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      The donkeys woke her.

      Braying their blessed heads off instead of sleeping in one of the  communal sheds they all liked to pack into, rather than sharing themselves around. Why she’d bothered to build so many shelters – and decent ones at that – was a mystery. Darned creatures made up their own rules about accommodation and just about everything else.

      For the most part they were quiet at night and she waited a few minutes expecting the ruckus to subside.

      Could be a fox passing through their paddock looking for something more size-appropriate for dinner and wary of a swift hoof up its backside. Probably cranky to have their space invaded.

      But the noise continued and Lyndall dragged herself out of bed.

      Before opening the sliding glass door which lead to the covered verandah, she pushed bare feet into boots and picked up the torch hanging by a loop from one of several hooks. It was raining and she muttered a few choice words about the creatures she normally loved so dearly, while donning an oilskin coat and shoving a hat over thick, grey, unruly hair.

      Outside it was miserable, with the rain sleeting sideways thanks to blustery winds. Motion-sensor lights managed to pierce the gloom but her torch made little difference.

      The braying intensified and she hurried along the path to the top paddock. Whatever had got them going had them in a spin. At least Apple wasn’t here tonight. The old pony belonging to her neighbour, Vince Carter, often visited the donkeys for company but had gone home this morning and would be tucked up safe and warm in her stable.

      Wish I was.

      Lyndall figured it was well past midnight. She didn’t make a habit of checking when she woke during the night – which she did most nights – because then she’d begin calculating how much sleep time was left and that just annoyed her. Normally she’d settle again because these days she finally felt safe in her own home.  But this night was already a write-off because she was wide awake.

      ‘Settle, children!’ She called as she let herself through the paddock gate but the wind and rain wouldn’t carry her voice far. There wasn’t a motion-sensor light out here and she used her torch to check the ground in front of her. It was slippery and muddy and sliding off her feet wouldn’t be pleasant.

      The largest shed was open on one side and from a quick head-count, all twelve donkeys were using it. They had their backs to the weather and were complaining bitterly to a wall.

      ‘People! Nobody can stop the rain and you’re in here and dry so for the love of all things good, shut up.’

      One by one they noticed Lyndall and gathered around her, snorting their disapproval and nudging her pockets. There was nothing in here to cause such a carry on. No feral creatures or holes in the roof or fallen water buckets. It was donkeys being donkeys.

      She waited until each one had nuzzled her and had a pat and settled again before leaving them. All it ever took was one to take affront at some real or imagined offence and begin a revolt against peace and quiet. But each of them had been rescued from terrible situations and Lyndall wasn’t about to blame them for over-reacting. The dark of night was worse for some souls.

      Lyndall stripped off inside the door, hanging the oilskin on its hook and her hat on another. The torch as well. She locked the sliding door. It was double glazed. Heavy. The lock went up and down into reinforced steel above and below the runners. Same as every door and window in the house.

      Her pyjamas were dry despite the weather. But her feet were cold and she went in search of a pair of heavy socks, flicking on the light over the kitchen bench as she went by. She’d come back and make a drink. Something hot and with a good slosh of brandy. Maybe eat a piece of the caramel fudge Melanie brought up yesterday. Vince’s grandchild was fast becoming a light in her life. For years there’d been nothing to encroach on the endless darkness of her soul but that little girl… even her grandfather… were working some kind of magic on her.

      With a smile which was becoming familiar at the thought of her only neighbours, Lyndall rolled the socks on and returned to the kitchen.

      It was in darkness.

      I’d turned that light on.

      And there was a smell. Human odour. Something not belonging here.

      For the first time since waking, Lyndall’s mind went to places she didn’t like.

      But this was her house.

      To one side was the huge open plan living area. A dining table. A sunken lounge. She knew where every piece of furniture was.

      The only light was that of the oven clock. Useless.

      Lyndall inched her way back to the bedrooms. Five of them. Hers at the end of the hallway.

      Before the bedroom door was another and with a quick motion – her hand against a small screen – that door silently opened inwards and Lyndall slid inside, pushing it closed behind herself.

      Overreacting again?

      She’d sleep in here tonight and keep an eye on the cameras. Might be as simple as a blown light bulb… except the smell had been real.

      Not bothering with lights in this secure part of the house, Lyndall turned on the monitors. Ten in total. Six inside the house including a camera over the door to the panic room.

      There were shadowy figures at the door she just closed.

      Three, all with their faces covered and all carrying guns.

      So, you found me.

      Short of blowing the house up, they wouldn’t get inside the room. Didn’t make it any better that they were here and it wouldn’t make for a comfortable night having them inches away.

