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HE WASN’T SURE how long he’d been unconscious. There were no windows down here. Time slipped away from him. It didn’t feel like something he was part of anymore. Like he was a rock and it slid past him like water. No, water wasn’t right. That was too clean, too fast. Time glugged around him, like soup going cold.


His stomach turned and he sucked in a deep, desperate breath, worried he was going to throw up. That would sap the scrap of energy he’d gathered and he would have to sleep again before he could make the attempt to leave.


He couldn’t sit up. He’d learned that the hard way. The last time he’d tried, a white flash had crashed over him, followed by black. He’d passed out and woken up seconds, minutes, hours later with nothing left to draw on. He’d had to sleep, and sleep hurt now.


Awake hurt too.









CHAPTER ONE


LANE WORRIED AT the cuff of his shirt, rubbing it between the fingers and thumb of his other hand. All the prisoners had been issued new shirts that week, which were stiff and nasty and smelled peculiar. They’d probably saved Corrective Services ten per cent on a budget line item and won some white collar in Sydney a promotion or bonus. Meanwhile, it had made everyone in the Special Purpose Centre edgy and jumpy. In a place like this, the tiniest thing could get tempers rising. The prisoners were already bored and lonely and unhappy as a baseline – add a fresh irritant and the Tin became dry tinder waiting on a spark.


It had been a pleasant surprise when his sister Lynnie let him know she was planning a visit, but it left him uneasy. Since he’d moved to the Special Purpose Centre in Bowral, her visits had gradually dwindled to Christmas and birthdays. He understood – she was finishing a university degree in Canberra, and the round trip was a long one. Long enough that she needed to budget for petrol, a motel room and takeaway. He also knew that still made him one of the lucky few – statistically most prisoners received no visitors at all after the first year of their sentence.


‘This shirt is new,’ he told her, since that counted as news in his world. There was something he wished he could tell her, information he’d discovered that left him fizzing with the urge to share, but visits were monitored. He couldn’t tell her what he knew without telling her how he knew, and that would not end well for him.


‘It’s nice,’ she said.


‘It’s hideous,’ he said.


She grinned. ‘Like your own taste was any better.’


She had him there. Money had been tight during the years he’d spent raising her, turning him into a champion op-shopper. If a shirt was in good condition and fit his broad frame, he would buy it – style barely factored into the decision.


She folded her hands on the table between them. She’d had her nails done, he noticed – tidy little ovals painted pale pink. ‘I’m considering leaving my job so I can go full-time at uni. If I did that, I could graduate at the end of this year instead of next year.’


Lane tried to keep his face neutral. It hurt whenever she mentioned the compromises she’d had to make because of his decisions. He was in here, unable to support her the way he’d promised, and so instead of doing a full-time English degree like she’d wanted, she’d started an accounting cadetship – six years of part-time work and part-time study.


‘The main downside is that, if I did that, you wouldn’t be able to come to my graduation ceremony.’


‘If that’s the main downside, you should definitely do it,’ he said. ‘Just because I’m eligible for parole next year doesn’t mean I’ll get it. I might not be able to come next year either and you’ll have lost a year for nothing.’


‘You will get it,’ she said. ‘Your record is pristine.’


‘I know,’ he said. ‘But there’s plenty of people who think my sentence was too lenient. If I get one of those on the parole board …’


‘There’s plenty who think you shouldn’t have served any time at all,’ she said, her voice heated.


‘They’re wrong,’ he said, trying to keep his tone mild. He pulled at his cuff again. Some of the men on his block hated them so much they’d taken to going about shirtless, even though it was winter, but Lane could never be comfortable like that.


‘Please don’t be defeatist,’ Lynnie said. ‘You can’t show the board you’re ready if you’re acting like you don’t think it will happen.’


Screw it. He needed to tell someone, but it was still too tenuous to get the governor’s hopes up. Still, after months of quiet, painstaking work, if he didn’t talk about it, he was going to end up developing the third man delusion – creating an imaginary friend because the pressure of being alone was too much.


