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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      The night air reeked of death. Three bodies lay somewhere behind Liz Moorland, their lives snuffed out before they had a chance to offer up a prayer – should they have a higher power – or even see their assassin. Wasted lives.

      She stood motionless beneath a tree. Her senses reached into the dark, desperately seeking a sign, any sign, of where he was, the man she hunted. Sight gave her nothing, not even with infra-red binoculars. Smell was too focused on what was in her wake to be helpful. And sound? Not even the branches above were moving nor night birds calling. But her intuition was on fire. Her spine tingled and the hairs on her arms were upright.

      Where are you, Dad?

      There was a choice of direction. Continue along the trees lining the long, brick driveway, or cross in the open to the building. Neither were safe. Nothing was safe.

      Her phone vibrated in a pocket, and Liz ignored it other than to cover it with a hand in the hope of muffling its soft buzz. She had to move before anyone else was harmed… or worse. For a second she glanced back, her heart heavy with loss but needing to compartmentalise the hurt for now. If she was to survive this night, she had to push everything aside.

      In the distance, a drone flew low and slow. It was seeking her father, and probably looking for Liz as well. She wished they’d move a bit away, having no doubt there were snipers on the sprawling property who’d not think twice about taking down the only eyes helping her.

      She needed to get inside the mansion. Somehow.

      What was hidden within it was key to everything. The answers to a million questions raised over the years about the man behind a secretive and deadly organization.

      Overhead, the clouds abruptly parted, and moonlight spilled across the open ground. There was still no sign of life and Liz made her choice. Watching the sky, she waited until the night was again cast into darkness and then flew across the twenty or so metres to the side of the abandoned mansion, throwing herself against the wall.

      She was alive. Not shot. Not pursued.

      What is he waiting for?

      Her phone vibrated again. She couldn’t turn it off as it was showing her location to the only people who might save her, if her father or his hoons got what they wanted. Liz in their clutches. Quickly, she lifted it from her pocket and read the last of many messages.

      
        
          
            
              
        Stand down! Wait for back-up. This is Ben’s order. Confirm, Liz.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Soon. I’m safe for now.

      

      

      

      

      

      Knowing that response wouldn’t go down well, Liz turned off the sound and buried the phone in a deeper pocket. Unless she completed her mission, the past months would be for nothing. Kyle would not only escape –  again, but so would the best chance they’d ever had of quality intelligence about the Australian chapter of a terrible organisation.

      People had died tonight because of him. People had been dying for a long time.

      Liz edged along the wall. Built decades ago, this mansion once echoed with music and laughter. Now, it was a ghostly mockery of a happier past.

      At the door she hesitated. This wasn’t supposed to happen… she’d come here with a plan and fellow members of Operation Nobody. Yet she was alone and it fell onto her to finish the job. Liz couldn’t permit the last half hour of shock and betrayal and deaths to be the final roadblock.

      I will avenge you.

      Heart pounding, she slowly turned the handle and let herself inside.
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      Two weeks earlier

      

      Doctor Candace Carroll’s apartment was a surprise. It was a penthouse, taking the full top floor of a gorgeous old building near the Yarra River. In the months she’d known the psychiatrist, this was the first time Liz had been invited to visit, and to say she was impressed was an understatement. For some reason she’d imagined Candace living in a townhouse in Port Melbourne or a house along the bay in Black Rock or Chelsea.

      ‘Feel free to explore,’ Candace handed Liz a glass of white wine. ‘Only my office is locked because of client files. Security and all of that. Or I can show you around later.’

      ‘Dinner smells wonderful. Anything I can help with?’

      ‘Not a thing. The others are on the balcony if you wish to take in the view. Go on. I’m in my element cooking.’

      Somehow that didn’t seem at all like the woman Liz knew… yet didn’t really know.

      Tonight was important. This was the first opportunity the core senior group of Operation Nobody had to discuss recent events and the fallout – specifically, whether a member of the covert team was connected to Liz’s father, criminal Kyle Moorland. Liz sipped her wine. The conversation was going to be difficult because no one wanted a mole in their midst.

      Candace hummed as she returned to the kitchen, which was huge and surrounded by the most beautiful marble bench.

      Taking her advice, Liz stepped through open French doors to a wide balcony which appeared to wrap around the penthouse. The table and seating was empty. The other guests leaned against the ornate railing.

      ‘Hi there.’

      ‘Oh, Liz! Hello!’ Forensic analyst Meg Mackie came in for a hug. She had her hair loose, which was unheard of, and she’d changed its colour to dark brown with rainbow ends. ‘Can you believe this view?’

      ‘Get over here and join us.’ This was Pete McNamara, beer in hand, back against the rail as he grinned. He’d been her partner on and off for years when she was a Homicide detective.

      Making up the last of the small group was Ben Rossi, head of Operation Nobody and a man Liz had enormous respect for. It was Ben who’d asked her to be part of the covert team and she’d known him from his days running Missing Persons.

