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      Branonville, Victoria. 1971

      

      Even in the dead of winter, night took its time coming, dull sunlight casting long shadows of the church onto the red dirt of the graveyard. Once it was dark, the warmth would leave the air abruptly and chill the ground and everything on it.

      Janie squatted against a headstone, praying for that darkness. Unless they carried torches, she’d be safe. She knew this place.

      Her shoulders ached and her wrists burned from being tied behind her back all afternoon while those boys… those demons… drank beer and taunted and planned what to do with her. That they’d not harmed her other than to tie her up was the only thing which might stop her from telling her uncle once she got home. If he knew, he’d load a rifle and kill each of them and that would put him in jail forever. She couldn’t bear that.

      I can do this myself. I will find a way to punish them all.

      There’d been a huddle among the young men which resulted in a short argument and then a lot of laughter. Only the youngest of the group was uneasy. His eyes kept flicking to her and he was the one whose voice had raised in protest.

      She’d expected the worst as all of them approached her chair, the younger one brandishing a hunting knife.

      If they were going to kill her they’d better be quick. But what if their intentions were more sinister than a quick death? Bile had filled her mouth, its acid making her throat raw.

      The knife had cut through the rope like butter and breathing foul fumes of alcohol, he’d leaned close to her ear. ‘Run fast. Or hide.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Stop talking, bitch.’ The oldest one – the one who’d grabbed her earlier today as she’d tended the new grave – sneered as he loaded a gun. She recognised the kind. A 22-calibre rifle. Like her uncle’s with six bullets.

      Terror swirled for a second then she was out of the chair and outrunning their staggering attempts to stop her. Their shouts and threats faded behind as her legs raced along a bush track. But in her panic and confusion she’d chosen the wrong direction. Away from the safety of her home.

      And now she was here. At the grave where she was taken.

      Her heart hurt. Their loss was raw; her family’s. Days old. Earlier, she’d picked wildflowers. Been talking to the headstone like it meant something. Shed some tears onto the parched ground. Then hands had come from nowhere and held her like a vice.

      She had to decide what to do. These were just stupid boys who thought themselves better than anyone else in town. Police wouldn’t do a thing. She wasn’t hurt as such but shaken enough. Anyway, they hadn’t followed her.

      Slowly, she straightened until she was standing. Not moving other than her head, checking. They weren’t here and at least she could breathe. Her fingers played with the pendant from her mother. A gift when Mum was diagnosed. Precious and one she always wore. Touching the form of the angel gave her courage. A whisper which was always in the air… you can do anything, sweet child.

      She reeled back, falling, grasping her stomach, the wind knocked from her lungs.

      Then came the sound. A bang. Like a car backfiring. Echoing.

      Voices.

      They were coming.

      Her feet didn’t want to work as she dragged herself upright. There was blood on her hands. So much blood.

      ‘There she is!’

      The church was close and she stumbled up the steps and fell against the door. It gave, spilling her onto the floor. This time she couldn’t stand so she crawled. Across the timber boards to the darkest corner.

      Surely they won’t desecrate the church? They all worship here.

      Pain came in waves and she vomited.

      Unable to clean her mouth as dizziness hit, she shuffled a little further away, her back to the cold stone wall.

      The doors were flung open and she tried to make herself small but the movement ripped new pain through her abdomen.

      ‘Silly little bitch. Did you really think you could hide for long? Against men?’

      ‘Mate, maybe we should let her be. She looks bad and⁠—’

      A slapping sound. A small cry from someone.

      I’m going to die. I can’t leave him. Them. Please God. Please hear me pray. Please send someone to help me.

      Maybe she blacked out for a moment. The dizziness was making her see things.

      Had those awful people gone?

      Was her little brother really here… sobbing for some reason? And her uncle as well.

      She wanted to ask why they were crying.

      Instead, she closed her eyes.
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      As shuddering turbulence hit the Cessna for the third time in ten minutes, Liz Moorland questioned her recent life choices.

      She hadn’t had to fly up.

      Phoebe had recommended driving.

      So did Candace, who made things worse with a weird story about a near death experience in a charter plane over Iceland.

      Reuben had raised his eyebrows but kept his own counsel.

      Pete enthusiastically offered to come with her.

      Meg muttered something about being better off commandeering one of the helicopters.

      Only her old mentor – Vince Carter – agreed that speed was of the essence.

      Speed was one thing. Arriving alive quite another.

      ‘Not long now!’ The pilot – a thirty-something, long-haired man called Joey who was the only other occupant – turned in his seat to grin at Liz. “Heading through the storm cell which will reach Ouyen late tonight. Bit bumpy.”

      A bit? And why aren’t you concentrating on flying this piece of tin?

      The left wing dipped alarmingly and Liz grabbed the armrest.