‘I’ve got some news,’ he said.


It stung how completely Lynnie lit up at hearing something positive from him. ‘Oh?’


‘Do you remember what happened a couple of years ago, with Jan Henning-Klosner?’


Governor Patton Carver, who ran the prison in which Lane was currently a guest, had offered him a lifeline – a chance to work a case from prison. He’d asked Lane to try to befriend and surreptitiously interrogate Jan, also known as the Rainier Ripper, and prove that the Ripper’s unidentified female victim had been Matilda, Carver’s daughter, who had disappeared while backpacking nearly twenty years ago, during the period when Jan was active.


What Lane had actually learned from Jan had been beyond anything he or Carver could have imagined. It had brought a lot of answers to light, but not the one Carver had hoped for. Matilda was not one of Jan’s victims.


Once the dust settled, one painful fact remained: Matilda was still missing, and Carver was no closer to finding her.


The light in Lynnie’s face dimmed immediately. ‘It’s not something I would forget.’


‘I think I’ve got a lead on Matilda,’ Lane told her. He glanced over at the guard who was supervising the visiting room. Sweeney – a tall skinny man who’d only been working at the SPC for a few months – seemed focused on a prisoner who was talking to his girlfriend at the far end of the room, but Lane dropped his voice anyway. ‘She disappeared during her gap year, while working at a farm in the Kiewa Valley. I realised I was getting nowhere focusing on Matilda’s case. I was looking at the same information again and again and never seeing anything new. I needed to try from another direction. I started looking for other open Missing Persons cases from the region and –’


‘Looking how?’ Lynnie interrupted. ‘I know you’re not doing this on the LeapFrog laptop toys they give you in here.’


She was right. He’d complained to her often enough about how the tablets the prisoners had access to were more trouble than they were worth. If they weren’t glitching, they were out of batteries, and inmates weren’t even allowed to have the charging cable; guards took the devices away at night to charge. When they did work, the list of blacklisted sites was so long that the only topics he could research were how to file an appeal and how to do a self-check for herpes.


‘I can’t talk about that. It doesn’t matter how I found it.’


‘It very much does matter how you found it, Lane. You’re eligible for parole next year, and William says you’ve got a really good shot.’


‘William Magala? When were you talking to my lawyer?’


‘Don’t change the subject. Do you know how many infractions you can have on your record and still be granted parole? Zero! Zip! Duck egg!’ She affected a deliberately bad Eurovision judge accent. ‘Nul points!’


The guard looked their way, and both of them fell silent. Lynnie’s cheeks were flushed red, and Lane suspected he looked similar.


‘If you’ve found something, you can pursue it when you’re on the outside,’ Lynnie hissed. ‘She’s been missing for twenty years – what’s one more?’


‘When I’m on the outside, I’ll have a parole officer breathing down my neck. I’ll have a job to do and rent to pay.’


More than that. There was a risk that a particularly motivated parole officer who caught on to him searching for Matilda could spin it as him acting as a private investigator without a licence. It was a minor offence, punishable by a fine, but still enough to see his parole revoked. He needed to wait ten years after his conviction before he could even apply for a licence again, and the law had carve-outs to deny applications where it seemed prudent – such as in the case of a former private investigator who’d served time for kidnapping and murder.


He’d searched for loopholes and hit a brick wall every time. He could not act as a private investigator. He could not set himself up as a consulting detective, Sherlock Holmes-style, and support other investigators. He couldn’t even teach the training courses. He might be able to work in reception or office admin, answering phones and filing papers for another PI, but to be that close and not even able to do the dreariest and most dull investigative tasks would be worse than nothing.


Matilda Carver, however it turned out, was going to be his last case. He needed it.


‘You can live with me,’ Lynnie said. ‘I won’t charge you rent.’


‘I’m not going to sponge off my baby sister,’ Lane said. ‘But I don’t understand; when this came up last year you were all for it. You said it was the most alive I’d seemed in years.’