      Lyndall tapped a code into an overhead cupboard and reached for her rifle.

      It wasn’t there.

      But the same human odour was.

      She had an excellent sense of smell. And sight and hearing.

      Pretending to fuss around looking for the rifle which she expected was trained on her head, Lyndall found the tiny alert button hidden against the grain of the timber and pressed it, then lifted the mobile phone which was always on in here. She tapped at it, heart pounding, hoping against hope she’d be able to message Vince.

      ‘I wouldn’t send that.’

      How did you even get inside this room?

      But even as she turned to face the man she’d not seen in decades, Lyndall knew. He’d always been able to find a way.

      ‘Hello, Marcus.’
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      This wasn’t what Liz expected.

      All the talking up of Operation Nobody had put images in her head.

      ‘Every bell and whistle you could ever find in policing, Liz,’ Pete told her more than once. ‘Information systems like you won’t believe and state of the art everything.’

      ‘Everything?’

      ‘From weapons to intel to transport. Just wait until you see our new home.’

      Liz didn’t actually have a home of her own any longer. After the last case, she’d finally been able to let go of the crappy apartment she’d lived in for close to twenty years. Some of her stuff was in storage and some in her sister’s spare room, but the items she used on a day-to-day basis were in an Airbnb apartment in the city.

      She’d chosen the apartment based on location, privacy, and access to both public transport and arterial roads. For now it would do – one bedroom, living room, kitchen, and something she hadn’t had before. A balcony. A month-by-month commitment. The fact it overlooked the river was a bonus, along with the secure carpark downstairs. It wasn’t a long-term solution but until she had time to find a place of her own to buy, this was more than adequate.

      But the building she stood outside was disappointing.

      As part of the shiny new team, handpicked by one of the best detectives she’d ever met, Liz expected a shiny new office. Maybe something on the top floors of one of the newest Melbourne skyscrapers, with room for two helicopters and a basement carpark filled with sleek, bullet-proof tactical response vehicles.

      She’d have thought she’d got the address wrong, except she didn’t get addresses wrong.

      The building was red brick. At least one hundred years old. Smack bang in the middle of an industrial area close to Citylink and other main roads, surrounded by warehouses and empty lots.

      A sad part of Melbourne and caught in between its roots and a future where this might all be demolished to become a high rise or rows of townhouses with an upmarket supermarket and token park.

      Liz shuddered.

      She’d had enough of suburban parks to last her lifetime.

      Well, she was here now and whether the building met with her approval was beside the point. Ben Rossi had chosen it and she trusted him.

      The door on the street-side of the building was boarded shut. Liz followed the directions sent by messenger half an hour ago and walked into a narrow alley between the building and the next – which was abandoned. It was wide enough for one vehicle. Three-quarters of the way along was a loading dock cut into the side. Someone imagined a truck could back in there, and perhaps some talented driver might manage, but there was room for maybe two cars. The dock consisted of a wide roller door and beside it, a normal passenger door.

      If normal means as heavy as a fire door and with two security panels.

      She gazed around, looking for surveillance, then tapped a short code into the bottom panel. It lit green and she added a second, longer code to the upper panel.

      Then, when nothing happened, Liz trained a stare on the most hidden of four cameras she’d noticed.

      With a click, the access door opened a crack.

      Pete is probably in there having too much fun at my expense.

      He’d been her sometimes-partner in Homicide for the past few years and was instrumental in her being offered this job. She’d been ready to quit the force and he knew it. He’d been the same. But at one of her darkest moments, this happened. A new task force so deep that only a handful of very senior officers knew of its existence.

      Liz stepped into a narrow corridor and the door closed behind her. There was a single lightbulb flashing in an erratic fashion more suited for a horror film. A set of steps directly ahead were the only option and Liz took them.

      Three flights up she reached the top floor and the only thing stopping her phone Pete and get new directions was the state-of-the-art security downstairs. If this wasn’t the right place then the code wouldn’t have worked.

      So what now?

      She stood on a small landing with no windows. One side was the same red brick as the exterior. Opposite was a door which was locked with two large padlocks and boarded up from her side. Liz almost laughed aloud. If this was a test then she was failing. Her first day might be her last.

      She peered down the stairwell. It was gloomy thanks to no natural light and the presence of only one naked lightbulb dangling above each of the three landings. Workplace safety nightmare. She leaned against the boarded-up door, her ear pressed against rough timber as she listened. Nothing.

      About to go down a floor, she reconsidered and did the same thing against the brick. It was stupid but in her strange new world she had to be ready for anything. The team – well, who she knew so far – were all resourceful and smart. This wasn’t a typical unit and she had to remember not to treat anything as ordinary.