      Joey smirked but faced forward again and the little plane evened out.

      The scheduled landing time was still twenty minutes ahead in the outback town of Ouyen. It wasn’t her final destination but would provide a hire car and hopefully a meal before she drove an hour or so to Branonville. Meg had helpfully suggested Liz didn’t drive at night, sunrise or sunset, and didn’t stop for anyone.

      ‘There’s rumours of unnatural occurrences,’ Meg had warned. “Disappearances after seeing strange lights moving erratically in the sky.’

      ‘Aren’t you a scientist?’ Liz had asked.

      ‘Science is an ever-evolving thing, Liz. What seems bizarre or impossible one day is simply a discovery waiting for a measurable explanation.”

      Probably just a fleet of small planes with cowboys as pilots bobbing about in the sky.

      In a couple of hours the sun would be setting and by then she’d be at the motel so any disappearances would be Liz getting a decent sleep. After she’d taken a look at the scene of the crime which brought her here.

      Finally below the heavy clouds, the turbulence settled and Liz drank in the view. Red land as far as the horizon other than a few darker areas around a distant snaking river. The far north-west of Victoria was the opposite of the bustling city of Melbourne where she lived and usually worked.

      Driving here would have taken six hours or more. Thanks to the details of the suspicious death being sketchy and already a couple of days old, the trail was at risk of going cold. Her job was to assess the use of Operation Nobody’s resources.

      ‘Be a bit longer. Hold up at the airport.’ Joey called to Liz. “Not the bad-guy kind of hold up.’ He found himself amusing. ‘Be funny if it was, with you being a cop and all. We could fly in and arrest them. Pity it’s just a delay thanks to a backlog and that’s gotta be funny on its own. Not like we’re landing at Heathrow.’

      ‘So how much of a delay?’

      ‘Ten mins. Maybe twenty. Get you on the ground in time for a beer at the local.’

      A beer sounded good. But one with her team would be better. At least her original team.

      An impossible wish.

      Liz opened her tablet rather than give the memories a chance to slide in. The whole reason she’d taken lead on this was to get out of Melbourne. Get away for a while from the brick building which housed Operation Nobody.

      The information she had was basic, to say the least. A report of a body found on the grounds of a church. Specifically, on top of one of the graves, clearly placed there by the description, with no sign of how. And no idea yet who the person might be. Meg was already drilling down for further details and hopefully once landed, Liz could reconnect to the internet and download whatever she’d found during the flight.

      The case was odd on its own but local police would normally have been left to deal with it.

      Her team was alerted for one reason.

      Decades ago, two other bodies were found in uncannily similar situations. Two male corpses, each face down on a specific grave. The same one as this latest death. Investigations took place and were abandoned due to lack of evidence and accidental death being favoured despite certain unusual aspects of the cases.

      More likely it was all too hard for whoever was in charge.

      Liz loved her job. Being a police officer was all she’d ever wanted and she worked damned hard to do well. But she wasn’t naïve about the sprawling organisation that paid her wage. Not everyone was honest and the amount of past corruption she’d seen was depressing. Cops were human first and foremost, honest or dishonest. It wasn’t long ago she’d seriously considered quitting Homicide. She and Pete. Then Ben Rossi swept in and offered both positions in his new covert team.

      And now he’s gone. What the hell are we supposed to do without him?

      The churning in her gut had nothing to do with the plane. Motion sickness wasn’t something she’d ever experienced. No, this clawing of nausea sat firmly between anxiety and anger.

      Neither were useful.

      She gave up on the tablet and stared through the small window. Somewhere down there was a killer. That was almost a given. But was there a real connection to the cold cases? Was a serial killer still at large or could this be a copycat? Either way, they needed stopping before anyone else died. For the first time since heading for the airport she wished she’d brought Pete along. Even with his endless complaints and opinions.

      

      Joey’s ten or twenty minute delay turned into forty minutes of making large circles in the sky and then the hire car booked by Candace had a flat tyre. While it was changed, Liz tried to access the app for Operation Nobody. That was fruitless. She phoned Meg.

      ‘Oh thank goodness, you’re alive!’

      Liz grinned. ‘The plane was late, that’s all.’

      ‘Duh, I know. Been tracking you since you climbed into that thing. Why would anyone fly in anything other than a… well, actually, flying sucks unless you are a bird.’

      ‘No wings here.’

      ‘Of course there are, because you are an angel,’ Meg sniggered. ‘And I did suggest taking a helicopter which would have dropped you virtually at the crime scene.’

      ‘Since when can I just call a chopper as if it’s an Uber?’

      ‘An excellent question.’

      Liz waited but no answer came.

      ‘Thanks for caring but I’m safely on the ground. I can’t get into the app.’

