere and started a technology revolution on the Gold Coast, the management-star whom everyone had been looking up to and envied. Then Andrew Engels had been sacked from Tuna Life, and the media had started to dig into his background. Nothing had turned out to be as it had been portrayed. The picture of a risk-taking, mountain-climbing CEO had soon faded. Andrew had been a boring grey accountant who had just happened to be in the right place at the right time. He had invented the person the media had been shown. He was just a lucky guy who had piggy-backed on other clever people. What truly was remarkable though was how he had been able to reinvent himself. First as the hero who saved Scott Davis and killed the serial killer Roman Bezhrev, then as Tuna Life’s returning CEO, who had turned the business around and restored the company as the leading tech company in the Southern Hemisphere.

Everyone loved an underdog. And Andrew was the underdog of a lifetime. Media already drew comparisons between Andrew and Apple’s legendary CEO Steve Jobs. They had both been ousted from the companies they had founded, and they had both been recruited back to the top job to turn around a struggling company. The difference was of course that everything happened so much faster these days. It had taken Steve Jobs nearly twenty years to restore customers’ faith in Apple; it had taken Andrew Engels a few meagre weeks to do the same at Tuna Life. It was one of the main attributes of the new economy – everything happened at the speed of light. One had to remain relevant all the time. Today’s winners could literally be tomorrow’s losers.

The time was half past one when Andrew finally arrived at the restaurant in Main Beach. He parked his new Porsche 911 Carrera S4 right outside the restaurant, and stepped out of the car. He was dressed in his usual black T-shirt and Calvin Klein jeans. He had however swapped his regular red Converse shoes for some brown ones from Industrie. Scott Davis looked at the number plate. LAB 489. He smiled. Maybe Andrew Engels finally had started to grow up? Gone was the tawdry personalised numberplate, TUNA LIFE, which was on the Tesla. Scott Davis made a couple of quick notes in his notepad, before rising to greet his saviour.

He made a grimace as he got up from the chair. The bullet wound in his back had still not fully healed. But he still considered himself lucky. The bullet had gone straight through, and apart from losing some of his mobility, he was in good shape.

“A pleasure.”

Andrew Engels shot him a big smile as he entered the restaurant with extended hands. Scott Davis was taken aback, but reciprocated the hug. It was the least he could do. Andrew had saved his life.

“Please sit,” Scott Davis said. “You can order whatever you want, Andrew. I guess I at least owe you a good meal.”

“So you don’t plan to ditch me this time?” Andrew said, with a smug smile. Scott chuckled. He could see on Andrew’s face that he had meant it in a humorous way.

“No, today there will be no phone calls,” he said, his voice slightly cracking up.

Andrew understood instantly. “How is he?”

Scott smiled bravely. “He’s better. He’s improved the last couple of days. He’s still in a coma, but the doctors say he may wake within the next couple of weeks. He’s a tough boy….if it hadn’t been for him, then Roman would still be out there, killing innocent girls. Mark is a hero.”

“To Mark,” Andrew said, and raised the wineglass positioned in front of him.

“To Mark,” Scott repeated.

“So, what do you want to talk about today?” Andrew asked.

“Do you have any restrictions? Things you don’t want to discuss?” Scott fished.

Andrew shook his head. “No.” He rolled the wine in his glass, before fixing his gaze straight at Scott’s eyes. “The natural thing to talk about is Tuna Life, of course. It’s the company that matters. I’m just a small part of an exceptional team.”

Scott nodded.

“But I thought this could be a different interview.”

“I’m listening,” Scott said, his interest piqued.

“I thought this could be an interview about something more important than a mobile app that lets people try on clothes, and how much money I’m going to be rolling in when we do our IPO by the end of the year. I thought this interview could be about what we do for money, and what money does to us.”
Scott nodded. “I’m still listening.”

“Do you think I’m a hero?” Andrew asked.

Scott stroked a weather-worn hand across his bald head. “You killed a serial killer, a monster. I truly believe you did the right thing. Are you a hero? I don’t know. I believe you did what you did to save yourself, not me. In my eyes a hero is someone who does something unselfish, someone who risks his own life to save another’s. You didn’t do that in Nimbin.”

“Thank you, thank you very much,” Andrew said. “It’s refreshing to hear some honesty. I like that. You have no idea how it is to walk around and feel like you are a phony, a fraud.”

“You’re not a phony, Andrew. You saved my life in Nimbin. It might not make you a hero, but you are one brave son of a bitch. Most people would have frozen up in a situation like that.”