      She expected the brick to be cold. It wasn’t. There was the faintest hum beyond it.

      Liz stepped back grinning and opened the flashlight on her phone.

      ‘I know what’s going on here.’

      The light revealed tiny gaps around the brickwork in a rectangle pattern. Not normal door-sized, it nevertheless was the most likely way to proceed.

      Refusing to give up and phone Pete, Liz ran her hand lightly over the area, pressing bricks. Nothing. But when she shone the light up, she found a camera. A very cool, minute camera between bricks. She blew it a kiss.

      Flashlight pointing to the floor on either side of the sort-of-door, Liz found the key.

      There was a floorboard which was just a little bit less filthy than the others and she stepped on it, close to the wall. Of course it wasn’t as easy as that so she tried combinations. One step, two. Two steps, three. Short. Long. Tired of the games, she stepped back and held her second finger aloft in the direction of the camera.

      With a soft whoosh, the brickwork moved, swinging away from her.

      Pete was standing on the other side.

      ‘Three seconds, Liz. Hold then release. Then tap again.’

      From behind him, Ben Rossi appeared in the gloom.

      ‘Liz, welcome to Operation Nobody.’
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      Ben had turned immediately, disappearing. Pete was grinning stupidly.

      ‘Thought you had that, Liz. So close.’

      ‘Glad you had some fun. What now?’

      ‘You follow me, that’s what.’

      This hallway only went for a few metres and along one wall was an elevator. It was narrow but the door looked new.

      ‘Does this work?’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘Then what was that all about – oh, don’t bother answering. Some test you thought up?’

      ‘Not me.’

      Beyond the elevator was a different kind of door. This one was made of a black, shiny material and when Pete touched it, the pigment disappeared, leaving an almost clear view of what was beyond.

      Liz sucked in a breath.

      This was where all the bells and whistles resided.

      Pete reached above his head and held his palm on the surface. A panel – built into the material of the door – appeared and he tapped a code. ‘Meg will set you up for your own version of this.’

      ‘Meg? Our Meg?’

      He grinned as the door slid open. ‘Come in and I’ll get some coffee.’

      I’ve been watching too many futuristic cop shows and now I’ve dreamed one into life.

      This was a whole new level of technology and an unexpected stab of doubt shook Liz. What if this was all beyond her to learn? What if the belief Ben Rossi had in her abilities was unwarranted?

      She was alone. Pete was the only other person in here, whistling from the other side of a two-thirds height wall. A kitchen, perhaps.

      Liz scanned the room.

      It was huge. She figured she could fit her entire apartment – past apartment – in here with some space left over. Although it was open-plan, there were a couple of glassed offices at the far end and between them, a door, open to another room.

      In the middle of the room was a table. It was empty with the top made of the same black material of the door she’d come through and a bit bigger than a full-size billiards table. In a rough circle around it were six workstations. Each had long, curved desks and two computers. All except the one furthest from her which had one long desk with three screens and keyboards.

      Meg’s. I can’t believe she’s here.

      Liz had worked with Meg Mackie several times in the past couple of years. She was a forensic analyst who’d been seconded from another department by Missing Persons for a short-term experiment. The skills and results she brought saw the secondment indefinitely extended and Meg had been one of the officers instrumental in recently solving a decades-old case. A case which had shattered Liz, although bringing closure to her own dark past. Or some of it.

      There was little else in the room. No filing cabinets or whiteboards or clutter.

      Or people.

      ‘Liz?’

      Ben waved from the door between the two glassed offices.

      ‘Join us?’

      Despite a flutter of nerves, she headed his way.

      The thing was that Liz had no real understanding of this covert team. She’d been invited to join based upon a two-minute conversation with Ben at a park. Pete followed up with a few sparse details about something so new and covert and self-managed that nobody they knew had knowledge of its existence. That was enough for Liz to agree. She was done with the force. Or at least, done with being a detective working homicides and major crimes. Now, for all intents and purposes, she no longer worked for Victoria Police. She’d resigned. Had drinks with colleagues who wished her well but didn’t really understand why a fellow cop at the top of her game who had just solved a major case would bow out.

      At one point before that all happened, Pete had made noises about going private. Running an agency. Wanting her to join him.

      She’d been tempted.

      Anything other than the restrictions of her role where her hands had been tied during the most important case of her life.

      But then Ben Rossi – formerly Detective Sergeant Ben Rossi who’d been head of Missing Persons until a couple of years ago – made her an offer.

