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Phoebe Swan stood, concealed by a grove of trees, looking down over the grave. The exhumation represented the worse possible outcome, of her worst possible case.

The morning sun shone brightly, the air quiet and still, without the hint of a breeze.

Just as it had been the day of almost sixteen-year-old Lette Walker’s funeral.

Only without the scene of pink-clad mourners bellowing like cows at milking time.

Sweat trickled down her sides, making a mockery of her deodorant manufacturer’s claim of 72 hours of dryness.

She could have worn something cooler and lighter than her black crepe pants suit, but black was how she felt as well as how she was.

Any other colour would have felt like a mockery.

She could see silhouettes against the brightly lit sides of the tent they worked within. Police clustered on one side, watching the gravediggers work.

Where they’d once lowered Lette out in the open, now they lifted her in private.

If only time reversed itself at the same moment.

She’d been the one who was supposed to find the kidnappers, catch them, and bloody well bang them up.

Before they killed the girl, and before they fled with the money.

And even though Inspector Mason had revealed the information to the kidnappers, she’d taken responsibility. She’d quit, while he’d stayed in the force, “earning” a promotion.

For the sake of future victims, she hoped he was incompetent and not corrupt. But regardless of how or why he did what he did, neither was a good outcome.

She’d chosen to suffer, and suffer she had throughout the intervening decade.

Moped for a while, then got her Private Security licence and joined the Wilkinson National Detective Agency. Established 1889.

Joining a long, and proud history that had come a long way since those early days of divorces, perjury, and trespass.

Because despite everything, she was still a good investigator. And still felt compelled to right the wrongs.

It was her habit to talk to Lette when she ran into an issue she needed to work through.

Because no one listens better than the dead.

And often a quiet moment with Lette did help clear the brain and get the neurons firing.

But if Lette wasn’t there...

She watched the exhumation a little longer, wondering why, and who, and how it had come about.

And then she sighed and turned away, almost running straight into Lette’s mother; Grace Walker, the last person she wanted to see.

Who’d lost half her body weight, and seemingly three-quarters of her wits in the decade since Phoebe had last seen her; when Lette had been laid to rest.

Phoebe nodded and attempted to walk past her, but Mrs Walker, wild grey hair standing on end, caught her sleeve in a surprisingly strong grip, effectively preventing her escape.

Phoebe turned her head to look at Mrs Walker, who said, “you can see we’re bringing her out.”
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