“I’m not brave,” Andrew said. “I’m a coward. I’ve always been, always will be.” He drank a big sip from his wineglass. “You’ve heard about my background. I’m not a thrill-seeking entrepreneur. I was thrown into this role by accident.”

Scott nodded. “But you’ve made it work. Isn’t that what counts? Not what your parents do for a living, what school you’ve gone to or what you’ve done before. We are all defined by what we do right now, our last success or failure.”

“I started in accounting because that was what my parents expected of me – a good job, and a respected profession. But you can only be dishonest with yourself for so long, and at some stage you gotta be honest with yourself. You have to reveal to the world who you really are, warts and all.”

“And who are you, Andrew? I’m sure our readers will be very interested to learn about the real Andrew Engels,” Scott said.

“They won’t like what they are about to hear,” Andrew replied.
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Scott Davis was sitting in the meeting room at the Gold Coast Times. He was in the process of typing out the interview with Andrew Engels. It had been a strange conversation. Andrew had seemed so different. Scott had observed him at various public events in the past. The overly self-assured CEO who always had a well-thought-out answer to any questions posed, the calculating person who never lost his cool. Scott had gotten a different impression of him at the lunch. It had almost seemed as if Andrew had lowered his guard, as if there was something he wanted to get off his chest, something personal. Scott started to flip through his notes from the interview.

Something just wasn’t right. But he didn’t know what it was.

Vesna Connor popped her head through the door.

“Scott, good news. They just called from the hospital. Mark just opened his eyes.”

Scott almost jumped out of his chair. “Are you going there now?”

She nodded. “You can come with me if you want.”

Scott scraped together his notes from the interview with Andrew Engels, and stuffed them and his laptop into his bag. For a long time they had worried that Mark wouldn’t make it. And there was still no guarantee he hadn’t received any permanent brain damage – head injuries were unpredictable. But he had opened his eyes. That had to be positive.

There was an uncomfortable silence in the in the car as Vesna headed towards Southport Hospital, where Mark Moss was a patient. Vesna and Scott’s relationship had deteriorated over the last few weeks. Vesna had been angered by Scott’s decision to disregard her direct order to stop investigating the theory of a serial killer on the coast, and Scott had been pissed off because of her constant interference with his work.

Maybe it was about time they buried the hatchet, Scott thought. If so, he might as well be the one who initiated it.

“I interviewed Andrew Engels earlier today,” he said.

“Oh, yes. How did it go?” She seemed genuinely interested.

“I’m not sure. He’s not the person I thought he was.”

“There you go. You always think the worst about people, Scott. Andrew is a model citizen. He has created hundreds of jobs with Tuna Life. He saved your life for Christ’s sake. How much does it take before you start trusting people?”

Scott didn’t reply. He didn’t appreciate the way Vesna sometimes talked to him. She probably didn’t mean anything by it, it was probably just her nature, but she seemed demeaning and moralistic. Regardless, he was lost in his own thoughts. There was something Andrew had said. “Is there something worth killing for?”

Scott wasn’t sure what it was, but there had been something about the way Andrew had said it. A chill had immediately run down Scott’s spine. It was as if Andrew had killed before, that he would kill again. That it was something he couldn’t stop.

Scott opened his brown leather bag, and looked frantically for his notepad. He found it lodged between the laptop and the file he had made on the serial killer, Roman Bezhrev. Scott flipped through the pages until he reached the notes from his interview.

“What is it?” Vesna asked, still keeping her eyes on the road. She didn’t appreciate Scott roaming around in her car like that. It stressed her out.

“I don’t think Roman was the serial killer,” Scott said.

Vesna let out a laugh. “Give it up, Scott. They found the evidence. Bones, killer trophies. It was all there. Right in his own home.”

Scott shook his head. “Andrew Engels was the CEO of Tuna Life. Roman was the majority owner and chairman of the board. Andrew has probably been at his house a dozen times. More than enough opportunities to plant evidence if he wanted to. What did the police find? Some strands of hair, some ID papers, some bones and a piece of jewellery. They never actually found any evidence that the girls had been in the house. They only found trophies.”

He continued to flip through his notes.

“There. I knew there was something that didn’t add up,” he said. “I asked Andrew whether Engels was a Germanic surname, whether his family originated from Germany.”

“So?”

“He refused. He told me that he had changed his last name when his father died in 2009. Engels was his mother’s last name. He had always wanted to honour her memory by taking her family name – she died when he was still young – but he couldn’t bring himself to do it until his father died.”