      Liz glanced at the two glassed-in offices. They were nothing she hadn’t seen before, designed for the most senior staff to use. She stepped through the door between them.

      This room was smaller than the first, running from the front to back of the building and clearly broken up for different purposes. She got a sense of areas for work and some for play but her focus was completely taken by the faces gazing at her from around a table.

      Meg was beside Ben and she smiled and waved at Liz.

      There were two people she’d never met and two she hadn’t expected.

      One was a wonderful street cop she’d crossed paths with over the years – Senior Constable Annette Benski. Seeing her smiling face was like a warm hug. While they’d never been close friends, they had a nice rapport and worked well together.

      The other was every bit as unexpected but for other reasons.

      Doctor Candace Carroll. Psychologist, criminologist, forensic expert. A profiler.

      They’d met on Liz’s last case. The doctor was an advisor, taking Liz’s outline of a profile and turning it into a polished and eerily accurate portrayal of their suspect. Liz had mixed feelings about Candice, a keenly intelligent person who seemed able to see into her mind all too easily, but one she had deep respect for as well.

      ‘Grab a seat, Liz. Pete will eventually bring you a coffee.’ Ben grinned, gesturing at the choice of several empty chairs. ‘You know almost everyone. What if we all go around and mention the important stuff?’

      ‘Like my favourite snack if you want something done fast?’ Meg asked, winking at Liz.

      She chose a seat with empty spaces either side. ‘Danishes and cinnamon scrolls work for you. Decent coffee – and I mean, really decent. A shot of caramel is a bonus’

      ‘And that is why Liz will always have my undying attention.’

      ‘And me.’

      Pete carried a large tray.

      ‘I make you decent – really decent coffee.’

      ‘Oh… that’s why you’re here. Chief coffee maker.’ Meg was doing a good impression of someone who’d just discovered the meaning of life.

      ‘One of the most obvious of my many talents.’ Pete placed the tray in the middle of the table. Not only did it have two cups of steaming coffee, one of which Pete gave to Liz, but a platter of pastries, fruit, and protein balls. ‘This, Liz, is our way of saying welcome.’

      

      For a few minutes, the table was relatively quiet as people helped themselves to their choice of offerings. Liz sipped her coffee and it was good. A far cry from the crap served up in Homicide. Everyone else had a drink, most hot, with a couple of juices.

      Is this the standard? Or just to impress me?

      Pete had taken one of the chairs next to Liz and was chatting quietly to the person on the other side of him, one of the people she didn’t recognise. Ben was watching the room and when their eyes met, he smiled ever so slightly. He’d always been an observer and that was part of what had made him so damned good in Missing Persons. He would pick up the smallest of clues – often ones overlooked more than once. But he was supposed to be happily living along the Gippsland coast, playing local cop with his family.

      ‘I’ll start!’ Meg announced. ‘My name is Meg and I am a workaholic.’

      ‘Hi, Meg.’ Everyone replied, reminiscent of a different type of addiction meeting.

      ‘And that is it for me.’

      There was a ripple of laughter until the man at her side spoke.

      ‘Hello, Liz. I’m Reuben Barnes. Spent a decade in a senior role in an organisation I can’t mention.’ He looked very serious and sincere. ‘Something about keeping the country secure. Starts with A and ends with O… if you really need a hint.’ His expression was deadpan but his strikingly-blue eyes sparkled.

      ‘If I fill in the missing two letters and say them do I get in trouble?’ Liz asked.

      ‘You have no idea how much.’

      Liz liked him.

      ‘Right, my turn,’ Pete said.

      Everyone shushed him and he tried to look put out but failed. Instead, he helped himself to the largest pastry and bit in, uncaring about the flakes which rained down.

      Ben handed him a napkin. ‘Everyone knows me.’

      And I have so many questions about why you are here.

      Not wanting to speak out of turn about the person who was her new boss, Liz just nodded. Ben winked at her and she found herself smiling. He’d bring her up to speed when the time was right.

      ‘I have to say, Liz, I am beyond excited to be working with you.’ This was Annette Benski who looked around the table. ‘I know some of us are new to each other but Liz and I have known each other for a long time. More than a decade, I reckon. Never worked together directly, but I have such respect for Liz.’

      ‘Goes both ways,’ Liz said. Her earlier sense of inadequacy fading with each person who spoke. Everyone was here for a purpose and while she didn’t know hers – yet – she was excited about what was ahead.

      Aware of two sets of eyes burning into her, Liz turned her attention to the face she didn’t know. Candace Carroll could wait a moment and being honest with herself, Liz wanted a little time to gather herself.