      ‘Leave that with me. Is it dark?’

      ‘Not even close.’

      ‘I can see you’re stationary and haven’t left Ouyen so I’ll book you into a motel for the night.’

      ‘Um, no. The car is almost ready.’

      There was an exaggerated sigh on the end of the line.

      ‘Meg, I seriously am able to drive myself a few kilometres no matter the conditions. I promise to be aware of kangaroos and strange lights in the sky.’

      ‘You are mocking me.’

      ‘I am.’

      ‘Lovely. Alright then, I’ve reset your tablet and phone so log in and all will work.’

      Meg didn’t sound the least bit offended. She would probably be at her desk with its three screens and two keyboards, mug of coffee and goodness knows what else.

      ‘I’ve dumped more information into the case files. One is the active case which is lacking a lot of details. The other file has everything available on the cold cases. Everything I can access, anyway. And it is woefully inadequate.’

      ‘And I have a contact to meet?’

      ‘You do. The town has a one-officer station but comes under the jurisdiction of Sanston which covers thousands of square kilometres and has six officers. Can you call me once you’re on the road? I wouldn’t mind some fresh air soon. On the roof.’

      The roof was the only part of the building not wired for sound. When Ben Rossi set it up, along with Dr Candace Carroll – the resident criminal profiler and psychologist – and Meg, the consensus was that team members needed a safe place to talk. Away from prying ears, even those they worked for.

      ‘Everything okay?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘People around?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘I need to pick some food up and will call when I’m out of town.’

      ‘Cool. Watch for roos.’

      ‘Yes, ma’am.’

      ‘That’s Queen ma’am to you.’

      

      With the paper cup recently filled with hot chips now empty beside a half-full coffee, Liz ran a hand across her salty lips then phoned Meg. The car was navigating to her accommodation first and then would take her to the site of the crime. Alleged crime.

      ‘Perfect timing. I just stepped onto the roof.’

      ‘You’re alone?’

      ‘Hopefully. I see you are a few k’s out of Ouyen.’

      ‘And it is still light. In fact the sky is so big and so blue I doubt night ever falls.’

      ‘Have you never been out of the city?’

      ‘Not for a long time. Too long.’ The last words sounded wistful. Liz loved the city but missed being immersed in the natural world. Other than some recent cases in a few rural locations, it was years since she’d been any real distance outside Melbourne and never so far into the outback.

      Her car braked. She hadn’t touched it but its sensors picked up something ahead.

      ‘What just happened?’

      ‘Now, Meg. Surely you can see what I can?’

      ‘Very funny. You slammed on your brakes so was it a kangaroo or some scary hitchhiker?’

      ‘A pig. Feral, I imagine.’

      ‘Keep going because they’ll turn on you in a second.’

      Speeding up again, Liz glanced in her side mirror. The creature was out of sight. ‘You can mark me safe from wild boars. What’s up?’

      ‘Nothing. And everything.’

      ‘Just a suggestion but talking to me might help. At least, help me understand because I can’t see your face. So come on. Give.’

      The hesitation told Liz more than any words. The team had been left to its own devices for a couple of weeks since Ben’s last day in the office, which was earlier than he’d planned after welcome news of his wife, Ellie’s, pregnancy.

      ‘We have a new leader, Liz.’

      Although her instinct was to pull over, knowing Meg was watching on satellite kept her driving. Her heartbeat increased. She’d been offered the position and declined. Until she properly dealt with the past year of issues from her father, she wasn’t about to lead the team.

      ‘Candace?’

      ‘I wish.’

      ‘Reuben?’

      He’d make an excellent head of the team. Calm under pressure. Highly skilled with firearms and hand to hand combat. An intelligence background which gave him an edge over the average cop.

      ‘Wrong again.’

      ‘Are we playing guess the leader? Okay, is it you?’

      Meg burst into laughter.

      ‘I guess not. Tell me its Pete.’

      ‘It’s Pete.’ The sniggering continued.

      ‘So, not Pete. That leaves Phoebe and Jeff who would both rather quit than take the reins.’

      ‘And they’re civilians.’ Meg’s voice sobered. ‘The powers that be decided to put both teams together which is what Ben expected. But he’d planned to stay to ensure the merger was smooth.’

      Only a few months ago, Operation Nobody learned of the existence of a second team designed in a similar way and funded by the same source. Although both team leaders knew what was going on, they weren’t allowed to discuss each other’s existence with their own people, as part of a bigger experiment feeding into a still-unknown higher command. Each team operated under similar guidelines and budgets but was different in some respects. For example, only Nobody had a dedicated criminal profiler and forensics lab.

      And only the other operation had helicopters.

      It was the recent events around the desperate chase for Liz’s father which had them work together during a dangerous situation and they’d done little more than communicate via ops, so this was new for both sides.

