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Chapter 1
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BETH

I looked at my daughter as she slept. This wasn’t the life I wanted for her. This wasn’t the life I wanted for myself. We were doing fine, Maisy and I, well we were doing fine until everything turned to shit in the blink of an eye. Now here we are, living in a bedsit flat no bigger than a hotel room, and only slightly better than living at the local rubbish tip. 

The walls covered in mould, which isn’t good for either of us. The bathroom is barely functional, and I’ve seen better kitchen set-ups at the local campground. But there isn’t a lot I can do about it, not right now anyway, not unless I can find my brother’s friends. 

Maybe in a few years things would be better for us, hopefully, but for now, I need to focus on keeping us safe. We need to keep a low profile, which is the only reason we’re staying in this dump. An unscrupulous landlord who was happy to rent us the room with no paperwork. All I had to do was pay the rent on time each week, cash in his hand, no bank transfers, no money trail, hell, the man doesn’t even know my real name, which suits me just fine. 

I pulled Maisy’s clothes from her suitcase and put them at the foot of the bed. I’d need to wake her soon, but not until the last minute. She needed sleep, we both did. It had been a rough night. The roof was leaking again, and from the sound of it, there was something big crawling around up there. There was no point in talking to the landlord though, he wasn’t about to make any repairs on the place, no matter how many times I asked. Maybe I’d get up there and fix it myself. If it meant better sleep for both of us, it would be worth a shot. 

Once I had myself showered and dressed, I woke Maisy. “Come on baby, it’s time to get up, we need to go to work,” I rubbed her little back and she started to stir. 

Without complaining, my daughter pulled back the covers and climbed out of bed. We went through the usual routine, toilet, shower, teeth, getting dressed then hair brushed. We might live in a hovel, but we never left home looking like a pair of street urchins. That was never going to happen. 

“Do you think Mr Coffee and Waffles will be there today?” Maisy looked up at me as we walked the three blocks to the café. “I like Mr Coffee and Waffles.” 

“He does seem like a nice man, doesn’t he?” I smiled down at my daughter as she swung our arms back and forth. I didn’t add that I liked Mr Coffee and Waffles too. The man was easy on the eye for sure. Physique wise, he was much like my brother. Built like the hulk, not an ounce of pinchable fat, even though his diet was less than ideal. I had no idea who he was, or what his deal was, he gave off that strong macho silent type vibe, but at the same time, it was a vibe that said he’d be someone you could trust. “Pardon baby, I missed that.” 

“I’m going to give Mr Coffee and Waffles another drawing today,” Maisy looked up at me and smiled again. “He likes my drawings.” 

For the rest of the walk, Maisy chatted about various things, and I part listened to her as I scanned the surrounds to make sure there was nothing out of the ordinary. We’d been here for almost six months now, it was the longest we’d stayed in any one place since the night we fled our home, and while I was starting to feel safe, I didn’t want to get complacent. 

“You’re late,” Gus barked at me as soon as we walked in. 

I looked at the clock on the wall, then at my watch. “I’m two minutes early,” I looked at him as I helped Maisy remove her backpack and her coat. “Go sit at the end of the counter baby. I’ll bring you some breakfast as soon as I can.” 

Without speaking, Maisy took her bag and headed for her usual stool at the very end of the counter. Mr Coffee and Waffles didn’t speak, but he was listening to the interaction as he looked at the menu in his giant hands. I really needed to learn this guy’s name. He was in here every morning, well, almost every morning. I could count on one hand the mornings he’d missed in the past six months. 

I went behind the counter, grabbed an apron from the hook and a name badge from the box. Guess today I was Marge, I laughed to myself as I pinned on the badge. Gus was too cheap to get us name badges, so every time someone quit, which was often, their name badge went into the box. This of course suited me fine. Just like my landlord, Gus didn’t know my real name, and he never would. I didn’t like the man, and I certainly didn’t trust him with my secrets. 

Mr Coffee and Waffles was still perusing the menu even though he ordered the same thing every day. I went to make his coffee as I glanced over at Maisy. She was settled at the end of the long counter, her colouring book and pencil case in front of her. She was such a great kid, never complaining about our situation, or all the things she had to leave behind. I think somehow, she knew something was wrong, but she never asked about it. 