      Meg was right about the view.

      The Yarra River was a darkening ribbon, lit from either side by streetlights and buildings. With night closing in, it reflected the last of the sunset.

      ‘It is an ever-changing painting.’ Candace stepped out onto the balcony. ‘I bought the apartment because of this and spend as much time as possible out here… particularly during difficult times. There’s a certain peacefulness being high enough to miss the worst of the traffic sounds, yet almost able to reach out and touch the water.’

      For a moment they all gazed at the river. Candace had a way with words which touched Liz’s imagination. She didn’t have a permanent home but lived in an Airbnb apartment on a month-by-month basis. A penthouse was unnecessary but perhaps a normal apartment on a lower floor which faced this way?

      ‘I have an entrée to serve if you’d all care to come inside?’

      She led everyone to a dining room with a table large enough to seat a dozen guests but tonight was set all around one end.

      ‘Please sit anywhere. If someone would open the wines and pour?’ Candace returned to the kitchen. There was a servery between kitchen and dining room, its doors open.

      ‘Anyone driving?’ Meg did the honours. ‘I’m afraid to let Pete do this because he’ll fill each glass to the top.’

      ‘And what’s wrong with that? Beer glasses are filled to the top.’

      ‘And water. Shall I get you one instead?’ Meg held the wine she’d just poured out of Pete’s reach.

      ‘I’m not driving. Just back from time at home so will go to my hotel, which is just over there.’ Ben pointed.

      These windows also overlooked the river.

      ‘Uber for me,’ Pete said. ‘I won’t leave you a tip nor a review if I don’t get the wine.’

      Meg passed the glass to Ben. ‘Better be five star, dude.’

      Liz laughed. This was the best of being part of the team. The group knew each other and didn’t mind teasing and having fun, and Pete was both the one who gave the most and received it.

      ‘Do you need a hand, Candace?’ Ben asked.

      Candace’s face appeared for a moment through the servery. ‘Actually, yes. I’ll put some plates here if you don’t mind finding space for them in the middle of the table.’

      Once everyone had a goat cheese and tomato tart, the banter dropped away. The food was delicious and Liz was impressed. She could cook but couldn’t remember the last time she’d had anyone over for a meal. It had to be when her twenty-something niece was a child and she’d have her sister and brother-in-law visit.

      It couldn’t be all that time ago.

      Too long. Far too long.

      

      With the last dinner plate cleared, the small group settled in the lounge room but not until Meg had wandered around the space with a hand-held detector.

      ‘They’d have had to break in to plant any,’ Candace said. ‘You’ve seen how good my security is. And none of the rest of the team have ever been here.’

      ‘I know, but we managed to miss cameras in Lyndall’s house after her abduction. Thanks to Reuben’s connections I have an even fancier device which is telling me this room is indeed free of nasty bugs.’

      Only very recently Operation Nobody had its first case, the disappearance of the neighbour and friend of Vince Carter, Liz’s first partner in the police force. Lyndall was a remarkable woman with a dark history and during the search for her, suspicions rose about a possible breach of security from within the team. There wasn’t a person here who wanted those suspicions to lead to one of their own.

      ‘Before we start, I want to thank you, Candace, for a wonderful dinner.’

      Ben raised his glass to her and everyone copied. She waved it away as if it was no big deal but was smiling.

      ‘On to the more serious reason for our meeting. I value the opinion of each of you and know you have your own thoughts about how we proceed.’ Ben placed his glass on a coffee table and settled in his chair. ‘If you could each talk through what, if any, concerns you have about our first case pertaining to other members of the team. Anything you observed. Even just hunches.’

      ‘I have to say that overall every person did a remarkable job and any distrust I had for Hamish is gone.’ Meg had finished putting her bug-checker away. ‘He’s a pain at times and has a terrible sense of what is appropriate but I can’t find any evidence of him breaking protocol. I’ve found no digital footprint connected to the operation which doesn’t belong.’

      ‘What about his mystery phone call at the pier?’ Pete asked. ‘He was on a call which he claimed was to Reuben but wasn’t.’

      ‘Are you certain?’

      ‘Hamish told me that Reuben was bringing in Tony Shaw for questioning,’ Liz said. ‘There was a definite implication he’d heard it direct. But then a minute later Reuben phoned me and was surprised Hamish knew.’ Liz had conflicting feelings about Hamish and was unsettled about this process but the team integrity was more important than her misgivings.

      ‘Do we have an explanation for that?’ Ben looked around and everyone shook their heads. ‘What else.’

      ‘I told Liz ages ago he plays down his intelligence. Puts up this obnoxious front as a Bond-like ladies’ man which effectively keeps people at a distance. And he mentioned Lyndall’s real name when it had never been said in front of him.’ Pete crossed his arms.

      Liz knew he’d never liked Hamish.