      ‘Are we moving?’

      ‘They are.’

      ‘We get their boss?’

      ‘We do.’

      She took a moment to finish the almost-cold coffee, racking her brain to recall the snippets of information from Ben but nothing came to mind about his equivalent in the other team.

      ‘It isn’t as simple as it sounds though,’ Meg continued. ‘Two of their people and the boss will move to our building. They are keeping another five people at the other location which is near Essendon airport because two are helicopter pilots.’

      ‘When does all this happen?’

      ‘Starts tomorrow.’

      I shouldn’t have come here. This is a big change for my people.

      Her foot came off the accelerator.

      ‘Does everyone know?’

      ‘Not as such but there’s a briefing first thing tomorrow. And you’ll get an invitation to join by video which is why we’re talking now. Candace knows though, so call her if you need more intel.’

      ‘She knows the people?’

      ‘Some more than others from the little I’ve gathered. Transparency is the issue for me although I could easily start some discreet checks on them.’

      Meg sounded hopeful, making Liz grin.

      ‘You want me to authorise you to snoop for dirt about our new team members?’

      ‘And the boss.’

      ‘Ben trusted them, Meg. We’ll be fine.’

      ‘I was counting on you to demand answers!’

      The humour in Meg’s voice was covering something. Anxiety, perhaps? Meg was one of the most practical and calm people Liz knew, always the one who’d use logic under pressure. But the past few months had taken a toll on everyone. Meg couldn’t be immune.

      ‘And I’m counting on you to keep an eye on the others. Pete, mostly.’

      ‘I’m surprised he hasn’t hassled you yet. He got the all-clear this afternoon for full duty. And he is itching to load up a BearCat and take the long drive north.’

      ‘Good news about the clearance. He probably won’t get his wish because all I can see is red dirt for miles and will probably be home this time tomorrow.’

      ‘Yeah, sure. Right, I’m going to collect everyone and take them to the pub.’

      ‘Have one for me.’

      ‘We all will.’

      After the call ended, Liz accelerated. She was here for a reason and whatever went on back in Melbourne was out of her hands. Calling Candace was pointless because she’d find out soon enough. Had she wanted to step into the role managing Operation Nobody, Ben had assured her she’d have not only his support, but that of a small committee which the team ultimately answered to. The window to make that decision was short. Far too short when she hadn’t had enough time to process the senseless loss of a brilliant cop, serious injury to Pete, and deaths of three people who had all – to varying extents – done unthinkable harm to others. She’d been deep in interviews and debriefs after unloading every bullet in her sidearm into her own father when the deadline passed.

      There are better people for the job. Ones who don’t lose officers.

      It was a bad way to think. Multiple sessions with Candace gave her tools to manage the worst of the fallout but it still felt like any decision would be wrong. There was a haze around her which refused to clear. Right now, getting to her accommodation for the night was the first step. Then she could take the next.
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      One look inside the booked room had Liz strongly considering sleeping in the car. The six-room motel was the worst she’d ever seen. Or at least, her room was. There was no sign of recent cleaning of any kind. The toilet was heavily stained and had only the remnants of a roll of paper. An unmade bed. A smell Liz couldn’t identify and wasn’t sure she wanted to.

      The back seat of the hire car held a whole new level of appeal.

      She left her belongings in the car and pushed open the door of the office which was at the furthest end of the row.

      The man who’d just checked her in had disappeared and she tapped a bell on the counter. He’d barely acknowledged her on arrival, pushing a form in front of Liz and taking payment up front.

      She rang the bell again, twice.

      ‘Hold your horses. Something wrong with your room?’ He shuffled out of a back room, patting his top pocket for glasses which were on his head. ‘Best in the area.’

      ‘Couple of things. Can you help me with directions to All Hallows?’

      He found the glasses, shoved them on, and peered at her. In his late sixties, maybe a bit older, he was unshaven and despite looking clean, smelled a bit off. Not unlike her room.

      ‘Strange place to wanna visit. Unless… you a cop?’

      ‘I am.’

      ‘You here to solve the murders?’

      Before she could answer, a hand was suddenly shoved over the counter to shake.

      ‘Gordy. Gordon Brain. Thought you were a blow-through.’

      Taking her life into her hands – one hand, anyway – Liz shook. Thank goodness she carried sanitising wipes at all times but there wasn’t enough to make her room liveable.

      Gordy glanced at his open ledger. ‘Do ya mind moving? Gotta feeling room six was waiting for my cleaner.’

      ‘Not to be rude but I wouldn’t be leaving a five star review for that room.’

      He chuckled, showing two missing top teeth. ‘We’re not even rated. But I can put you in a different room for the night.’