‘Look how that turned out,’ Lynnie said. ‘You made a serial killer your best friend.’


‘He wasn’t a serial killer. You need to kill three people to be considered –’


‘He killed more than zero people and you went to his funeral.’


‘Someone had to.’


She sighed. ‘I just don’t think you know where to draw the line. I’ve put so much on hold waiting for you to come out of here …’


‘What have you put on hold?’


‘Nothing.’ She put her hands over her face. ‘That’s not the point. It feels like I care more about your parole prospects than you do.’


‘Everything alright over here?’


The guard, Sweeney, had stepped up to their table without Lane noticing. He mentally replayed the last few seconds of their conversation, wondering what the man might have heard. It would have been bizarre, he decided, but not incriminating.


‘Everything’s fine, officer.’ Lynnie flashed him a smile. ‘You know how siblings squabble.’


Out of the corner of his eye, Lane saw the couple the guard had been watching originally. The other prisoner had his hand palm up on the table, and his girlfriend put her hand over his. She cut a glance their way and, seeing the guard now focused on Lane, let something drop out of her sleeve into her boyfriend’s palm.


Lane looked away quickly. Whatever it was would be trouble, whether they were caught or not, and what would spell the most trouble for Lane was if the prisoner clocked him witnessing the exchange and then the guards found contraband. Being labelled a snitch had landed him in sticky situations before, and he didn’t want to go through that again.


‘Have you ever thought about changing your name?’ Lynnie asked.


Lane backtracked through their conversation, trying to figure out how that connected to anything they’d said, and came up blank. Perhaps that question was the reason for her unexpected visit, and her nerves had got to her before she’d found a natural segue.


‘Occasionally,’ he admitted. His name, Lane Holland, was also their father’s. Lane Holland Senior had been a psychopath, and he had murdered at least two young girls, and probably more. Lane was in prison for killing him. ‘But it’s my name. I can’t imagine being called something else. And if I changed it, you and I wouldn’t share a family name anymore.’


Her expression tightened. Ah. Now they were getting to the heart of it.


‘I would understand if you wanted to change, though,’ he said.


Lynnie’s legal name was Evelyn Holland. It had never appeared in the press; she was a victim in their family’s history, not a perpetrator like him. But one of the trashier newspapers had let a sordid fact slip, which made her name easy to figure out: Evelyn had been named after one of their father’s murder victims.


‘If I was going to do it,’ she said tentatively, ‘it would make sense to get it sorted before I graduate. Then my degree would be issued in my new name.’


‘That’s smart,’ he said. ‘What are you thinking?’


‘Evangeline,’ she said. ‘So my friends who call me Eve don’t have to learn something new. And you can still call me Lynnie.’


‘I’ll call you whatever you want,’ he said. ‘Will you keep Holland? We could pick out a new family name together. Or maybe use Mum’s family name?’


The more he thought about that the more he liked it. A clean break.


Lynnie was silent for a beat, and then she took a deep breath, the way she had as a kid when she was trying to fight tears.


Oh shit. Of course Lynnie didn’t want to keep sharing a family name with him. She was about to start her real life, her brilliant career. Staying entangled with him wouldn’t be a clean break for her.


‘There’s something else I need to tell you,’ she said. ‘You know, if I don’t want to be going around with a different name on my degree …’


Oh.


Reflecting on what name she wanted. How she could suddenly afford to study full time. The beautiful manicure.


He was losing his touch.


He was abruptly, painfully, aware of how much time had passed in the real world. Part of him still thought of Lynnie as eighteen and barely out of high school. Twenty-three was still young for this, but not absurdly so.


‘I didn’t even know you were seriously dating anyone,’ he said.


‘It was casual for a long time,’ she confessed. ‘I just wanted to focus on school, and work, and have fun and make friends. I didn’t want any major life stuff to happen without you there.’


‘I would never ask you to put your life on hold,’ he said.