“I don’t understand what this has to do with the case. Andrew changed his last name. So what? That doesn’t make him a murderer.”

Scott didn’t answer. Instead he continued to flip through his notes. Suddenly he stopped, and pulled out a piece of paper. He placed it on his lap. It was a photocopy of his wife’s day planner, a photocopy of the pages that the police had found in Nimbin, the pages Frank Geitner had ripped out.

With his index finger Scott traced the appointments his wife had had the day before she had taken her own life. He quickly located Roman Bezhrev’s name, but that wasn’t what he was looking for.

There.

He stopped and pressed his finger on another name. The appointment had been for noon.

A. Brown.

“Andrew Engels said that he changed his last name when his father died. He took his mother’s last name – Engels. The last name he used up until 2009 was Brown.

Andrew Brown.

A. Brown.

“What does that mean?”

“A. Brown was one of my wife’s patients. A.B. was the person Mark Moss had an appointment with the day he was attacked.”

Vesna said nothing.

“Stop the car,” Scott said suddenly.

“Are you crazy?” Vesna asked.

“Andrew Engels, Andrew Engels is the killer,” Scott almost yelled.

“What are you talking about?” A bewildered Vesna asked. “Andrew Engels? There is no logic in that. Andrew is a successful businessman.”

“Stop the bloody car,” Scott said. This time his voice was almost breaking.

Vesna hit the indicator, and took the first exit from the Gold Coast Pacific Highway. She parked the car in a small pocket, squeezed in between two Toyotas.

“I need to borrow your car for a couple of hours,” Scott said, as he stepped out of the passenger seat and made his way for the driver’s seat.

“No way. You can drive. But I’m coming with you.”

“It’s too dangerous, Vesna. Andrew is a killer.”

Vesna fretted. “So call the police.”

“They’ll have the same attitude as you,” Scott said. “I had lunch with Andrew today. There was something really off about him. I think he might be planning his escape.”

“So you intend to stop him? You, a journalist, an injured journalist.”

“I may be just an average journalist to you, Vesna. But I know how to stop people,” Scott said, dragging Vesna out of the car by force. He was tired of her complaints. “If I’m right, then Andrew killed my wife.”

 

Vesna ran around the car and jumped into the passenger seat before Scott managed to close the door. What the hell, he thought, but he let her stay. And then he put the car in gear. He had the address to Andrew’s apartment in his leather bag. Andrew had purchased his fair share of expensive cars; a Tesla S and a Porsche Carrera, and he was known to be a big spender out on the town. But one thing had remained unchanged: He had continued to live in his small apartment in Robina. The apartment he had lived in since he started working in Avensis Accounting. It took Scott almost twenty minutes to drive there. He had called his brother and explained his theory. Wayne had said that there was no chance the police could issue an arrest warrant based solely on insinuations, and it was even unlikely he would be able to get a search warrant. But he would see what he could do. The best thing Scott could do was to stay away. If there turned out be something in his accusations, then the police would have to start looking at how they could build a case. If Scott revealed all his cards now, then Andrew could get spooked.

Scott ignored his brother’s advice. There was something about the way Andrew had acted during the interview, as if he knew something was about to happen, that the game was over.

Scott knew he had to get to Andrew before he got the chance to flee.

Scott parked outside the apartment complex where Andrew lived, and he and Vesna walked into the reception. A skinny teenager, with thin hair, greeted them. When they asked for Andrew the teenager shook his head. There would have to be several weeks since he had seen Andrew, he said. Andrew had been living in the complex for several years, but he was seldom there. Truth be told, weeks could go by between times the receptionist saw him. Scott peeked into the garage as they left. Neither of Andrew’s cars was there, neither the Tesla nor the Porsche. “Andrew Engels must have another place. A place not registered in his name,” he said.

“What did you say his parents’ names were?” Vesna asked.

“Ben and Sarah Brown. But his mum died when he was young, and his father died a few years ago.”

Vesna called the office and asked one of the journalists to check whether there were any properties registered to a Ben or Sarah Brown.

“There is a residence registered on a Ben Brown’s decedent estate. It’s in Nerang. I’ve got the address,” Vesna said.

Vesna and Scott jumped back into the car, and keyed in the address in the satnav. Thirty-five kilometres, Scott read on the screen. He turned the ignition key and sped out onto the road.