“One flat white double shot,” I sat the huge mug of coffee on the counter. “Are you ready to order?” 

The man mountain put his menu down and sipped his coffee as he looked at me. “Usual, plus some pancakes with strawberries, and some juice.” He kept his eyes on me as I wrote out the order, and just as it did every other morning, it felt like he was looking right through me and into my soul. It really was a bit disconcerting. 

One day I was going to strike up a conversation with this man, but that day wasn’t today. This place was busier than usual, and Gus was shittier than usual because José hadn’t turned up for his shift in the kitchen, which made for one unpleasant morning. It also meant I wouldn’t be able to sneak Maisy some breakfast, not while Gus was manning the kitchen. On the few occasions when he did catch me sneaking her some food, he docked my pay and then some. The man was an arse. 

I’d been running from table to table since I got here, but I made sure to keep an eye on Maisy. She was happily colouring in, but she also kept looking at me, and I knew that look. She was hungry. There wasn’t much food for dinner last night, and it was already well past the time she should have eaten breakfast. 

When the bell behind the service window dinged, I went to get the plates full of food destined for people other than my hungry daughter. 

“Waffles, scrambled eggs, bacon, hashbrown, grilled tomato and a side of mushrooms,” I put the overflowing plate in front of the man mountain, then sat the second plate in front of him, all the while conscious of the look my daughter was giving me. To say I felt like the worst mother in the world was an understatement. “And your pancakes with strawberries,” I gave Maisy a small smile, then looked back at the man. “I’ll just get your juice.” 

As I walked away, I could hear Gus going off in the kitchen. I hated this job, but it was a ‘beggars can’t be choosers’ situation. I needed a job because I couldn’t register for benefits. This job paid cash in the hand, which was perfect for me. In exchange for me working for lower than award pay, Gus allowed Maisy to sit at the end of the counter for the duration of my shift. The one thing he drew the line at though, was free food. José on the other hand, he knew money was super tight for me, and he snuck Maisy food every chance he got, for which I was grateful. 

“Here you go sir, one orange juice, sorry for the wait, it’s a little busy in here this morning,” when I looked at the man, he gave me a little nod, then slid the juice over to Maisy, who was already tucking into the pancakes and strawberries. 

When Maisy looked up at me and smiled, I had to fight back the tears. “Thank you,” I mouthed as I reached out and touched the man’s hand. The tears were about to spill over, so I pulled my hand back and walked away as I wiped at my cheeks. He might be massive and look like someone who would squash you like a bug if he felt the urge, but he was so very kind.

***
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JED

The kid was tucking into her food like she hadn’t eaten in days, and I felt bad about that. I knew what it was like to be the hungry kid. I knew what it was like to be the kid who didn’t know when they’d be getting their next meal, or where they were going to be sleeping at night. It sucked, both for the kid and for the mother, well, for this mother at least. Not for mine. She didn’t give a shit about anyone but herself, but this one, she was different. I could tell she was doing the best she could for her kid. I’d watched her sneak food from plates when people were done, putting all the food together to make a meal for her daughter. I’d seen the other cook, the one who wasn’t here today, sneak her a meal when the arsehole boss wasn’t looking, but the thing that got to me the most, was the way the kid looked at the plates of food being delivered to the tables all around her. Just about broke my fucking heart every time. 

That thought made me laugh to myself. If you asked any of my mates, they’d say I didn’t have a heart, but I did, and this kid had taken up a big chunk of it without even knowing, and so had her mother. Two people whose names I didn’t even know. I was happy to keep things this way of course. My current lifestyle wasn’t conducive to new friends or new drama, and I had a feeling these two had a backstory that was far from simple. 

I finished my food, downed the rest of my coffee, and as I stood, the kid slid a piece of paper my way. She never speaks to me, but she does always move to the stool next to me when I’m here. I gave her a small smile and a wink as I dropped some cash onto the counter and picked up the drawing. 

“See you tomorrow Mouse,” I winked at her again, gave her mother a nod, then walked out. 