      ‘There are explanations though,’ Candace said. ‘I agree he understates his intelligence. My original evaluation of him revealed this along with several other traits which combined, make for an interesting human.’

      Pete made a scoffing sound which he quickly covered when Candace gazed his way.

      ‘Hey, Pete,’ Liz said. ‘Everyone has something to hide.’

      ‘Not me.’

      ‘You sure?  Anyone can make themselves look suspicious. At the start of the last case you told me you’d been to Lyndall’s house multiple times but not why.’

      There was a sudden interest from the other people in the room. Pete groaned.

      ‘You said you’d been there for dinners. Plural. But not with Vince and Melanie.’

      Meg’s mouth had dropped open. Candace smiled slightly. Ben leaned forward.

      ‘Do you really want to know?’ Pete rolled his eyes when everyone nodded. ‘Fine. But if you laugh, then I’ll quit the team. Serious.’

      ‘We won’t laugh.’ Liz hoped they wouldn’t.

      ‘She was giving me art lessons. I always wanted to paint and she was teaching me. Still is, if you must know. Happy?’

      You absolute dill for keeping it secret. That is wonderful.

      ‘Oh… I would love to do that! Good on you for following a dream, mate.’ Meg was beaming. Supportively. Not laughing at him. ‘The extent of my creativity is all software based.’

      ‘Which you do better than anyone.’ Pete relaxed. ‘Should have said, earlier.’

      ‘Back to Hamish’s early intel on Lyndall and different aspects of the operation. Is there a logical answer?’ Ben asked.

      This was where it got a bit messy for Liz. ‘He told me Annette gave him Lyndall’s real name, as well as linking the different relationships such as the husband and child.  It was just before he and Reuben went to find Marcus Bonner, and Hamish was deadly serious. I’d never seen that side of him as we talked strategy and he dropped the façade.’

      Candace picked her up wine glass, eyes on Liz. ‘Did you ask Annette if she told him?’

      ‘No. Too much happened too quickly, but…’

      All of the others were watching her. However she said this, it would sound odd.

      ‘I did ask Hamish if Annette told him about having been to Bonner Gallery in her school days, because she made a throwaway comment that she had let him know. But he said no and was clearly puzzled.’

      ‘She disappeared a few times when I needed her that last day of the investigation,’ Meg said. ‘Left Phoebe to manage both their jobs while she went to the roof to smoke. But then she worked her heart out until we secured Lyndall and was brilliant when we captured Tony Shaw at the pier.’

      ‘Thing is,’ Pete said. ‘Everybody has off-days. People say or do something which comes over as sus yet there’s a perfectly sound reason. Like me. And Lyndall.’

      Ben chuckled but Candace raised an eyebrow and he tilted his head at her in question.

      ‘I agree with Pete⁠—’

      ‘Knew it!’

      Pete shut up under the stern look she sent his way.

      ‘We don’t have a whole picture. There are multiple people involved and conversations may be lost among other memories. Annette may have told Hamish she had been through the gallery as a teenager and he might have forgotten or not been listening. Or lied about it. Alternately, she may not have told him but intended to, forgot she hadn’t and her memory, under pressure, was faulty.’

      ‘Or she lied.’ Meg was grim. ‘This is hard.’

      ‘Yes, however there are ways to gather better information. I recommend we write a debrief questionnaire for each member of the team. If we are sensible about our wording and approach we won’t upset anybody, nor alert a person with dubious motives.’

      Liz and Ben leaned forward as one. This was good. Plans were always good.

      ‘If you will all give me leave to do so, I’ll create a document, which on the surface is simply a way to gather information about each person’s experience during the case. In addition, I’d like to offer the opportunity for responders to add anonymous content about their observations.’

      ‘Which won’t be anonymous because I will be able to identify the person,’ Meg said. ‘As I said, this is hard. How can we create a cohesive team without being transparent?’

      

      The small group agreed on a course of action and with that out of the way, began to disperse. Meg left first, hugging everyone. Then Pete and Ben together.

      ‘Do you have to go just yet?’ Candace asked Liz. ‘It is pleasant to sit outside with a glass of something decent, if you’d care to join me.’

      ‘I would, thank you. But are you implying that the drinks you’ve supplied up until now were less than decent?’ Liz couldn’t help gently teasing. ‘I rather loved the white wine.’

      ‘You did? My auntie owns a vineyard which supplies grapes to that winery, so I shall tell her you enjoyed it. So many people love the Barossa or Hunter wines but I do enjoy those from the Macedon Ranges, where she is.’

      Liz joined Candace at a well-appointed bar. She’d known the psychiatrist for a few months but tonight was telling her more about the woman than the times they’d worked a case together. People showed more of themselves when they were under extreme pressure or relaxed.

      ‘What is that look for?’ Candace asked. ‘Are you analysing me?