      ‘Appreciate that.’

      ‘You got one of them navigation tools on your phone?’

      ‘I do, but a paper map is best if I’m on foot or out of internet range. Would you have one I can buy?’

      ‘Give you one. Bit stained though. Coffee cup sat on the last one I have.’ He reached for a folded map and opened it. ‘You’ll need both sides. This one,’ – he showed her a town map – ‘good for getting around the main streets, but for that church you need this side.’ Gordy laid the map on the counter, shoving aside the bell to make space. ‘This is us.’ He circled a spot. ‘Keep going on this road. Now it’ll seem like it leads nowhere but guarantee it saves time.’

      Sure, that fills me with confidence.

      His pen kept moving. ‘Road’ll narrow. There’s a one-lane bridge and straight after that, take a left. Another half mile or so and the church is on the right. You won’t see much of it from the gate. There’s two. The one on the right is private property and you won’t be welcome. Should find the other open, unless Connor has it taped up.’

      ‘Leading Senior Constable Connor?’

      ‘She expecting you?’

      It was debatable. The police station wasn’t attended when Liz briefly stopped after spotting it on the road to the motel. One of the team back in Melbourne would have spoken to the officer to confirm Liz’s arrival but she didn’t really mind either way. Looking at the scene on her own was fine for first impressions.

      ‘Thanks, that’s really helpful.’

      ‘Shall I move your suitcases into the other room?’ Gordy folded the map and handed it to Liz.

      ‘Still in my car.’

      ‘Office closes in an hour but here’s the key to room three. Just go in when you want.’

      ‘Thanks again. Best takeaway?’

      ‘Pub. Or there’s Thai on the other corner from it. Or the wine bar.’

      ‘The wine bar?’

      Out here?

      ‘Yeah, we call it that.’

      ‘Supermarket?’

      ‘Closes in an hour.’

      Back in the car, Liz was torn. If room three wasn’t much better than six, she’d want cleaning supplies. And bottled water and snacks in case she worked through the night. Her watch buzzed a message from Meg.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        The senior constable is waiting at the graveyard. Shall I tell her to stand down?

      

      

      

      

      

      

      Liz almost laughed. She’d heard the term ‘stand down’ often enough from her bosses and generally ignored the instruction.

      

      She quickly replied.

      
        
          
            
              
        Be with her in a few minutes. Thanks.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      Decision made, she followed the directions on the map. Gordy had done a good job, other than not mentioning the road with the bridge was not only dirt, but peppered with deep potholes. It was closer to fifteen minutes when she came upon two gates, both rusted and decades-old. One was closed with a heavy chain wound around a post. She nosed the car through the other driveway, whose gate might not have moved in years by the growth of weeds through its wire, and missing the top hinges.

      Once the graveyard was in sight, almost shadowed by a stone church, Liz slowed to pull behind a police car parked to one side of the track. Stepping onto a bed of dried gum leaves and scrawny grass, she locked the car through force of habit after collecting her phone and sunglasses. There was nothing else she’d need for the moment. Ahead, a uniformed police officer approached down the middle of the track. Headstones rose from unloved ground across an acre or more structured with no rhyme or reason. No carefully laid out paths or fresh flowers. Too many lost souls.

      The weight of loss and hopelessness gripped her stomach.

      ‘Found the place okay?’

      ‘Leading Senior Constable Connor?’ Liz extended her hand. ‘I’m Detective Sergeant Liz Moorland.’

      Their hands gripped in a firm shake. The officer was only a bit younger than Liz, she estimated. Black hair forced into a tight bun. Brown eyes giving nothing away. Sunglasses pushed back on her head.

      ‘You’ve got quite the reputation, detective.’

      So she’d looked up Liz’s record. At least until the day she’d moved into Operation Nobody and became virtually invisible. ‘Liz is fine. What have you got for me?’

      ‘Call me Kath. Everyone does. What I’ve got probably won’t interest you more than it has any other senior officer. No offense, ma’am.’

      ‘None taken and its Liz.’

      ‘I’ll show you.’ Kath gestured to the left of the church. ‘Furthest part of the graveyard.’

      They began trudging across what was little more than hard dirt with the occasional tuft of grass.

      ‘The body was found three days ago.’

      ‘Who found it?’

      ‘Him.’ Another wave, this time toward the church. ‘Erik Piper. Poet.’

      The name wasn’t familiar. Liz’s recent cases had plenty to do with art, and she enjoyed a good fiction book, but knew little about poetry other than the classics she’d studied a lifetime ago. Liz stayed close to the senior constable who weaved through headstones, clearly familiar with the way to go without accidentally stepping on a resting place. This was like no other graveyard or cemetery she’d ever visited. And she’d been to more than she cared to think about.