      The woman she now looked at was the youngest in the team, perhaps in her late twenties. She wore an intense and slightly worried expression under perfect makeup and gorgeous shoulder-length red hair. Although sitting, it was clear she was model-thin and her jewellery and blouse screamed quality.

      ‘Hi,’ Liz said, smiling encouragingly when the young woman didn’t respond.

      ‘Um… sure. I’m Phoebe Renshaw. I guess you know who I am already. But anyway, I hope to learn stuff from you. And hello.’

      Her eyes dropped to hands which clasped each other on the table.

      ‘Nice to meet you, Phoebe.’

      And I have no idea who you are.

      Pete had finished scoffing his pastry. ‘Seeing as we’re missing one, I’ll be him for the purpose of an introduction.’

      ‘Please don’t,’ Ben urged.

      ‘Didn’t hear what you said. Any-hoo… ah, beautiful lady, come and sit next to Hamish.’ Pete’s voice had gone posh and he patted the empty seat beside himself. ‘Hamish Mathers-Smythe. Mathers will suffice. At your service.’

      ‘Cut it out, Pete. That’s not how he talks,’ Ben said.

      ‘It is, actually.’ This was Meg, but Candace, Annette, and Phoebe all nodded.

      ‘You’ll not find mention of me anywhere unless you search the world’s most rich and snobby,’ Pete continued. ‘I am, however, outstanding at my job. And what is my job, you ask?’

      Liz chuckled. ‘Poor Hamish. I think I have to take his side if you dislike him so.’

      Pete dropped the act with a broad grin. ‘Nah. You’ll make up your mind soon enough. But he will like you. A lot.’

      Candace had the ghost of a smile on her lips. She was no doubt analysing them all from this meet and greet session and perhaps that was what unsettled Liz. There was no logic behind her feelings for the other woman, which hadn’t changed since they’d first met. Liz was drawn to her on a level she had yet to understand, but was deeply wary of revealing too much of herself.

      Not that I ever do to anyone.

      ‘It appears to be my turn,’ Candace said. ‘My background and passion is understanding the human mind and psyche. I’ve worked in several fields, but all relate to profiling and I believe I’m only just beginning to accomplish my best work. I have an open-door policy to anyone who wishes to explore their own path.’

      The last words were directed to Liz. The doctor’s eyes were sincere and Liz offered a small smile in response. If they were going to be on the same team – again – then it was time to stop being so guarded. Candace had only ever been encouraging and kind.

      ‘Your turn, Liz,’ Pete smirked. ‘Spotlight on the newcomer and all questions welcome.’

      ‘Why don’t you do the honours for me? Keeping in mind that I’m within arm’s length, more or less, unlike poor Hamish.’

      Pete’s eyes lit up. ‘You bet. Okay, my name is Liz Moorland and I’m one of the finest detectives this country has ever produced. I am keenly intelligent⁠—’

      ‘Stop it, Pete.’

      ‘Empathetic, fearless. You don’t want to be in my sights because I am relentless.’

      ‘Okay, I like the last bit.’

      Liz felt the heat rise in her face and all eyes were on her as he kept going.

      ‘Furthermore, I had the good fortune to have the best partner ever to grace the halls of Victoria Police.’

      He was grinning again.

      Liz nodded, her face serious. ‘That bit is true. Vince Carter was an exceptional cop.’

      Everyone burst into laughter as Pete dropped his head into his hands.
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      The team had dispersed, taking with them the tray and empty plates and closing the door to leave just Ben and Liz.

      ‘Why am I here?’ The question had haunted Liz for weeks but was more urgent now she’d met everyone and been drawn into this new world. Some of the people she’d met were understandably included. Pete. Meg. Candace. Reuben. Others, not so much.

      ‘You heard Pete. He’ll speak on your behalf when you won’t. Your skills are pretty clear to me and considering the differences between the people who have joined, I need someone who can do their job without hand-holding.’

      ‘Ah. So I’m good at following orders?’ She couldn’t keep the grin off her face.

      ‘Sure. Believe that if you want.’

      ‘So far I’m seeing specialists. Meg. Candace. Pete – if you want someone who knows how to sneak around dark alleys – and Reuben must be bringing some security or similar skills? I’m meant to know who Phoebe Renshaw is. And as much as I love and respect Annette… well, she’s a dedicated beat cop.’

      ‘You forgot Hamish.’

      ‘I can’t begin to form an opinion on him because according to Pete, Hamish is some kind of James Bond style character. He likes the ladies and they lurve him.’