‘Oh, don’t be a drama queen,’ she said. ‘I mean, they say the brain hasn’t even finished forming until you turn twenty-five. It wasn’t a sacrifice. So, when I dated it was always casual. And most things fizzled out or blew up anyway. Then this one didn’t. And calling it casual began to feel like a pantomime around the time he added me to his car insurance as a second driver.’


‘I feel like you’re deliberately skirting around telling me anything about this guy. It is a guy, right?’ At her nod, he continued. ‘Does he live in Canberra? Where do you know him from?’ He grimaced. ‘He isn’t your boss, is he?’


‘No, he isn’t my boss – and he lives in Sydney.’


Sydney. That explained the hurry to graduate university, if she planned to move to be with him. Sydney was closer to the Special Purpose Centre than Canberra, so he might see her more often. And it solved a problem he’d been studiously ignoring: that if he did manage to get parole, he might not be allowed to live in Canberra while still under the control of the New South Wales corrections system. But he would never be able to afford to live in the country’s most expensive city, even without the dire employment prospects of a parolee.


‘He travels to Canberra a lot for work, though.’


‘Oh god, is he a politician?’


‘He’s a barrister. He appears at the High Court sometimes.’


A barrister who lived in Sydney but sometimes worked cases at the High Court. That wasn’t a fresh graduate she might have met in the Hancock Library or at a house party.


‘Lynnie,’ he said, trying to sound calm, ‘are you engaged to my lawyer?’


‘Maybe a little bit?’ She grimaced, and clapped her hands over her face. ‘Sorry, that makes no sense. I’m a lot engaged to him. Maybe a little bit was my go-to answer when people asked if we were seeing each other.’


That ached. There were people in Lynnie’s life who saw her every day, every week, and not always in the same room. They saw things, and put the pieces together, and asked. All he got was what she was ready to tell him.


And it made sense that she should fall for William Magala. He was good looking, well dressed, whip smart and making waves professionally – in no small part due to his role in Lane’s defence, a headline-grabbing case that had opened doors to more. Lynnie was smart too, and building her own career, and – to his very biased eyes – beautiful. Not to mention young.


‘There’s quite an age gap, isn’t there?’


‘Seven years,’ she scoffed. ‘I get the odd side-eye at his work functions, but in a decade no-one will notice.’


‘He’s always been very … generous with me when it comes to billing,’ Lane said. ‘He hasn’t –’


‘Are you seriously asking if I’ve been trading sexual favours for your legal work?’ Lynnie asked. Thankfully she looked more amused than offended. ‘No. And he’s not going to work for you for free after we get married.’


‘I’m not planning to commit any more crimes. Look, I’m just trying to …’ He didn’t know what he was trying to do, really. He was in no place to play the wise older brother sizing up her choice of partner. ‘You have to admit there’s a power differential.’


‘What’s going on here?’ a voice boomed across the visiting room, and Lane flinched. For a beat he thought the guard was yelling at them.


Instead, Sweeney walked up to the table of the couple Lane had noticed earlier. He thrust out his palm. ‘Give me what she handed you.’


Lane’s heart sank.


‘She didn’t give me nothing,’ the prisoner protested. ‘We were holding hands.’


‘I think you should step out,’ Lane said to Lynnie, dropping his voice low.


Lynnie nodded, looking regretful, and slipped out of her seat. This happened sometimes, and they’d learned a short visit was much better than trying to hang on while tensions in the room boiled over.


‘She passed you something, and you put it up your sleeve,’ Sweeney snapped. ‘Give it to me.’


‘He told you I didn’t give him anything,’ the girlfriend said. ‘Are you some kind of fucking re –’


‘Don’t!’ The man she was visiting slapped her forearm.


It succeeded in getting her to bite back the slur, but hitting a visitor was way out of line and Sweeney was on the prisoner like a shot, locking an arm around his neck and dragging him off the stool. ‘Hands off!’


Lane glanced over to the door and was relieved to see Lynnie on the other side, watching through the window with a pale face. He gave her a rueful wave, and a female guard ushered her out to the foyer.