I fired up my bike and the engine roared to life as I looked back into the café. Maybe tomorrow I’d ask her name, maybe even ask if she was okay. Maybe. 

Ten minutes later, I parked the bike out the back of the shop and headed for my office. Five years ago, if someone had told me I’d be a desk jockey, I’d have laughed in their face. But here I was. My head stuck in spreadsheets, staff rosters, invoices and payroll systems. To say I hated it wasn’t far from the mark, but until I found myself a competent office manager, I’d have to suck it up. 

I tried my best to focus on the stack of paperwork in my in-tray, but I couldn’t stop thinking about the woman from the café, and her kid. I kept telling myself I wasn’t going to get involved. I needed to stay out of it, whatever the ‘it’ was, but my head had other ideas. 

Recon. Before I got involved, I needed to find out what I was potentially getting myself involved with. 

Now that I had a plan, my stupid obsessive brain let me get back to work, and that’s what I did. With one eye on the clock, and the other on my computer screen, I got stuck in and cleared almost all of the in-tray. 

“Hey Mike,” as I grabbed my jacket, I called to my brother, who was also the store manager. 

“Yeah bro,” he stuck his head into my office.

“I’m heading out for a bit, but I’ll be back before closing time. We should be getting a delivery today, the new crossbows, can you make sure they get locked away as soon as they arrive.” 

“Always do bro,” Mike looked at the in-tray on my desk, then back at me. “Any closer to finding yourself an admin manager?” 

“I’m working on it,” I grabbed my keys and pulled the door closed. “I’ll be back soon.” 

I left my bike where it was and took my truck instead. The eighty-decibel roar of a Harley engine isn’t really conducive to following someone, neither was a big black jacked-up RAM truck, but they were my choices, so the truck would have to do. 

I parked on the side of the road just down from the café and waited for them. I knew she got off at three, this wasn’t the first time I’d seen them leave the café, but it was the first time I planned to follow them, as creepy as that sounds, it really wasn’t, at least I kept telling myself it wasn’t. 

So, the kid could talk. I watched as she held her mother’s hand as they walked, the kid chatting away as she looked up at her mother. Even though the woman smiled at the little kid, it wasn’t a happy smile. It was more of a ‘I’m tired, exhausted, broken’ kind of a smile, but she was trying at least. 

I was about to start up my truck, but they stopped at the bus stop only a little way from the café, so I stayed put. This was good, following them on a bus would be way easier than following them if they remained on foot. 

So, for the next half an hour, I followed the bus, watching for them to get off, and when they eventually did, we were close to the city. I watched as they went into a building I knew well, “What business do you have in there?” I quickly pulled into a loading zone and waited. I could follow them into the building, but they’d spot me for sure. I wasn’t exactly someone who blended in, I’d been told that before, and I knew it was true. As a six-foot four muscled up guy, I got looks from lots of people. 

It wasn’t long before they exited the building, the mother looking even more broken than when she went in. Whatever had happened in there, it didn’t go in her favour. They went back to the same bus stop they’d disembarked at and got on the next bus that came along. As soon as the bus pulled out from the curb, I headed into the Defence Force building. 

“Hey, a woman and a little girl, they were just in here, can you tell me what they wanted?” The guy behind the desk didn’t look like he was going to answer, so I pulled the dog tags from under my shirt. I didn’t have to say anything, just kept my eyes locked on his for a moment. “I just want to know why they were here.” 

“She’s been in a few times, wants the names of the men who served with her brother. Like I tell her every time, we don’t give out army personnel information. She keeps coming back though, won’t take no for an answer.” 

“What’s her brother’s name?” 

“Don’t know, we never get that far. She says she needs the names of the men who served with her brother, I say I can’t help her. I can’t help her, so I’ve never asked for his name,” the guy shrugged. “Didn’t want to give her false hope you know, and if I ask for her brother’s details then she’ll think I’m looking into it for her,” he shrugged again.

“Thanks,” I shook my head at the guy and turned to go. 

What are you looking for mumma? 

Who are you trying to find? 

And why? 