For the next twenty minutes Scott’s thoughts were racing inside his head. How had he managed to stay hidden for so long? Andrew Engels, a boring accountant who had almost stumbled into fortune. What would have happened if Andrew had never started Tuna Life? Would he have been able to continue as before? An invisible person, a killer no one noticed. Scott didn’t know what he was going to do when he got to Andrew’s house. That was what they had been discussing during lunch. Was it ever right to kill someone? Were there circumstances that made killing acceptable? Scott had felt uncomfortable during the discussion. At first he had wondered whether Andrew had alluded to when he killed Roman Bezhrev. But there had been something more, something lurking just under the surface, something just waiting to be unleashed, it had almost been as if Andrew was asking for permission to kill again.

“…..if you feel that you have to kill someone to get peace….if you just feel that you can’t go on living without doing it….does that make it right?” Scott Davis had been surprised by the question. There was nothing that could justify killing someone else.

Now he understood what Andrew had meant. This anxiousness he always felt, this constant want to be exposed as the fraud he was.

Andrew was a serial killer.

He murdered young women.

And he wanted Scott to expose him.

Vesna’s car screeched outside Andrew’s parents’ old weatherboard house. Both the Porsche and the Tesla were parked outside in the driveway.

Andrew was home.

Scott jumped out of the car. “Stay here until the police arrive,” he said to Vesna, before starting to move up the driveway. He had called his brother on the way. Told him it was an emergency.

“Scott, wait. They’ll be here soon,” Vesna said. She thought she could already hear the sirens.

But Scott was by now on his way. He walked up to the front of the house, and peeked through the window. The house looked old and worn-down. It didn’t look like anyone had touched it with a paintbrush for years. But the garden looked nice. Andrew had either green fingers or a gardener.

Scott moved back to the entrance door. He placed a hand on the doorhandle, and jiggled it. Just to check if it was locked. To his surprise it was not.

The stench of old closed up air hit him in the face as he pulled the door open.

“Andrew!” Scott called out Andrew’s name. But there was no answer.

The sound of the blazing sirens was now so close that Scott could hear them too. If Andrew was hiding inside the house, he would also have heard them by now. He would have understood that the game was over.

That he was laid bare.

“Andrew,” Scott called out his name one more time. When there was still no answer he took a step into the hallway. Scott squinted in the dark. He bent down to get a better view of the room beyond the hall. Was that the outline of a person he could see next to the dining table? Scott didn’t have time to think. He acted on pure reflex. As he heard the first police car screech on the asphalt outside the house, he went for the figure by the dining table.

When he reached the table he realised that there was no one sitting there. It was just a bundle of clothes, thrown over a chair. It looked like someone had been packing up in a rush. When Scott turned around, he saw a familiar face in front of him.

His brother, Wayne, was standing in the doorway.

“It looks like we are late,” Scott said.

“Relax. We’ve sent a car to the Tuna Life office, and one to his next in command.”

“Ken Speis?” Scott asked.

Wayne nodded. “Looks like Andrew was in a rush to get out of here,” he said, wandering around. He avoided touching anything, in case some of it would have to be used in a criminal case.

“What’s that in the middle of the table?” Wayne asked, pointing at an envelope leaning against an old pot plant.

Scott Davis stared at the envelope. It had Scott’s name written with block letters on the front. He leaned over the table and grabbed the envelope. Wayne turned around, pretending there was nothing to see. It wasn’t very smart that Scott tampered with potential evidence, but it had also been Scott who had figured out what Andrew had done. The envelope was addressed to him, and most importantly, Scott was his brother.

Scott opened the envelope, and read the first line.

“Dear Scott, this is my confession….”
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The engine started with a loud mechanical clank. It was probably twenty years since someone had actually driven the dark blue Volkswagen minibus parked outside Frank Geitner’s house in Nimbin. Frank had said it came with the house. He had made sure to maintain the registration on it.

On the seat next to Andrew lay a bunch of cash and some passports. Frank Geitner’s escape kit. Andrew had booked the ticket a week ago. A one-way ticket to Monaco. He pulled the cap down on his face, and adjusted his sunglasses. In the rear mirror he could see his old Mazda 3 disappearing as Frank’s garage door closed. It would take him roughly ten hours to drive to Sydney, plenty of time to make his flight.

It was wistful to leave Australia, and he hadn’t made his decision lightly. But there was nothing that connected him to the Gold Coast anymore. Both his parents were dead, and he had no brothers or sisters. He didn’t really have any good friends. His friends from growing up and university had all left the Gold Coast a long time ago. The few friends he had acquired in Avensis Accounting, had turned out to be more colleagues than friends, he had hardly spoken to any of them since he’d left the firm.