      Ben chuckled. ‘Make your own mind up once you meet him. He’ll be here a bit later. As for Annette? She’s a solid police officer. More than solid. She’s exceptional and was wasted where she was. She’s not only reliable and steady but enjoys digging around in files and the like.’

      Liz agreed with his summary but was a bit surprised Annette would leave the job she’d loved for so long.

      ‘And Phoebe. Clearly you don’t spend time on TikTok and Instagram.’

      ‘I know enough to use them in an investigation but that is where it begins and ends. Is she an influencer?’

      ‘Of sorts. She has a true crime channel and while it comes across as superficial and light entertainment, despite the subject, there’s actually a lot going on in the background. Phoebe has helped Missing Persons find kids taken by a relative, sent intel to various cops about a range of crimes and managed to do so without raising suspicion from those who tipped her off.’

      ‘That’s clever. Really clever.’

      Although she came over as nervous and shy. Doesn’t quite fit.

      ‘I want to bring you up to speed and then you choose who you think can help you on your first job.’

      ‘Which is?’

      ‘Finding Kyle Moorland.’

      Liz’s heart jumped.

      ‘Think it’s time we tracked down your father for once and for all and brought him to justice. Don’t you?’ Ben pushed his chair back. ‘Like a quick tour?’

      Long overdue.

      ‘Will I have to pass more tests to access the bathroom, for example?’

      ‘I’ll leave Candace to explain her reasoning behind the little puzzles she sets for us all.’

      ‘Candace? I thought it was Pete being annoying.’ Liz followed Ben out.

      ‘Not this time.’

      The main room was humming with activity. People were at their workstations and only Meg looked up with a broad smile. If she was part of this new unit then Liz knew it was important. Meg was one of the most intelligent people she knew and one who could see patterns where no one else did. Digital forensics might be her background but she’d more than crossed over into other areas of policing since Liz met her a couple of years back.

      ‘This is Nobody Central or the hub,’ Ben said. ‘The expectation is that we will become staffed enough to have twenty-four-hour attendance. That’s a little way off but is my focus. Finding and then recruiting people who are not only brilliant in their field, but complement the existing team is, well… not easy.’

      ‘But you are looking beyond the force?’

      ‘I am. We’ll sit down soon and go through the structure so you have a solid understanding of where this all sits. It isn’t exactly what you’d expect.’

      Liz had that impression from the beginning. The evening Ben had suggested she might want to consider his new unit there’d been a hint that it wasn’t an ordinary covert operation – not that any of them could be called ordinary. Today was proving she hadn’t even touched the surface in imagining what she’d agreed to.

      Ben’s phone buzzed and before checking it, he led the way into the area where Pete had been earlier.

      ‘I’m going to see who wants me, so spend a few minutes exploring. Through that door you’ll find restrooms, showers, a couple of sleeping areas. If you want another coffee feel free to grab one and come and find me when you’re ready.’

      He was gone in a second and Liz gazed around.

      This was a kitchen area as well appointed as a luxury home. Double oven. Convection stovetop. Large fridge and freezer and when she peeked inside each, Liz was taken aback by the quality and quantity of food inside. There was a bar fridge – stocked – beneath a counter, and glass fronted cupboards with a range of cutlery, cups, and glassware. A high-end coffee machine was the final touch and she found herself shaking her head a little.

      Who on earth had financed this? Not the kitchen, but the unit.

      She opened a door to a narrow passage. Several rooms went off either side including change rooms with lockers, bathrooms with showers, a storage room, and three sleeping quarters. These had double beds, a small desk, and a television.

      Far out. Am I in some peculiar hotel?

      After visiting the restroom, Liz returned to the main room, instantly aware of a change of mood out here. Meg stared at Ben over the top of a monitor as he spoke on the phone just a metre away. Pete had his hands on his hips, listening intently. The rest of the team were paying close attention.

      Ben glanced at Liz and waved her over, putting the phone onto speaker.

      ‘Mate, Liz is here now.’

      The gruff voice through the speaker made the hair on Liz’s arms stand up. Vince Carter was one of her oldest and dearest friends, and a colleague and mentor when she began in the force. They’d been through good times and hard.

      ‘Lizzie, its Lyndall.’

      ‘What’s happened? Are you alright. Is Melanie?’

      ‘Yes. But something is terribly wrong. Lyndall has disappeared.’

      

      Ten minutes later the entire team gathered around the table in the middle of the room. Liz was still processing Vince’s conversation – what she’d heard of it. The distress in his voice was the worst part because Vince Carter wasn’t one to show emotion.

      ‘Have to admit the last thing I expected to be doing in our first week of operation was finding a person known to some of our team. At least, someone who isn’t a bad guy.’