***
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Chapter 2
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BETH

Maisy was still asleep, we’d had another bad night thanks to the shitty weather, and the water was still streaming down the wall from the damn hole in the roof. I needed to fix it before we headed to the café, or our few meagre possessions would be floating by the time we got home this afternoon. 

I pulled the small dining table over so it was under the patch of soggy roof, it wasn’t ideal, but I needed to put a chair on the table so I could reach the ceiling. The plan was to shove a bucket up through the hole in the ceiling so it could catch the drips, which would hopefully stop the plaster getting any wetter and in turn, stop the entire ceiling caving in. It probably wasn’t the best plan, but it was the best I had given the limited resources I had to work with. 

Bucket in hand, I climbed onto the table, then gingerly stepped up onto the chair. It was all going well, until I felt the chair start to wobble, then it fell straight through the table. It all happened so fast, and it hurt like hell. 

I heard and felt my ankle crack as I hit the floor, then my ribs, closely followed by my shoulder. The scream I let out woke Maisy. 

“Mummy,” she flew out of the bed, a look of sheer panic on her face. 

I was struggling to breathe, and I knew I wasn’t just winded, it was worse than that. 

“Come here baby,” I tried to sit up, but the pain was so bad it made me scream. “Baby, I need you to do something,” I tried to point to her shoes. “Can you put your shoes on baby,” once she was done, which seemed to take forever, she came back to stand next to me. “I need you to be very brave okay, I need you do something very brave.”

“I can be brave,” she knelt down beside me. 

“I need you to put your coat on, then I need you to run to the café and get Mr Coffee and Waffles, can you do that?” 

Maisy nodded as she stood to get her coat. “Bring him back here okay, not anyone else, only Mr Coffee and Waffles, and be very careful when you cross the road.” 

“I’ll be careful,” Maisy reached out and wiped my tears away. “Don’t cry Mummy,” she wiped more tears, then stuck her head in under the table to kiss my cheek. “I’ll run fast okay.” 

I watched Maisy unlatch the door, then pull it closed once she was on the other side, and as soon as the door closed, I tried to call her back. What the hell was I thinking, sending a four-year-old off to run three blocks so she could bring a stranger back here. But I didn’t have a choice. I couldn’t call an ambulance, that would mean giving up my name, then he’d find us. I couldn’t call the useless landlord, he’d be no help at all. 

Christ on a bike the pain was intense. I tried to pull myself into a sitting position, but I wasn’t going to do that again. The broken ankle was causing all kinds of intense pain, my shoulder too, but not as bad as the ankle. It was my ribs and chest that hurt the most, and it was getting harder to breathe too. 

I wasn’t sure how long it had been since Maisy pulled the door closed behind her, but it felt like an eternity already, and I was more worried about Maisy than I was about myself. Sending her for help was a bad idea, a very bad idea. 

“Hey,” I looked at the door when the handle jiggled at the same time as someone knocked and called out. 

“Help,” my voice was hoarse, and I could taste blood. This wasn’t good. Only seconds after I called out, the door came crashing in, splinters of wood flying into the room. 

“Jesus,” Mr Coffee and Waffles came charging across the small room, well, maybe not charging, it only took him four strides. “What the hell?” He lifted the table off me with ease and shoved it into the corner. “Where are you hurt?”

“Broken ankle,” I tried not to breathe too deeply. “Right one. I think my shoulder is dislocated,” I raised my good arm to point at my right shoulder. “But I can’t breathe, and I can taste blood.” I had to stop for a breath.

“I can hear your chest whistling, sounds like you punctured a lung. I’ll call an ambulance.” 

“NO,” I winced in pain. “No, please, no ambulance. No hospital, I can’t.” 

“You can, and you need to,” Mr Coffee and Waffles pulled out his phone. “Mike, I need you to drop what you’re doing and do something for me. I’m going to text you an address, can you bring my truck.” He ended the call then asked for my address. As soon as he sent the text, he looked back at me. “What’s your name?” When I didn’t answer, he reached for my face. “I can’t help you if I don’t know what the situation is. Are you hiding from someone?” 

“Yes,” I nodded as the tears started to fall again. 

“Right,” he looked at Maisy. “Mouse, you get yourself dressed and pack your colouring things, we’ll take Mummy to the hospital,” then he turned to me. “What’s your name, first name at least?” 