      ‘Ha. No. Yes. Maybe. I was thinking how nice it is to see you relaxing a bit.’

      ‘And you. Now, I have almost every type of liquor under the sun, so do you have a preference?’

      ‘Quite honestly, I don’t have a large repertoire of drinks.’

      ‘How about a brandy?’

      ‘Actually, yes please.’

      Sitting outside in the early autumn air, her hand slightly warming her brandy balloon, Liz was overcome by a sense of peace, something she rarely felt. Traffic sounds were less here than her rooms, and the lights of Melbourne twinkled as if encouraging her to stay a while.

      ‘Tell me something about yourself, Liz. Something I don’t know.’

      Liz smiled at Candace. ‘Is there anything?’

      ‘Goodness yes.’

      ‘I like eating chili for breakfast.’

      Candace laughed. ‘Oh that is good! At university I would heat up leftover pizza for breakfast, but chili sounds delicious.’

      ‘Your turn.’

      For a moment Candace swirled the brandy. ‘I once saw a black panther while visiting my aunt. I was ten.’

      ‘Not the aunt who grows grapes?’

      ‘The very one.’

      ‘In the Macedon Ranges in Australia… a black panther?’

      Did you become a psychologist to work out why you were hallucinating back then?

      ‘Bit of a legend up around the Mount. I’d never heard such a thing but the story goes that some escaped from a private zoo many years ago. You should ask Vince Carter because they’ve been seen up his way as well.’

      Candace was serious.

      ‘So where was it? The one you saw?’

      ‘Strolling between two rows of grapevines at dusk. I was picking roses from the plant at one end and we suddenly noticed each other and it gazed at me as if sizing me up, then about faced and fluidly trotted away. Turning point in my life because it was the first secret I ever kept.’

      ‘You didn’t tell your aunt?’

      ‘She had a shotgun. That moment the panther shared with me was magical and somehow I knew it wasn’t there to cause harm.’ Candace finally sipped her brandy.

      ‘And you chose a life where you not only help… but you do no harm.’

      A comfortable silence settled between them. The brandy was enjoyed. The breeze picked up, cooler than before.

      ‘I should head home,’ Liz said. She could just as easily have spent another hour here but Candace would want some sleep.

      ‘When are you going to find a real home?’ Candace stood, taking their glasses. ‘You look quite comfortable.’

      ‘Oh, I am.’ Liz got to her feet and followed Candace inside. ‘This is the most beautiful building and has me contemplating finding something similar. Not as large, but I love the peacefulness.’

      ‘Pretty sure one of the apartments is for sale. Shall I find out?’

      ‘In this building? Yes. As long as you don’t mind me living here.’

      Putting the glasses to one side of the sink, Candace made a snorting sound. ‘I’d love to have you here, Liz. I’m pretty solitary and so are you, but I miss having people I care about close by.’

      So what is your story? There’s pain behind your words.

      At the front door, Candace suddenly hugged Liz. ‘I’ve enjoyed this evening. Should I give you some leftovers for breakfast?’

      ‘Not unless there’s chili.’

      They laughed, and for the first time in a long time, there was a smile in Liz’s heart.
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      At just before six the next morning, Liz was still not first to arrive at the series of offices and rooms hidden deep inside a non-descript old brick building in a rarely-visited part of a Melbourne inner suburb.

      The rich aroma of freshly ground coffee beans was a pleasant welcome. Most of the team had taken a short break after their difficult first mission. As a brand new unit, they’d been thrown into it, under-prepared.

      The main room was in darkness but the kitchen light was on, and Reuben whistled as he made himself breakfast.

      For a moment Liz watched him move between fridge and bench and cupboard. She liked Reuben. He had a confidence which wasn’t overbearing, a sharp mind, and a kind heart which made for an interesting person, particularly as he had worked in intelligence for years. There was so much to learn about each member of the team… although the three days searching for an abducted friend had gone a long way to feeling out their strengths and weaknesses. He had the former in abundance and none of the latter. Not that Liz had noticed.

      ‘Coffee?’ He didn’t look up as he turned on the stove. ‘Pancakes?’

      ‘Really, you’re making pancakes?’

      ‘Come and see.’ Reuben swirled a pan, grinning at Liz as she stepped into the kitchen. ‘I’ve already made a dozen which are keeping warm in the oven and figured another dozen will keep everyone happy.’

      ‘Are you related to Candace?’

      ‘Er… no. Why?’

      ‘She loves cooking.’

      ‘Best therapy, plus sometimes you get to make another person feel special. Ticks some decent boxes. Coffee machine is pretty much set to go if you don’t mind making your own.’

      ‘One for you as well?’

      ‘Thank you.’

      By the time Liz made the coffees, Reuben had more pancakes cooking and was cutting up fruit on a board. He’d added maple syrup in a glass bottle. ‘Do you think I should add some butter and ricotta to the board?’

      ‘Aren’t you vegan?’