      Kath abruptly stopped and put her hand on Liz’s arm. ‘Wait.’

      A snake crossed in front of them, body winding and leaving a track in the sandy topsoil.

      ‘Okay. He’s off to do his thing now.’

      Liz liked snakes. Better than most people. At least you knew if they were likely to bite. Her phone buzzed and she ignored it. Time to talk to the team later.

      The headstone Kath finally led them to was unassuming. Small. No engraving. Four stakes in the ground around it formed a perimeter.

      ‘Have to remove those. Had police tape but nobody respected it.’

      ‘So the scene was compromised before a crime scene room could process it?’

      Kath snorted. ‘Sorry. What crime scene room?’

      Where the hell do I begin with this?

      Liz glanced at the church. Perhaps ‘hell’ wasn’t the most appropriate word.

      ‘Start at the start, Kath. I’m listening and I will take you seriously.’

      A glimmer came into the other woman’s eyes. Curiosity, perhaps, of why a city detective would fly up here when the local cops didn’t care enough to respect a potential crime scene.

      ‘I was first here. After Mr Piper. Checked vitals. Established the person was deceased. Searched carefully for any identification because I don’t know them and Mr Piper claims he’d never seen them.’

      ‘No ID?’

      ‘Nothing. Bit of a mystery.’

      ‘What then?’

      Kath crossed her arms as she gazed at the grave. ‘Made calls. Asked for detectives. And a crime scene room.’ Her eyes shot to Liz’s. ‘Told to tape the area and keep people away. My senior officer arrived a couple of hours later. I’d covered the body with one of them pop up cabanas to shade it but still… never forget the smell after too many hours in the heat.’

      ‘And then?’

      ‘Senior officer arranged a pick-up to come from the hospital, for the morgue there. Another hour wait. I’d spent all the waiting time taking photos and making notes. Scouring the area for evidence. And sending interested parties away.’ Kath shook her head. ‘Used to things taking time but whoever had died… they deserved more than I had the resources to give.’

      ‘Single officer station here?’

      ‘Yep. Mostly that’s fine. We aren’t the crime capital of the world.’ Kath smiled. ‘Shouldn’t complain.’

      Yes. Yes, you should. But I bet nobody would listen.

      Although Liz had only ever worked in the city, she had plenty of cop friends with eclectic backgrounds and stories of being the solo officer in a large regional area. Much seemed to depend on chain of command and demographics when it came to resources. It wasn’t right. Policing was hard enough without the inevitable challenges of distance and understaffing of a placement like this.

      ‘And the body is where?’

      ‘Still at the hospital morgue while enquiries are made. Believe they’ve taken fingerprints and a DNA sample but they can be weeks. Months.’

      ‘Not with me here.’ Liz cautiously circled the marked area. ‘Three days. How many people do you think have been here in that time?’

      ‘Enough to leave too many footprints and mess with anything which might have helped us.’

      ‘And further? In different directions?’

      ‘Graveyard is old and out of the way, if you hadn’t picked it. Maybe two or three regular visitors a week. Keeping Mr Piper away was harder than anyone because he’s angry about it. The intrusion.’

      Turning to gaze at the church, Liz was already making plans. She needed to talk to this poet but the first priority was speaking to Meg.

      ‘Kath, do you mind if I make a phone call? I’d like to get some expert help.’

      ‘I’ll be in my patrol car. Still catching up on paperwork.’

      ‘I’ll come and find you soon. And Kath? You’ve done well.’

      With a shrug, but also a half-smile, the other officer headed toward her car.

      

      Meg didn’t answer her phone which was virtually unheard of. Neither did Jeff, the forensic scientist seconded from a private lab for a few months. And when she tried to reach Candace, the call was answered by Reuben.

      ‘Has everyone else vanished into the ether?’ Liz joked. There was music and conversation in the background. Lots of it.

      ‘Playing a fierce game of pool. I knew Meg is competitive but she has nothing on Candace, who gave me her phone to hold. And as for Phoebe…’

      ‘What, wait? Phoebe’s there with you? At the pub?’

      Reuben chuckled. ‘Sure is. She just bought us all a round.’

      ‘You’re teasing me.’

      ‘Not at all. Here, I’ll take a pic.’

      A moment later a message popped up and sure enough, there was Phoebe wielding a pool cue with either skill or bravado while most of the team watched on.

      ‘I take it back. Gone less than a day and you all show your true colours.’

      ‘Would rather you were here, Lizzie.’

      His tone lowered. Some strange emotion tugged at her. They’d built a connection, Liz and the ex-intelligence officer, despite their different life experiences. He’d been there when she’d emptied her gun into her father. Caught her when she collapsed. Let her cry more than once in his arms and never expected even a thank you. They’d saved each other’s life from violent criminals and shared unspeakable sadness.