“Beth,” I kept my eyes on him. “Please, look after Maisy for me, don’t let them take her away.” 

“She’s safe with me. When we get to the hospital, I’ll tell them I’m your husband. When they ask, your surname is Woods. My name is Jed, Jed Woods okay.” 

“Thank you,” I put my head back and closed my eyes. This was so messed up. What the hell was I thinking getting onto that table? I needed to be smarter. I could have been killed, then what? Maisy would have been stuck here in this dump all on her own. 

***
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JED

What the actual fuck. This place wasn’t fit for living in. They weren’t coming back here, not that Beth would be getting out of hospital anytime soon. I’d say for sure she had a punctured lung at the very least, and God knows what other injuries. 

“How’d you end up like this?” 

She looked up at the ceiling, and I followed her line of sight. “The roof is leaking, and” she stopped for a breath, “there’s rats in the roof, I didn’t want them to get in here.” Beth coughed a little then screamed out in pain.

“Don’t try to talk,” I looked around the room, and the first thing I noticed were the suitcases. Two of them. They were living out of suitcases, like they were ready to bug out any minute. “All your stuff, is it all in those suitcases?” 

Beth nodded yes, but she wouldn’t look at me. This woman was definitely on the run. “Mouse, come sit with your mum for a minute, come hold her hand,” once the kid was sitting by her mother, I packed up all their gear. I’d just finished when Mike pulled up in my truck. I half listened to Beth telling Maisy that when we were at the hospital, she needed to pretend I was her father or they’d take her away, and the kid was nodding along. 

“Jesus,” Mike looked at Beth, then at me. “What the hell happened?” 

“I’ll explain later,” I handed him the two suitcases. “You take these, I’ll get the woman,” I looked at the kid. “Bring your backpack Mouse, you’re not coming back here.” 

As soon as I had Beth and the kid safely buckled in, we took off. I dropped Mike at the café so he could take my bike back to the shop, then we headed for the hospital. 

The kid followed along behind as I carried her mother through the emergency department doors. “Woods remember, Beth Woods and I’m your husband Jed. I’ll give them my address and contact number, and if they ask you to fill in paperwork, just tell them your head is woozy and ask me to do it.” 

“Thank you,” Beth looked at me as we got to the counter. 

“She has a punctured lung, a broken ankle, and a dislocated shoulder,” I looked at the nurse behind the desk. “She’s coughing up blood.” 

They showed us straight through to a bed, and I kept looking behind me to make sure the kid was following. “Come on Mouse,” she ran to keep up.

“Put her on the bed, I’ll go find a doctor,” the nurse was gone before she’d even finished speaking. 

“Before they come back, how old are you, blood type, allergies?” I laid Beth on the bed and looked back at the kid. “Hop up in the chair Mouse.” 

“Thirty, no allergies, O Positive,” Beth had just finished speaking when a doctor and two nurses came rushing into the cubicle. “Can’t breathe,” Beth managed to whisper. 

I told them again about her broken ankle, dislocated shoulder and her broken ribs that had more than likely punctured a lung. 

“How’d this happen?” The doctor spoke to Beth, but I knew what he was implying. I was a big guy, more muscles than your average bloke, and she was a woman. 

“Fell,” Beth winced in pain as she spoke, and the doctor kept going with his examination. 

“Mummy was fixing the roof, and she fell. Daddy wasn’t there so I runned to get him, then we came here,” Everyone turned to look at Maisy, but she only had eyes for me. She was a smart kid, took in more than she should for her age. 

“I want chest and ankle x-rays, shoulder x-ray, and call through to the theatre, tell them we’ll be up as soon as we’re done in x-ray,” the nurses started wheeling the bed out of the cubicle, and the doctor turned to me. “Wait here, someone will be back with the admissions and consent paperwork.” 

What the hell was happening? I knew there was something going on with these two, and I wondered how much the kid knew. Maybe I’d have to see what I could coax out of her. But that would have to wait. 