He doubted this was how she’d always dreamed her engagement announcement would go.


Two more guards barrelled through the second door, the one that led to the main body of the prison. ‘Everybody out!’ the guard on the left shouted. ‘Visiting hours are over.’


‘Prisoners on the rear wall,’ the other one added, her voice quieter but firm.


Lane and the others lined up and then filed out of the room, grumbling among themselves. The offending prisoner was whisked away, presumably to be searched.


Instead of directing them back to their cells, the female guard marched the line through to the quadrangle, the SPC’s supposed recreation area, where other guards were bringing in the rest of the centre’s population, arranging the scowling men in neat rows like schoolchildren waiting for assembly.


A muster. Lane hoped it would be a brief exercise, a flexing of the guards’ power to bring them all to heel before the incident in the visiting room could set off a chain reaction.


The minutes dragged on, turning into fifteen, then thirty, then a full hour while the men stood in their lines and the guards took occasional headcounts and conferred among themselves. Sounds floated in, audible even through the thick walls. Clangs and thumps and the low groan of the hinges of heavy doors.


They were tossing the whole place. Whatever that prisoner had slipped up his sleeve must have been bad, because from the sound of it every cell was being searched. All Lane could do was stand in his assigned spot, clench his fists and wait, hoping they wouldn’t find what he had hidden and knowing they would.









CHAPTER TWO


IT WAS SWEENEY who came to escort Lane to the governor’s office. The guard walked silently beside him, eyes ahead, and so Lane was free to practise maintaining a neutral expression. Jaw relaxed. Eyebrows down. Mouth in a soft line.


Governor Patton Carver was seated behind his broad desk. The previous times Lane had been in this office the desk had been decorated with the clutter of ordinary life: family photos, stationery, a lunchbox and cutlery. Today it had been cleared off, so the only three items on the desk stood out. A small stack of papers covered in Lane’s handwriting, a torn A5 envelope and a mobile phone.


Lane didn’t let his gaze rest on them. Instead, he focused on Carver’s face, keeping his lips pressed gently together. The biggest possible mistake would be to start speaking unprompted. Blustering denials, pretending to be confused about what was going on, making excuses or casting blame elsewhere – no matter what he said, Carver could use it to let him walk himself into a trap.


‘Sweeney, you can go,’ Carver said, making no effort to acknowledge Lane.


The guard nodded and stepped out, pulling the door closed behind him. Lane remained standing. Jaw relaxed. Eyebrows down. Mouth in a soft line.


Carver waited until a full minute had ticked by on the clock on the wall. Then he stood, walked to the door, and opened it a crack to look out. Satisfied that Sweeney had actually left, he closed it again and turned the lock.


‘Sit, Holland,’ he said, returning to his own seat.


Lane sat in the chair opposite Carver. He didn’t slouch into it, nor did he sit bolt upright. Imagining himself in a front-row seat at a theatre, he tried to look respectful and interested but not nervous.


‘What the fuck is this?’ Carver pointed at the phone.


Lane looked at it properly for the first time. Of course, he knew exactly what it was: a black Samsung – an older model but decently functional. He was probably its third or fourth owner; he hadn’t been the one to smuggle it into the Special Purpose Centre but had received it from another prisoner. Whatever happened, he needed to avoid naming that man. If Lane turned someone in for smuggling, he’d have a knife in his kidneys before breakfast.


When not in use, he’d kept the phone hidden in the envelope, tucked away with his legal papers from Magala. Lane kept himself out of trouble and went out of his way to avoid annoying the guards, so that was a reasonably safe place to keep it. Guards didn’t mess with those papers without a good reason. But today they’d had a good reason.


‘Looks like a phone, sir,’ Lane said.


Lane’s relationship with Carver was complicated. For his first few months in the centre, Carver had been a distant figure, a signature on the bottom of forms. Then he had come to Lane with the bizarre proposal that Lane go undercover in the medical unit to elicit a confession from fellow inmate Jan Henning-Klosner.