The only friend who had remained constant had been Ken.

Ken, who had been his best friend since they had started kindergarten together.

Ken, the friend who had helped him through the tough period when he lost his mother and the love of his life dumped him.

Ken, the friend who had started up Tuna Life with him.

 

A car honked. Andrew turned on his indicator and entered the highway. He looked down at the seat. Frank Geitner’s laptop was still there. The laptop Andrew had used to return Roman’s money to his Gibraltar account. The problem was that Andrew had never pressed the enter key. He had never actually sent the money. It was still in an account, in one of Frank Geitner’s escape-kit-identities. Fifty-two million dollars. Fifty-two million dollars was sitting in the account of a dead man.

Andrew had given it a lot of thought. The new options and shares he had been given in Tuna Life was also worth a lot of money.

But it was all paper money.

Fleeting money.

Uncertain money.

Tuna Life still didn’t make any profits, hell, they hardly made any revenue. The entire value of the company was hinging on Andrew at some stage figuring out how to monetize their users. If he didn’t, the company was worthless.

Andrew didn’t dare gamble on that. It was better to have fifty-two million in the hand than a hundred on the roof – wasn’t that what Roman had always used to say? And Andrew would need lots of money during the coming years. He would be living a life on the run, always moving around, always in hiding. Frank had told him how it had been. It hadn’t been nice. But Andrew had had to make the choice. He had been stuck between a rock and a hard place; in the media’s spotlight, or being hunted by the police.

He would have chosen to be hunted by the police any day.

 

Scott Davis hadn’t gotten any further than the first line of Andrew’s confession when his mobile rang. It was the hospital. He lifted the phone to his ear. It was Mark Moss.

“You’re wrong,” Mark almost screamed into the other end of the phone line. “Roman is not the killer.”

Scott Davis looked at the piece of paper in front of him. “I know,” he said.
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Wayne, Scott’s older brother, glanced at his watch. It was getting late. They had been there for three hours already, but they were far from finished. Homicide detectives in white coveralls carried out case after case with evidence. Experienced cops had broken out into spontaneous crying, and Wayne had never seen anything even remotely like it in his career. He hadn’t seen anything like it in horror movies.

“What creates such an animal?” Wayne’s colleague asked, “What drives such a monster.”

Wayne shrugged his shoulders. “Who knows?”

“I was so certain that Russian guy was behind it all, that Roman guy. It just seemed so logical.”

“We’ve all been fooled” said Wayne. He could see Scott standing outside the police cordon, and walked over to him.

“How are you holding up?” he asked.

“I’m fine. Have you got any idea where he’s gone?”

“No, not yet. But he’ll show up. And when he does, we will get him.”

“Does he deserve to go to jail for what he’s done?”

“He’s a murderer, Scott, a murderer who has to be brought to justice. And we have a witness. The girl says she saw everything.”

Scott nodded.
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Scott Davis stared at the screen in front of him. It was dark in the room, but he knew it was a beautiful day outside the curtains of his deceased wife’s home office. In thirty-five years he had never brought work home. Today he had made an exception. He was almost finished with the article he had been writing for the last four days.

About the monster at Sovereign Island.

The monster who had fooled them all.

They had all fallen for the idea that the Russian Roman Bezhrev was a serial killer. He had all the traits of the worst of them.

The true killer had none.

He had been an invisible person, a person no one had had anything bad to say about.

Scott Davis had trawled all the subject material about serial killers. There was no profile that fit this one. This one was the exception.

Scott had considered it before. First when he suspected Frank Geitner to be the killer, later when he suspected Andrew Engels. Who were the serial killers whom no one caught? We only knew about the ones who got caught, the stupid ones, the ones who made mistakes.

What if there were serial killers so clever that one didn’t even suspect that their murders were connected? The conception we had about serial killers was shaped by TV and Hollywood movies, by FBI profiles on people who due to traumatic experiences in their childhood attempted to recreate a moment of happiness by making lamp shades of human skin, or seeing the life ebb out of a young woman. Scott had reviewed all the literature he could get his hands on. Serial killers were always a product of upbringing and genes.

A dominating mother.

A traumatic experience in their childhood.

A head injury when they were small.

Ken Speis was not a product of any of those things. He had simply chosen to be evil. Because it was a choice, it was always a choice.

There were plenty of psychopaths in the world. Successful women and men were actually surprisingly often psychopaths. Quite possibly their powerful positions gave them an outlet for their urges to dominate others. Or sometimes they just controlled their family. But to become a murderer was a step hardly anyone made.