“If you could fill these in, and sign the bottom, this one is consent for surgery, the other is for admission,” the nurse handed me a clipboard, then looked at the kid who had set her colouring in stuff up on the bed tray table. “Cute,” she smiled at Maisy then looked back at me. “I’ll come back in a few minutes.” 

I didn’t go to that café this morning with the intention of becoming the fake father of this quiet little kid, or the fake husband of the woman I’d felt drawn to since the first time I saw her, but here we were, and it wasn’t even nine in the morning. I shook my head at myself as I filled in the paperwork, some factual information, and improvising where I needed to. When I was done, I took a photo of the patient’s personal details page and sent it to Alex, along with the photo I’d snapped of Beth earlier. When I told Beth I was calling an ambulance, she full on panicked, which meant one thing, she was still using her real name. Alex would be able to make me up some new identification papers for this woman, papers that would at least allow her to seek medical attention if she ever needed. Then I had another thought, so I flicked another text off to Alex with a photo of Maisy attached, along with a list. Passport and birth certificate for the kid, passport, licence, birth certificate for the mother. They wouldn’t be needing them for a while, but they’d be ready by the time the mother was healed up. 

Not much later, the doctor came back to tell me that Beth indeed had a punctured lung, and the rib was still embedded in her left lung, so they needed to operate. Her ankle was shattered too, so it required surgery as well, and they’d put her dislocated shoulder back in while she was under for the surgery. 

“They’re prepping her for surgery now. I’ll show you to pre-op so you can see her before she goes into theatre,” the doctor waited while I helped the kid pack up her colouring stuff and shove it into her backpack. 

She was running along just to keep up with the doc and I, so I bent down and scooped her up. As soon as her arms came around my neck, I was gone. This kid was so vulnerable, and I wasn’t going to let her down. 

When we rounded the corner to the pre-op room, Maisy lent in and whispered in my ear. “Is Mummy dead?”

“No Mouse, she’s just sleepy.” 

Maisy put her little hand on my face and turned my head, so I was looking at her. “Please tell them to make Mummy better.”

“They will, they’ll fix her so she’ll be good as new,” I took the kid over to the bed so she could see her mother. “Hey,” I sat Maisy on the edge of the bed. The nurses were watching the interaction, so I needed to play the part. “You really did a number on yourself,” I rested my palm on her cheek. “We’ll be here when you get out of surgery.” I leant forward and kissed her forehead. 

“Time to roll,” one of the nurses came over. “Surgery should take three to four hours, then she’ll be in recovery for a further two hours before going to the ward. We’ll give you a call when she’s out of surgery, she’ll be back in a room on the ward in about six hours or so.”

I looked down at the little girl who had slipped her hand into mine. “Looks like it’s you and me for the next six hours Mouse, what should we do?” 

“I’m hungry,” she looked up at me. “And you need to get some coffee and waffles.” 

“Food,” I gave her a nod. “That’s a good start.” We started walking but hadn’t made it far before I picked her up. Walking at a four-year-old pace was torture. It felt like I was treading water. “Then I guess we need to hit the shops and get some supplies for your mum.” 

“What are supplies?” 

“Your mum’s going to be in hospital for a few days, so she’ll need some pyjamas, a toothbrush, hairbrush, undies, that kind of thing,” I pushed the button for the elevator and put her back on her feet. “What about you, do you need some supplies too?” 

“Mmm, what about some new colouring books, is that supplies?” 

“Sure is,” she followed me into the lift, and made her way behind my legs when a man followed us in. When I looked down at her, she had her eyes on me, so I picked her up again, and instantly she relaxed. “Anything else?” 

“Mmm, maybe a fairy dress, is that supplies?” She kept one hand on my face, running her fingers over my short beard as she gave me a shy little smile. 

“Pretty sure it is,” I put her back on her feet when we exited the lift. “But food first.” 

“And coffee,” she looked up at me. “You always have coffee.” 

This kid was observant. I had no doubt she held a lot more information in that head of hers. I just hoped I could get some of it out of her over breakfast, because I really wanted to know what I’d gotten myself into here. Never go into a mission blind. It was one of my rules to live by when we were in that bloody desert. It had served me well then, and I knew it would now, I could feel it. These two were in some serious trouble. 
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