      ‘I am. Unless I missed something, the rest of the team are not. And cooking is about sharing bounty and enjoying food together.’

      Where have you been all of my life?

      ‘In that case, butter and ricotta sounds great. I might get the lights all on and then I’ll come back and set the table up.’

      

      By seven the whole team was gathered around the large table in the second room. This room was part conference room, and part relaxation, with a pool table, a couple of pinballs machines, and a bar. Until now, the only part which had any use was the table, as Candace had commandeered it during the last case.

      ‘Already had brekkie,’ Pete said. It didn’t stop him snaffling a pancake and piling it with a bit of everything on the board. ‘Dessert. Love the idea. Dessert after a real Aussie breakfast of toast and vegemite.’

      ‘These are vegan?’ Hamish poked at his with a fork as though expecting an answer from the large fluffy pancake.

      ‘They are. So is the fruit. And the maple syrup is pure, so also vegan.’ Reuben wasn’t perturbed. ‘Feel free to toss it my way if it doesn’t meet your needs, mate. Always room on my plate for one more.’

      Phoebe Renshaw, the youngest member of the team, and usually the quietest, stared at Hamish. ‘Or me. I can’t remember ever tasting a pancake so delicious.’

      ‘Thanks, Pheebs,’ Reuben said quietly.

      ‘Is this a new tradition? Breakfast conferences at the start of each new case?’ Annette Benski picked up a cup. ‘Pretty decent idea, I reckon. Do we take turns? Make a roster? I cook a mean French toast.’

      Ben’s eyes met Liz’s across the table. He was amused, but she knew him well enough to see a shadow of concern. The group at dinner last night would be taking special note of interactions, no matter how simple or innocent. If there was someone here who worked for the wrong side, then finding them was critical. He slightly nodded as though reading her thoughts, then pushed his now-empty plate back a little.

      ‘Keep eating. I want to run through a few things if you don’t mind.’

      ‘Boss, you’re interfering with my enjoyment,’ Pete said. He was eyeing off a second pancake and Hamish pushed the board closer to him.

      ‘Sorry, Pete. Not sorry. Once we’ve all eaten, we’ll reconvene in the hub and have a strategy meeting about our next case.’

      ‘Going on a bad guy hunt.’ Reuben seemed pleased at the prospect.

      ‘Later today each of us will receive a debriefing questionnaire from Candace. This needs to be completed within the next three days, please. Going forward, we’ll refine it to use immediately after each case but with this being our first, please bear with us as we sort out what questions are relevant or less important. Some may seem unrelated to our rescue of Lyndall Smith, but will help Candace build a better system.’

      ‘Is it online?’ Annette asked.

      ‘It is.’ Candace smiled at her. ‘And completely anonymous, unless you wish to be known. There is a second link you’ll receive to send me any thoughts, views, feedback of any kind from your experiences so far as a team member, and that will need your name but will only be seen by me and Ben.’

      ‘Cool. I can complain about the lack of pancakes.’ Pete was still eating and winked at Reuben.

      Ben continued. ‘Each of you did an amazing job with what was a difficult case, both mentally and physically. The result is a safe return home for Lyndall, likely long prison sentences for several people who were involved in her abduction, and the removal of one very violent and evil criminal thanks to the sharp shooting skills of Hamish.’

      ‘From a moving helicopter, no less.’ Liz knew she was being too quiet and she genuinely was impressed by how Hamish handled himself that night.

      Unless it was done to silence Marcus on my father’s orders.

      ‘Thanks, Lizzie-beth.’

      ‘Liz. It’s still Liz, Hamish.’

      There was a ripple of laughter among the team.

      ‘Okay, finish up and we’ll meet in the hub in fifteen.’

      

      Liz was still in awe of this central part of the building they called the hub. Long workstations with multiple computers and other devices were in a rough semi-circle. Toward the middle of the room was a table about the size of one used for billiards, but this was far from something to play a game on. Topped by a thick panel of glass, at the touch of panels on either end a screen would appear – two actually. The first was vertical and perfect to display maps and navigation with outstanding clarity. The second was horizontal and quite science-fiction in style to Liz. Meg had explained that it worked thanks to minute cameras creating a visible barrier. This could be opaque or transparent and images, text, and diagrams and the like set in place or moved by touching and holding… a bit like a phone screen.

      Her very first day as a member of Operation Nobody had turned into a frantic race against time to locate Lyndall, leaving little chance of settling in and getting to know her new team mates under normal circumstances. But today they were starting fresh with a case waiting and the intention to also track down her father.

      As the team gathered around the table, Liz collected a notepad and pen. She still preferred to hand write notes. Several years as a street cop and working with Vince – who was as traditional as they came – had formed habits she still followed.

      Everyone stared at the horizontal screen.

      Upon it was the image of a property, a series of photographs, and a couple of newspaper reports.