It was a step Ken had made with ease.

 

He had first met Heidi Voog in the meeting room of Scott’s wife’s home office. The nineteen-year-old Heidi had been an easy target for the twenty-five-year-old Ken. Ken had been there to interview Scott’s wife for an assignment he was doing during his psychology studies in the summer of 2008. He had been allowed to observe the session with Heidi, and afterwards he had offered to give her a ride back to her hostel. On the way back he had instead offered her to stay at his place for a few days. He had an entire house at Sovereign Island by himself, a luxury home.

Heidi had gladly accepted his offer.

Experiences. She had wanted experiences.

But in doing that she had been given an experience she could have done without.

The experience of being tortured, the experience of being murdered.

Ken had enjoyed studying psychology. He had almost enjoyed it as much as he had enjoyed studying design, which he had done the previous semester. But the psychology studies had done something to him, they had made him realise who he really was. It was said that psychology students had an above-normal rate of suicide; they read about so many mental disorders that they soon self-diagnosed themselves with at least a few of them. It had only taken Ken two lectures to diagnose himself. He had always suspected it. But it had been the lectures that had confirmed it. And it had been a relief. There was no hiding it anymore. Ken was a psychopath.

His fascination for the morbid, his lack of understanding other people’s reactions when they witnessed suffering.

Heidi wasn’t his first victim. He had been killing prostitutes since he was twenty-two.

But they didn’t excite him anymore. They were dirty, insignificant humans whom no one would miss. He simply hadn’t been able to contain himself when he had brought Heidi back to his house. The illness had taken over, and he had brought her down to the basement.

The basement where he could be himself. The basement where he had taken his sister.

And when he had stood there, a blood-sullied hammer in his hand, he had realised that he had crossed a line, that there was no returning.

Heidi hadn’t been a simple hooker. She would be reported missing. People would miss her.

But he wouldn’t give up without a fight. He had called the psychologist. Luckily she worked from a home office. She was the only one who had ever seen him with Heidi.

He had driven to her house the very next day. Claimed that he needed a couple of comments before finalising the paper he was writing. She had accepted, and just like that she had accepted death, accepted that he could take her life.

It had almost been too simple. He had given her a weak dose of Etorphine, a tranquilliser used on animals. Not enough to kill her. Just enough to knock her out, make her more handleable.

He had used the same drug on prostitutes before. A simple prick in their neck, and they had been like jelly in his hands.

The rest had been simple routine. He had located some pieces of rope in the garage. Her husband had obviously been an eager angler, so there had been plenty of equipment lying around. And that had given him an idea. He had carried her into the garage, and hanged her from the beam that went across the ceiling. When her husband found her, he would automatically think it was his fault, that it was something he had done, that she had hanged herself above the boat to send him a signal. A last fuck-you from the grave. Perhaps he hadn’t paid her enough attention? Perhaps he had prioritized going fishing instead of spending time with her? Ken had smiled thinking about it. He had wished he was there to witness it.

The only thing that had worried him was that Heidi hadn’t been a prostitute. She hadn’t been a whore, she had been a backpacker. Her disappearance would be investigated.

To his great surprise, and great joy, he had been wrong. It turned out he had stumbled across a potential new pool of girls. It turned out that girls with psychological problems, girls with depression and medical diagnoses, hardly were investigated. He didn’t have to limit himself to hookers and insignificant dirty humans. If he could identify girls with mental disorders then the police were likely to take the easiest way out, to conclude that they had either committed suicide or disappeared out of their own free will.

 

Scott put down the diary they had found in Ken Speis’ house at Sovereign Island. It gave a glimpse into the psyche of a sick person, a cold and calculating human monster, a person devoid of emotions.

Andrew Engels had unmasked him. He had realised that it was Ken Speis who had been responsible for all the murdered girls, and Andrew had done the only right thing he could have done in the situation. Was there ever any good reason to kill another human? A week ago Scott hadn’t known what to answer.

Now he was one hundred percent sure.

It had been right of Andrew Engels to kill Ken Speis.

It had been one hundred percent right.
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MONTH 10

 

NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES: 150

NUMBER OF USERS: 90M

VALUATION: $2 BILLION

 

Andrew squinted at the half-full glass of Sauvignon Blanc balancing on the weather-beaten wooden table in front of him. Only a small strip of beach separated his table from the vast ocean sloshing ashore fifteen metres from his feet. He snapped a mental photograph of the situation. It was a typical Instagram picture. A picture of a drink, on a canvass of sand and luxury. A picture of how happy and successful one was. A picture intended to make others envious, without crossing the line where it turned into bragging. It struck him that he never again would be able to share anything on Instagram, or the internet in general.