      ‘Still there?’

      ‘Hmm.’

      ‘How’s the town?’

      ‘Haven’t seen too much yet and am out at the crime scene. Bit of an issue with lack of services and care, for that matter. Other than the local officer.’

      ‘What do you need from me? From the team?’

      ‘Fast-tracked forensics on the body, first and foremost. The deceased had no identification and from what I read on the plane, there’s no abandoned vehicles within a fair radius nor reports of newly missing persons. I’ll need a background check on the man who found the body.’

      ‘Jeff and I are going back to the hub once we’ve eaten.’

      ‘I thought you were playing pool? Why not stay and relax a bit?’

      He chuckled. ‘And show my workmates I have zero talent with a pool cue? Nah, I’m going to clean out the pantry and fridge at work to ensure there’s space to add whatever our new friends like to eat.’

      Of course you are.

      ‘So much for a briefing in the morning,’ Liz said.

      ‘Meg got off the phone to you earlier and realised Pete had been within earshot on the roof the whole time. She had a word with Candace and now we know. Well, we know to expect company at some point.’

      ‘Better than secrets.’

      ‘Much better. Do you want me to call once I’m back at work?’

      ‘I’ll call. No idea where I’ll be.’

      ‘Looks like our meals are done. Don’t worry how late you phone.’

      ‘Be up to your elbows in tofu?’

      ‘At the least.’

      When the call ended, Liz was smiling. Few people saw her. Properly saw her. Reuben did and whether it was a good thing or trouble waiting to happen, remained to be seen.
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      Night was closing in, casting long shadows of the trees from the last of the light as Liz and Kath stared at the grave.

      ‘Who is buried here?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘How can you not know?’

      Liz squatted close to the headstone but there was no inscription. She took some photos and zoomed in. Not even the trace of one.

      ‘The church records don’t include this particular grave. Either it wasn’t recorded or the details have been removed.’

      ‘Who has the church records?’ Liz stared at the building in question. ‘It isn’t active?’

      ‘Not for a long time.’

      ‘Mr Piper owns it?’

      ‘No, he lives in the priest’s accommodation which you can’t see from here. Built just after the church and rented out after the congregation stopped attending and the last priest left.’

      ‘Is it unlocked?’

      Kath’s eyes widened. ‘The church? Been locked up forever. Nobody ever goes inside.’

      The hairs stood up on the back of Liz’s arms. She needed her team. Pete, specifically. Of everyone, he’d be finding a way in. And he wanted to be here. And Meg.

      ‘When did that happen? The closure of the church?’

      ‘Maybe mid-80s. Soon after the earlier deaths, anyway. People weren’t exactly loyal to this church, or the priest. One or both. There’d already been a lot moving away to a newer church in the next town west. But the catalyst was the unsolved crimes here. Right here.’

      ‘Who does own it?’

      ‘I guess the church still might.’ Kath’s phone beeped and she checked it. ‘Good grief.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘The usual. Old man McGregor needs escorting from the pub.’

      ‘Like a hand?’

      Kath grinned. ‘He’ll curse at me in Gaelic, sleep once he’s in the car, then stumble into his house. Happens a few times a week and he has nobody who cares much. Nothing nasty about him but I’d better sort it.’

      Liz walked back to the patrol car with her.

      ‘What time can we meet tomorrow?’

      ‘I’m at your disposal, detective. Sorry, Liz. Usually at the station by seven unless I’m in the car. Message me if you like?’

      ‘Any issue with me wandering around a bit?’

      ‘Out here?’

      With a short laugh at the disbelief in the other woman’s voice, Liz nodded. ‘I might be more accustomed to city life, but I’m not bad at looking out for danger.’

      ‘Like the snake, earlier?’

      ‘Good point and ever since that, I’ve used my eyes more.’

      They reached the patrol car and Kath turned to look squarely at Liz. ‘Not just your eyes. Use every one of your senses then add intuition and draw on what the landscape tells you. Have you touched the earth yet?’ She opened the door. ‘Don’t stay beyond dark. Not on your first night. And you have my number if you need me. Any time.’

      As Kath drove away, Liz squatted and scooped up a handful of warm, red soil. Millions of particles of ancient land. She turned her hand and opened it.

      Touch the earth. Learn from it.

      ‘What can you teach me? Can you help me find a killer?’

      She’d once worked on a case with a First Nations tracker. Her role was merely as one of hundreds of police and volunteers searching for a lost toddler in Gippsland. The fear was the child had washed off a beach but the calm and solemn man called Ollie believed otherwise. While those around him hurried and stomped everywhere, he stood, his eyes missing nothing. Most of the others went ahead but Liz stayed nearby, ready to follow his lead. The connection between Ollie and his environment was a different kind of relationship than Liz had ever seen. He made measured choices in direction, stopping often to study the ground or the terrain around him. The child was located safe. It was an unexpected lesson in observation which she’d never forgotten and over the following years she learned to trust her instincts, even the ones which were merely a prickle at the base of her neck and nearly always meant she was being watched.