      Ben ran a hand through his hair. He was at one end of the table and Reuben had taken the spot at the opposite end. He’d said nothing after the call had finished, unlike Pete, Meg, and Annette, who’d immediately got into a conversation. Even Candace had joined in, although only with a few words of comfort.

      ‘Who doesn’t know Vince Carter… or of him?’ Ben glanced around the table and only Phoebe raised a hand. ‘How about Lyndall?’ This time it was everyone other than Pete, Liz, and Meg. ‘Who wants to fill in some details out of you two?’

      If Pete says one smart-arsed thing about Vince⁠—

      ‘I’ll let Liz talk. She knows them best.’

      All eyes moved to Liz.

      ‘For Phoebe’s information, Vince Carter is an ex-Sergeant of the Victorian Police Force. Uniform his whole career. He retired a few years back and lives with his young grandchild up along the Razorback up Lerderderg State Forest way.’

      Phoebe nodded between scribbling in a notebook.

      ‘Lyndall is Vince’s neighbour – the only one within sight. Both live on acreages but hers is pretty big. She’s a good friend to Vince and Melanie, who was orphaned last year and came to live with Vince. Lyndall is like a grandma figure.’

      ‘A killer grandma,’ Pete muttered.

      ‘Sorry, did you say she’s a killer?’ Phoebe’s eyes shot up.

      Annette answered. ‘There were rumours she’d taken down a man who was after Melanie before Pete got to him.’

      ‘Oi. Of course it was me.’

      Pete and Liz exchanged a quick look.

      ‘What else do we know about Lyndall?’ Ben asked.

      ‘Not much, really,’ Liz said. ‘She knows how to use a rifle. According to Melanie, Lyndall was a famous artist at one point. Vince thinks something bad happened to her close family years back. And then there’s the other thing.’

      Phoebe stopped writing and looked up. Everyone was listening.

      ‘She has a panic room in her house.’

      People began talking at the same time. Ben held up a hand and the chatter subsided. ‘I’ve never met Lyndall but I know Vince. The fact he rang me, a person he believed is running a small unit in Gippsland, shows how little he trusts anyone but a few. Liz, he didn’t call you first. He thought you were travelling after you resigned.’

      Liz bit her lip. She’d lied to just about everyone she knew for the past month while she sorted out her new life.

      ‘Dunno why he didn’t ring me.’

      If Liz had had anything throwable it would have gone Pete’s way, but she chose to ignore him. The ongoing mutual dislike between her two trusted partners on the force – one old, one not quite as old – got exhausting and now was not the time. But Pete winked at her. He was just lightening the moment in typical Pete fashion.

      Ben continued. ‘Lyndall disappeared overnight from her house. There was no alarm and no sign of forced entry, from Vince’s investigation. And the panic room door is unlocked and ajar. Meg, Liz, Pete. I want you to head out there now please. Reuben, sort out the surveillance.  Phoebe, help me look into who she really is. Annette, there’s files coming over. Mostly about the case last year with the shooting but it is about the only time I can find Lyndall on our system.’

      ‘And me?’ This was Candace.

      ‘Start building a profile. Help Annette and we’ll all feed you every crumb we find.’

      ‘I love crumbs.’ Across the table, Candace gazed steadily at Liz. ‘We’ll find her. There isn’t a person here who doesn’t want to see a quick resolution.’

      So why do I feel so uneasy?
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      The landscape flashed past as Pete took on the role of driver for their debut case. This was a huge upgrade from the cars of both their pasts and was fitted with more equipment than Liz had time to take in. Best he drive until she had a chance to familiarise herself with a dashboard unlike any she’d seen.

      ‘Any idea where the lights and sirens are?’ Pete asked.

      ‘Seriously?’

      ‘He says that every time he drives one of these, Liz. We’ve all driven them.’ Meg was in the back seat, laptop open. ‘I think Pete is a repressed father.’

      ‘Hello, I’m right here. And I’m not repressed.’

      ‘So you are a father?’ Meg asked with complete innocence. ‘Can’t imagine any woman being so desperate as to let you⁠—’

      ‘Okay, okay. As far as I know my glorious genes have not been passed on.’

      ‘Yet you insist on doing the dad joke thing as though you long for a gullible child to dazzle with your glittering humour.’

      Pete glanced at Liz. ‘Tough crowd today.’

      Liz wasn’t in the frame of mind to joke around. Pete used his awful sense of humour to relieve tension and most times, she’d join in.

      Not this time.

      Meg closed her laptop. ‘Do you have anything on this so-called panic room of Lyndall’s? Is it just a room with a heavy door and locks? Anything I should look out for?’