His life on social media was dead.

Dead and buried.

He was wealthy, very wealthy.

He had fifty-two million in his account. Enough money to stay hidden for the rest of his life. But he wasn’t happy – he was far from happy.

He had killed his best friend. A best friend who had turned out to be a ruthless serial killer, a psychopathic murderer, a best friend who had attempted to set him up as a potential fall guy for one of his murders, but still, his best friend.

Andrew hadn’t realised until Frank Geitner tossed a piece of paper in front of Roman Bezhrev, when they sat around that table in Nimbin, attempting to stare each other to death. Roman had had an appointment with Heidi Voog’s psychologist the day she disappeared. There was no doubt about it. The evidence had been there, straight in front of them on the table. But the piece of paper had also contained another name, a name Andrew knew well.

A. Brown, Andrew’s own name. There had been a problem though. Andrew had never been to a psychologist. He had never met Scott Davis’ wife. And that could only mean one thing.

Ken had gone there as A. Brown. As so many times in the past, he had used Andrew’s identity. Andrew knew why he had done it. It had never been a secret. The appointment had read: Interview with psychology student A. Brown. It was probably the reason Frank had never followed the lead up. There existed no psychology student with the name of A. Brown. But someone else had been studying psychology in 2008 – Ken Speis. And Andrew remembered that Ken had warned him that he couldn’t use his own name from time to time in 2008. Ken’s family was well-known on the Gold Coast. They had built up a nationwide chain of electronics stores before suddenly cashing out and moving to Hong Kong with all their money. Andrew’s girlfriend at the time, Ken’s sister Vanessa, had broken up with Andrew on a Monday and moved the very next day. She had said she was afraid to be with him, that she feared him. Andrew had called and sent letters, but she had never replied or picked up the phone.

Only Ken had remained on the coast, living in the family’s big mansion on Sovereign Island. And he had been the person who provided support for Andrew when his heart was broken. For that, Andrew would always be indebted to him.

In 2008 Ken’s family name had again hit the papers, something about possible tax fraud. Ken didn’t want to be identified with his father, and have to explain to everyone that he was the son of the man charged in the huge tax fraud case everyone on the coast was talking about.

It had in fact always been like that. When Ken wanted to avoid attention he just used Andrew’s name. It had to be like that. Andrew had just never thought Ken would be using his identity to commit murder.

Andrew had spent the first weeks back in office to confirm that his suspicions were correct. Ken was the last person who had talked to Fabian, he had personally witnessed them take the slippery slide down to the canteen. Still, Ken had said he didn’t know who Fabian was when Andrew broke the news of his death. Had Fabian told Ken about the virus, that it had been used to spy on users?

The comments from police about the cut off hands of Jodie Harris, and the foot and hand of Marissa Soo, which looked like they had been cut off by someone with a medical background. The police had taken it as a confirmation that Roman was their man; he had, after all, studied to become a doctor before he had ended up becoming a drug kingpin.

But there was another one with a medical background. A perfectionist who had said he looked forward to cutting open corpses during his studies.

The question was of course why body parts had suddenly started to appear. Ten young women had disappeared from the Gold Coast over the last five years, but only body parts from Jodie Harris and Marissa Soo had been found. Marissa Soo had most likely been a mistake. The murderer had attempted to dump a dismembered corpse in the ocean, but the wild weather had brought it back ashore. The finding of the cut-off hands belonging to Jodie Harris, who had disappeared two years prior, was a different case. There had to be an agenda behind the action. Why attract attention for something that wasn’t being actively investigated? It turned out that Roman’s car had been parked at the Australia Fair parking lot in the period during which the hands were dumped. No one would believe a serial killer who had avoided police for years would be so butterfingered; to dump a couple of hands in a garbage bin, two years after the murder. If so, it would have to be a scream for help, a prayer for police to catch him before he killed again.

Or it could be an elaborate attempt to lead the police in Roman’s direction. To make it easy for them to get a search warrant for his house approved, the very house where murder trophies had been found in obvious places.

Andrew thought back on how Ken had praised the way Roman’s house was decorated. He had asked to go for a walk by himself, inspecting the house, getting inspiration for his own home. Ken had had plenty of time to plant the murder trophies if he had wanted. And he had had a motive: He didn’t want to end up as Frank and Andrew, to be forced out of the company and lose his shares.