      ‘Welcome to our new case,’ Ben said. ‘It was supposed to be our first case but as you all know, Lyndall’s life was the priority and this is most definitely a cold case.’ He pointed to the photographs, which were individual headshots of three people. ‘Meet Ilona and Joseph Baxter. German immigrants arriving in the early 1950s with the original surname of Berger, changed presumably to please his employers who were merchant bankers in Sydney.’

      ‘And protect them from the fear-based prejudice against all things German at that time,’ Candace added.

      The photo of Joseph was of a man in his forties with a rather stern expression.

      ‘Joseph was an exceedingly clever man when it came to money and was well liked by his clients, quickly rose to senior manager and eventually came to Melbourne to open a new branch, before starting his own investment company. Ilona wasn’t one to sit around, and created a line of women’s shoes and handbags which were popular among the mega-rich. By the time they retired, their wealth portfolio included properties, stocks, and cash, making them extremely well off.’

      Ilona was almost as stern as her husband.

      Annette gestured toward the third image. ‘And that is our past Chief Inspector Ronald Baxter.’

      ‘He would have been before your time, Annette.’ Liz asked. ‘I think Vince Carter knew him in passing, not that any of the street cops tended to mingle with the higher-ups, but the inspector retired when I was a teenager.’

      ‘So this really is a cold case.’ Her own notebook in hand, Phoebe gazed at the images. ‘I’ve read the brief but I’m unsure why we are investigating what happened.’

      Ben nodded. ‘Fair question. As a quick background… the inspector was the only child of the Baxters and they were a close family. The murder of his parents one night not only devastated him, but sent him on a path he never deviated from. He was a special kind of cop, one who was expected to go on to even greater things, possibly even politics of the highest level, but he lost everything with his laser focus on solving the crime.’

      And he needs us to finish what he couldn’t.

      ‘How awful to have an entire police force at your command yet not find the killers of your own parents. Where do we start?’ Hamish gazed at Ben. ‘And how do we bring justice to this poor man and his family?’

      Pete was staring at Hamish, his eyes half-closed. He did that when he wasn’t sure. When he was shutting everything out other than whatever had his attention. Liz got the feeling he was every bit as conflicted about Hamish as she was.

      ‘Justice may not happen and I want each of you to understand this case may have no resolution… certainly not in the respect of arrests. The murders happened more than thirty years ago, so even finding the killers might not be enough to lead to prosecution.’

      ‘It’s about ending a terrible chapter. Proving that the inspector should have been supported and believed rather than pushed into early retirement.’ Reuben shook his head in frustration. ‘He needed help, not disdain for not bouncing back and getting over the deaths. Had a killer been found, I am certain he would have lived a much different life.’

      There was a murmur of agreement around the table.

      Ben increased the size of the property image on the screen. It was overhead image of a house and outbuildings on a parcel of land. ‘This is Heberden House. Fancy name for a fancy property. The house… mansion if you like… was already old when the Baxters purchased it, and they completely renovated it. The gardens are as ancient as the house and until Ronald Baxter died, they were maintained. In the past the gardens were open twice a year for visitors to enjoy.’

      He glanced at Meg.

      ‘There’s not many images from back then,’ she said. Using her tablet, she cast a photograph onto the screen of a stately home at night, lights all on. ‘That was taken a week before the murders by the local press as the Baxters were hosting some dignitaries. And this was taken a couple of weeks ago. Unloved and not lived in for decades.’

      The deterioration was sad. Neglected, the house was showing signs of disrepair and the gardens were overgrown in some parts and barren in others.

      ‘Why is it empty?’ Phoebe looked ready to cry. ‘Surely it should be sold or rented and returned to its past beauty?’

      Candace watched the younger woman with a slight tilt of her head but said nothing.

      ‘There is a trust in place set up by Ronald Baxter,’ Ben said. ‘The rates and insurance are paid up and apparently people go through four times a year to check the place is secure and the grounds meet local council regulations. But the trust has instructions not to sell until the truth of his parents’ deaths are revealed.’

      ‘Then we’d better find them. What do you need from me?’ Phoebe lifted her chin, eyes shining. ‘How can my team help?’
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      ‘The photos looked better.’ Pete hadn’t even climbed out of the car and had made up his mind. ‘Bulldozer is needed, not solving a murder. If it was murder.’

      Meg and Reuben were already standing on the cobbled driveway and Liz wasted no time joining them. Pete had hypothesised the whole trip here and she needed a break, however short.

      Despite a forecast for a warm day, the air was crisp in the higher altitude of the Dandenong Ranges. There was a sense of quiet all around… until Pete got out of the car.

      ‘Where do we start?’

      By being less annoying?

      Liz loved Pete in her own way. They’d worked together on and off for years and there was a mutual respect and understanding which she hadn’t shared with anyone other than Vince Carter. A lot of people misjudged Pete, and he only had himself to blame. But she knew his years undercover had shaped him and one had to dig a long way beneath the crusty exterior to find his good heart.