      Shuffling a bit so she see Meg better, Liz shook her head. ‘It’s the real deal. Properly built into the house during construction with reinforced everything. Even has a hidden alarm which makes this even more worrying.’

      ‘And where in the house?’

      ‘All the bedrooms are down a hallway, away from the living areas. Lyndall’s bedroom is at the very end and the panic room is just before it. ’

      Meg tilted her head. ‘See, there’s a whole lot of info not readily available to me and that sucks. I know that Lyndall shot the bullet which killed that dreadful man but there’s next to no trace to back up what I’ve been told.’

      Pete glanced at her in the rear-vision mirror. ‘The finding was that the kill shot was from my rifle. Thing is… she shot first. Felt the bullet zip past me while I was still getting him in my sights but I made damned sure I hit him in the same spot before he went down.’

      ‘Pride?’ Meg grinned.

      ‘Actually no. The mind does weird things under pressure and it was Lyndall’s aim that showed me where to shoot. Lyndall always struck me as good people and something kicked in and made sure she didn’t get any heat over this. Gave me plenty, but she was a civilian protecting her useless neighbour from a killer. No need for her to suffer.’

      So much to unpack from that.

      They weren’t far from Vince’s place. Pete slowed as the road narrowed and began to wind in long curves. The sides dropped away, one to farmland and the other into a deep valley filled with bush, and beyond, even higher ridges. A road snaked off and Pete took it. There were few homes along here and none for at least a kilometre before the vehicle slowed and turned into a driveway.

      Meg leaned forward to see. ‘Is that Vince’s house on the left?’

      ‘Yes. His land goes back a fair way but is too steep to use, apart from a little orchard higher up.’

      They drove past an almost-new cottage with a patch of grass and some vegetable gardens. A pony grazed in the only paddock, lifting her head to watch them.

      ‘And that is Apple,’ Pete said.

      Surprised he cared enough to remember, Liz drew in a long breath to settle sudden nerves. She wasn’t here as a detective. Not in the usual sense. She didn’t represent Homicide or Missing Persons. ‘Do we know if any police are attending?’

      ‘Ben sent me through an update,’ Meg said. ‘He’s asked Vince to hold off speaking to anyone else until we’ve evaluated the situation – not that Vince seemed interested in reporting this through the regular channels. Also, he needs Lyndall’s history, one way or another. Whatever she might keep in her house about her past. Keeping things so secret might mean she had help at one point.’

      ‘Help? As in… witness protection?’

      ‘Just one of several options.’

      The driveway was a couple of hundred metres long and increasingly steep. At the top of the hill it levelled out and they passed a garage big enough for multiple vehicles and big ones at that. Liz recalled seeing the doors open and there’d been a tractor as well as Lyndall’s old 4WD. But for now the doors were down. The driveway ended with a square area for parking and Pete pulled in. The only vehicle.

      ‘Anything else I need to know, Liz?’ Meg was pulling her laptop bag over one shoulder and sling bag over the other . ‘About Vince?’

      Pete snorted but a sharp look from Liz stopped him saying whatever crap he was going to and he climbed out, closing his door behind him.

      ‘Vince is gruff. He’ll be desperately worried which might make him abrupt. Straight to the point. But he’s got a keen mind and instincts like you wouldn’t believe so let him talk… even lead him to talk.’

      Vince was approaching Pete from the direction of the house. They stopped a few feet apart, both with defensive body language… arms crossed, legs apart, each leaning back a little. Liz and Meg were well aware the men had a difficult relationship and until recently wouldn’t give each other the time of day.

      But Pete suddenly held out his right hand and when Vince took it, their handshake was firm and lasted a few seconds.

      ‘Miracles do happen,’ Liz said.

      

      The four of them stood outside while Vince went over the events of the past hours.

      ‘When did you see Lyndall last?’ Liz asked.

      ‘About nine last night. Mel and I had dinner up here and walked back to the cottage after. Hadn’t meant to stay so long, being a school night, but the two of them were sketching and I figured it wouldn’t hurt for them to finish.’

      ‘Melanie’s at school right now?’

      ‘Yeah. She doesn’t know.’

      Vince’s face didn’t show the emotion Liz could hear in his voice. After everything he’d been through, this had to be hard on him.

      Pete was gazing down at the road. The view was over several paddocks with a scattering of cattle belonging to Lyndall, and with hardly a blind spot of hers or Vince’s properties. There were a few shelters for the livestock and a row of shade trees on the side away from Vince’s, but otherwise there were few places a person wouldn’t be seen from the house.
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