And then there was Roman’s last comment before dying. “Bob Hare knows who did it.” What on Earth had he meant by that?

Andrew vaguely remembered having seen the name Bob Hare in the top left corner of one of the psychological tests he had to complete before Y-Bator decided to invest money in Tuna Life. 

It had taken Andrew two weeks to get access to the personal files on himself and Ken from Richard’s office. Richard was abroad, and Andrew had given his PA a white lie about police requiring the files.

“The Bob Hare tests? Of course, I’ll get them to you straightaway, Andrew” she had said, and handed Andrew a stack of papers. Andrew had taken behavioural and personality tests before, both during the interviews for the Ernst & Young job he had declined, and the Avensis Accounting job he had accepted. But the test Y-Bator had conducted had been somewhat different. He quickly flipped through the questionnaire and located the page with the final score.

Andrew had received four points.

Ken had scored thirty-two.

Andrew had opened Google and keyed in The Bob Hare Test, the tool Richard had used to test if the founders were suitable to lead the companies he invested in. When he looked at the search result he immediately understood Roman’s comment.

The Bob Hare Test was a test to identify psychopaths. Richard Smith was of the opinion that psychopaths were the best-suited to lead companies, and Ken had scored an almost perfect score.

Andrew had contacted his old girlfriend, Ken’s sister Vanessa, and asked her why she had dumped him and moved to Hong Kong with her parents. He had pressed her on why she had said she had been afraid of Andrew. Vanessa explained that Andrew had misunderstood. She had never been afraid of Andrew. She had been afraid of Ken. Afraid of what Ken would do to Andrew if she stayed with him.

It had been the final piece of evidence Andrew had needed.

Ken was a psychopath.

Ken was a murderer, a serial killer.

 

It hadn’t been that hard to kill Ken. Not after having witnessed Roman murder Frank in cold blood in Nimbin, not after having witnessed what Ken had been up to in his house at Sovereign Island.

A room full of possessions from the dead girls.

An Arabia-inspired death room, skulls and bones scattered around a cage with a scared naked girl inside.

Ken had murdered all the other girls, all the women who had disappeared from the Gold Coast over the last five years.

He was a sick man.

Andrew had just walked over and shot him in the face. He hadn’t listened to Ken’s pleading, Ken’s pleading that he could change, that he could rehabilitate.

It had been a lot harder to let go of his baby, Tuna Life, the company that seemed to have more lives than nine. Even though no one of the original founders was still involved in the company – Frank and Ken were dead, of course, and Andrew would be on the run for the rest of his life – it appeared that the company hadn’t been damaged too much.

The new CEO, Andrew’s old mentor, Richard Smith, smiled to Andrew from the front page of Forbes. Richard was now worth half a billion, the headline read.

It turned out Roman had transferred ownership of all his shares to a trust controlled by Richard shortly before being killed. It had probably been a clever attempt to avoid Australian authorities freezing his remaining assets, but it had turned out to be Richard’s good fortune. He was now the majority owner of Tuna Life.

Andrew flipped the pages until he reached the interview with Richard.

When he found the article, his face broke out in a big smile. Richard Smith was sitting in a dark brown leather chair, in front of a gigantic aquarium with circling sharks. The grey hair was now black, and it appeared that his hairline had moved a good few centimetres forward. He looked good, Richard looked good, no doubt about that, but it wasn’t the outfit or the hair colour that caught Andrew’s attention. Andrew stared at Richard’s left hand.

The one that slumped over the armrest.

It was impossible not to notice.

Richard was crossing his thumb and index finger.

Andrew had known there was only one person Roman Bezhrev truly trusted: Richard Smith.

He had also known that Richard Smith despised Roman, and was just waiting for an opportunity to get out, to get out of Roman’s clammy grip.

Andrew had provided Richard with his way out.

When Roman had called to check whether his money was back in the Gibraltar account, Andrew had known he would be calling Richard.

And Andrew had taken the opportunity to give Richard the power for once.

 

He who has the gold, makes the rules, Roman had always said. And for once Richard had been able to make the rules.

For once Richard had been given the gold.

 

 

 

 


AUTHOR’S NOTE

 

Thank you so much for taking the time and effort to read Tuna Life.

 

If you also decide to leave a review on Amazon or Goodreads I would be eternally grateful.

 

Best regards,

Erik

 

www.erikhamre.com

 

www.facebook.com/authorerikhamre

 

cover.jpeg
10 GIRLS MISSING
BOM USERS

ERIK HAMRE