      ‘I mean, we don’t even know this was murder.’

      On the other hand…

      Reuben was behind Pete and grinned at Liz. ‘Mate, how about we do a walk around the grounds?’

      ‘Walking is overrated but if you need me to hold your hand, then sure.’ Pete loved nothing more than stirring the pot. Another reason he’d not been popular in major crimes. ‘What are we looking for?’

      ‘Dunno. Guess we’ll find out when we see it.’

      With just their tablets, the men chose a direction along one fence line.

      The car was parked inside wrought iron gates. They’d been locked with a heavy chain and padlock but Ben knew about it and provided a key, along with several others to gain internal access.

      Meg was lifting bags from the back of the car and slinging them over her shoulders.

      ‘Do we need all of this?’

      ‘Unsure, but unless we’re going to drive to the house then I’d rather carry them up once rather than come back and forth. We’ll need that case there.’

      Liz dutifully picked up the case. ‘It isn’t a drone?’

      ‘Nah. Clever new portable workstation.’

      ‘It weighs a ton.’

      ‘It weighs six kilograms. Do you want me to take it?’ Meg had a smirk on her face as she pushed black sunglasses onto her nose.

      Sliding her hand through the handle, Liz made a show of struggling. ‘Getting old you know.’

      ‘Poor love.’

      ‘So much sympathy.’

      ‘I know, right?’ Meg chuckled and began walking toward the home.

      Liz caught up after collecting her tablet from the car. It was her decision to walk the hundred or so metres to get their first observations on foot.  The driveway was wide and made of cobbled bricks, some in poor repair. On either side were expanses of grass, punctuated by derelict flower beds and rows of trees.

      ‘Are those all oaks?’

      Meg glanced over. ‘Think so. There’s gums along one fence line and I think pines behind the house. Shame the gardens haven’t been maintained because the photographs from when the Baxters were alive were stunning.’

      It seemed both ridiculous and sad that an estate such as this was pretty much left to fall apart, yet Liz also understood the determination of Ronald Baxter to keep people engaged in the life – and death – of his beloved parents. What a pity he’d succumbed to cancer before seeing justice. Well, she was going to bring it to him, one way or another.

      ‘I really like Pete but geez he can be insensitive,’ Meg said. ‘Everything points to murder.’

      ‘Yes… but no. He sees things on the surface first. And the lack of interest and support by the police was continually backed up by a belief that this was a bungled robbery. Murder generally has a solid motive and that just doesn’t add up. The couple were well-liked and had no history of dealings which might attract the wrong people.’

      The closer they got to the house, the more uneasy Liz felt. She shook the feeling off. This was just an old building. There were no people hiding in the shadows. No bodies buried in the basement… at least the original investigation had discounted such things.

      ‘I’d live here,’ Meg said. ‘At least I would if it was closer to the sea.’

      ‘Where do you live?’

      Meg gave her a disbelieving glance. ‘I think I need to host the next dinner party. I’m in St Kilda, across the road from the beach and in sight of the pier. You thought Candace had views to die for.’

      ‘I’m easily impressed because just about anything is better than the old apartment I had, but now I want to know where everyone else lives. Apart from Pete because I already know.’

      ‘He doesn’t have a view other than of the shops around his place yet he’s happy there.’

      Liz phone buzzed. ‘Did he hear us talking about him?’ She answered on speaker. ‘Did you get lost?’

      ‘I wish. We found a well.’

      ‘Does that make it a wishing well?’ Meg asked.

      ‘Hysterical. Once we’ve finished the parameter check we’re getting some gear from the car and taking a look. Unless you need us at the house, that is.’

      ‘Finish your garden stroll, then come and find us and we can work out the next steps.’

      Before Pete could argue, Liz ended the call. Unofficially she was second in command to Ben and didn’t mind taking on the role. Candace was outside the usual chain of command as a consultant, but Liz would defer to her in anything other than operational decisions. And Pete was used to being told what to do… more or less.

      The women stopped at the bottom of a dozen steps leading to the entry of the house. It was an eclectic design featuring curved walls and porthole windows as well as a lot of straight lines. The steps were to one side, curving up to a tiled open area about ten metres square. The rails were white stone, matching the majority of the outside of the house, other than dark grey trimmings and roof.

      ‘Can you imagine this place all lit up for a gala dinner?’ Meg gazed around. ‘This tiled area would be perfect for servers to hand out welcome drinks and guests to mingle before going inside.’

      The tiled area reached around a protruding, glassed room and to one side, double doors led inside.

      Liz went through the keys to find the one with a tag saying ‘front’. She unlocked the glass doors, pushed them open and went in. Meg was right behind and they stopped in awe after a few more steps.