      Like now.

      Letting the soil spill through her fingers until nothing was left, she straightened. Rotating a slow step at a time, Liz scanned the area. From here the church loomed over the land and she had to spend a moment focussing on the building before seeing the figure of a person.

      He blended well with the stone behind him and stood still. Very still.

      Perhaps a hundred metres separated them. A long way to see details but he wore a long robe of some kind. His hair was white and below his shoulders. Anything else was a blur and short of using her phone camera to zoom in on him, the rest was guesswork.

      ‘Erik Piper? I’m a police officer. Might I have a moment of your time?’

      Liz walked in his direction, trying to get eye contact but having to work her way around and between graves. By the time she’d cleared them, having looked down a couple of times on the way, he’d vanished.

      Was he even here?

      A scent lingered. Weed. She wasn’t seeing things.

      

      The change from dusk to total darkness was abrupt. Liz was back in her car, the doors locked and headlights on as she retraced the earlier drive. She’d decided against searching for the man on her own. Kath was right about not being out here in the dark. Not until she’d found her feet and had a better idea of what she was up against. It was likely to be the local resident, Erik Piper, who had wandered across to smoke a joint and see who was disturbing the peace. To live in the old lodgings of a long-abandoned church with only snakes and graves as neighbours was unusual. Perhaps he was eccentric. Or a murderer.

      She drove past the motel and turned onto the main street of the town. There were half a dozen shops on either side, most closed, including the small supermarket. The pub was a typical building of its era. Two floors. Stone and wood structure. Lots of open doors around the public bar and customers sitting at tall tables outside. It was the busiest part of the street.

      Across the road was the Thai restaurant with a handful of customers in a small waiting area for takeaway.

      A couple of shops down, the so-called wine bar was open and Liz parked between it and the Thai place. She was hungry. The wine bar was an eclectic little space with an upright piano where a woman with bright red hair sang a seventies ballad. Pretty well, actually. There was a bar with stools and a couple of small round tables. On a wall a blackboard had a short list of wines and something about tasting plates.

      It might be good for another night. Right now she’d rather take something back to the motel and phone the hub before it got too late.

      Opening the door to the Thai restaurant made her stomach growl. Spices mingled with scented candles on either end of the counter. The menu was long and dishes cheap and Liz over-ordered. There’d been a microwave in the first room and a fridge, so hopefully room three had at least those so she could warm up leftovers for breakfast.

      She waited outside, curious about the town.

      Once the three hospitality venues closed for the night there’d be nothing left open. Even the petrol station on the corner of this street and the road to the motel closed at eight.

      What happens then? Does it become a ghost town or is it when the real action begins?

      Branonville wasn’t particularly known for having a problem with drugs or alcohol and was relatively low-crime. That was according to the brief Liz read on the plane, in between turbulence. The population was aging. Youngsters tended to move away after leaving the tiny school. There was little to attract newcomers. It was a sad story reflected across many of the country’s regional settlements.

      And like almost every town, the pub was the centre of attention once evening came. Plenty of cars… mostly utes and SUV’s. And as many women as men from what Liz could see. Upstairs was accommodation with only one light on. Either everyone else was downstairs or there was just one guest. It was the only other option to stay locally apart from the motel. No Airbnb’s around here.

      The night air wasn’t much cooler than before dusk. There was no breeze. Nothing to break up the humidity.

      A tap on the window from inside alerted her to her order being ready and she went in to collect it. The restaurant itself was almost empty. Only one couple were at a table, deep in a serious conversation. All the other people were here for takeaway and Liz had watched several migrate from the pub to collect Thai, then climb into their cars and leave.

      Kath would have a field day breathalysing people.

      Except, for a tiny community with one cop, it would likely create more issues than solve any. City cops had it easy by comparison. Follow the rules. Get back-up quickly. Have less connection to the people.

      Liz let herself into room three a few minutes later, dropping the bag of food onto a table and going back to the car to retrieve her luggage and briefcase. Those went onto the bed and she locked the door and looked around. Despite it being years since the walls were painted or décor updated, it was clean and tidy. There was a bar fridge, microwave and a small desk. The bathroom had fresh towels. A huge improvement on room six.

      Inside the fridge was half a dozen bottles of water, all chilled. And a couple of beers and a bottle of wine. A note said the water was complimentary and the alcohol would be charged with the room, if opened. Liz helped herself to water and was half-tempted by the beer. For now she needed food.
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