      The glassed, semi-circle room was a grand foyer and open to a mezzanine level. A wide, sweeping staircase led up with marble steps and polished timber railings. The largest chandelier Liz had ever laid eyes on hung from a long chain, and wall lamps sat over half a dozen small tables, which were the only furniture in the vast space.

      ‘Why did I think it would be left intact?’ Liz gazed around. ‘No furniture as such or personal touches.’

      ‘Because it is decades. Inspector Baxter probably couldn’t see the point in keeping it all. He wouldn’t know forensic technology would advance so much, but guess what? It has.’ Meg held out a hand. ‘May I have the case? I don’t want to set down my equipment until I’ve checked the floor.’

      They did a swap as Meg piled her bags onto Liz and took the case. She had no choice but to place it on the ground to open and chose a spot along a wall. In a few minutes she’d constructed a narrow table, a bit like a card table but on thin, adjustable legs and a top which slid apart like an extendable dining table. Ending up about a metre long, it made it easy for Meg to unpack her bags onto it.

      ‘That is clever.’

      ‘Figured it would have many a use and is better than contaminating a table or bench. I want to do a quick sweep of the floor and walls in here first but as long as you don’t touch anything, go right ahead and look around.’

      Liz left Meg to set up the hand-held device she used to look for blood and other substances, which was a bit like a metal detector but with a built-in analyser and camera. She might be a forensic analysist by description but Meg had several degrees and was continually adding to her tools of trade. The team was incredibly fortunate to have her.

      She was drawn by the staircase and followed it to the mezzanine. It was easy to watch Meg work from here and for a minute she had the oddest urge to sit on the floor and peer through the balustrade… as a child might when there’s an adult party below. There’d be a string quartet playing and people talking in small groups, white-shirted waiters offering drinks and trays with tiny, delicious bites of grown-up food.

      And I’d be so quiet nobody would notice me.

      With a jolt, Liz stepped back. Her heart thudded and she drew in a long breath.

      There was only Meg down there. No music or waiters. What on earth had gotten into her?

      ‘Slacking off already?’ Meg grinned from below.

      ‘Um… admiring your work.’

      The second Meg returned to her task, Liz spun away, almost running to the nearest room.

      

      ‘I don’t think you should have to manage getting my weight up and down the well shaft,’ Pete said. ‘Best if you go in and I’ll shoulder the efforts up here.’

      Reuben snorted but didn’t bother replying. Pete didn’t blame him. He’d complained a lot this morning and was beginning to annoy himself. Something wasn’t sitting well and he couldn’t decide it if was the cold case, the waste land they were walking around, or the potential issues with the team itself. He wasn’t one to need security or safety but he valued loyalty. Heck, even some of the underworld bosses he’d associated with as an undercover cop had loyalty. They might kill you, but they’d have a good reason, and if they didn’t they’d defend you to the death.

      They’d followed the boundary of the property along the front, one side, and the back and were heading in the direction of the car again. Other than the well there was little of interest. A handful of locked outbuildings. Neglected garden beds. A glasshouse so overgrown it was impossible to open the doors.

      ‘Just needs some love,’ Reuben said.

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Not who. This property. It would make a wonderful place for a private school. Arts, culinary, that kind of thing. Young adults maybe, who need a hand getting started.’

      ‘So they’d learn to grow their produce and cook it? Become chefs?’

      ‘Yeah. Or draw or act or make films.’

      ‘You’re an idealist. Liz would like that. Me? I’m a realist.’

      ‘Bulldoze it and build a supermarket?’

      ‘With a giant apartment building above it.’

      Pete actually agreed with Reuben’s ideas but liked keeping his more humanitarian side private. His more human side. Better than letting people get too close.

      They reached the front gate and at the car opened a chiller box and opened bottles of water. The day was unseasonally hot and humid and heavy clouds were gathering in the distance. Both checked their phones and as Reuben tapped away for a minute or two, Pete’s eyes wandered over the closed gate behind them. It was wrought iron and tall, with pointed bits sticking up. He had no idea of the real name of the pieces and on closer inspection noticed they were shaped like arrows. A danger for anyone attempting to climb over.

      The entire property was surrounded by ten foot high stone walls with smooth sides. The only regular way in and out was through this gate and the average robber would be intimidated by the obstacles. All reports were of the gate being locked that night.

      This wasn’t a theft gone wrong.

      ‘Meg just said she’s found something and to bring her camera bag.’

      As they walked up to the house it was easy to see Liz at a window on the top floor. She wasn’t looking their way but out over the grounds to her right. Pete followed her line of sight but there were shrubs in the way.

      ‘Look at these mosaics. Absolutely stunning.’

      Reuben was fixated on old tiles in a large area at the top of the stairs. He wandered to the far corner, eyes on the pattern.

      ‘Yeah. Groovy.’

      Pete joined him, glancing up to look for Liz. She was still in the window, her position unchanged. From this vantage he could see over the shrubs.

      Liz was staring in the direction of the well.
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