In the two years since then, their relationship had returned to an uneasy distance. Lane already found it difficult to persuade other prisoners to leave him alone; because he’d once made his living solving crimes and turning people in to the police for rewards, a lot of them assumed he would be willing to do the same thing from the inside if they let anything incriminating slip. For that reason, he wasn’t willing to be Carver’s pet private investigator – but at the same time, he’d been unable to leave the question of what had happened to Matilda Carver alone. With nothing else to distract him from the grinding monotony of prison life, the mystery had continued to occupy him. But to conduct any kind of investigation, he’d needed a lifeline to the outside world. The internet.


‘Don’t be a smart-arse,’ Carver said. ‘Do you have any idea how hard I’ve been working to get your security classification changed to C?’


Lane blinked. ‘You have?’


Prisoners in New South Wales were classified A through C, depending on their security risk. A was reserved for those who were hardest to handle – the men who tried to escape, or started fights, or worse. C prisoners required a bare minimum of supervision, and qualified for privileges like day leave, or the chance to work or attend training outside the prison.


Lane had been classified B for most of his term. If Carver had been working on getting his classification changed – not a simple process for a serious offender – then he must have some plan up his sleeve to get Lane access to the outside world.


‘I asked you to get me out of here so I could look for Matilda. You said no.’


‘Because I’m the governor of this prison, not the bloody Governor-General. This is what I had to do to make that happen. Excuse me for not wanting you to spend months walking around this place thinking the rules don’t apply to you anymore.’


And Lane had just ruined it.


He had really hoped to have this conversation on his own terms, when he was ready to present it to Carver in full. Most of all, he’d hoped to be able to present Carver with a still-smoking gun to support his theory, something compelling enough to make his method of uncovering it an afterthought.


Alas.


Lane picked up the phone and unlocked it. That was a risky move; if he refused to enter the passcode, there was no way Carver could force him to give the prison access to the contents of the phone.


‘I’ve been using it to search for Matilda,’ he said.


Carver raised his eyebrows. ‘How convenient for you.’


‘You can look at the browser history,’ Lane said. ‘You’ll see the government’s Missing Persons database, ancient social media pages, the National Library, the Wayback Machine. You won’t find any porn sites or betting pages or even the news. I don’t use it for anything other than pushing the case forward.’


Carver took the phone and opened the browser history as suggested. ‘That’s actually pretty sad,’ he remarked.


Every minute Lane had that phone out was a risk. He couldn’t waste the time, or the battery power. He couldn’t exactly ask the guards if they’d pop his phone on to charge while they were powering the prisoners’ permitted devices overnight. Power banks were one of the hottest items in the prison, and he’d often had to leave the phone dead for weeks while he saved up enough cash or favours to buy a bit of charging time. Not to mention what it was costing him to keep the SIM card working. He couldn’t afford to waste it.


‘I think I’ve found something,’ he said.


That got Carver’s attention.


Lane continued. ‘You see, at first I tried looking for Matilda the way I’d work any of my cases. I looked at her social media and that of her friends at the time.’


That had been tough, because back when Matilda disappeared, nearly twenty years ago, social media meant Myspace, Friendster, even LiveJournal. Photos were linked from hosting sites, many of which were long gone.


People said that once something was on the internet, it was there forever, but that couldn’t be further from the truth. Most things disappeared, and quicker than you would expect. Websites winked out when their hosting expired, forums shut down, pictures were replaced by ‘image not found’ error messages. On social media, people purged old albums, deleted accounts or locked them to friends only and then stopped visiting, leaving new friend requests forever unanswered. Still, Lane had painstakingly assembled a map of Matilda’s friends and acquaintances, and their friends and acquaintances. If that had involved occasionally guessing a poorly chosen password on an abandoned account, Carver didn’t need to know.


‘I wrote to her friends, asking if they remembered anything. I’m sure you already know that nobody answered, since you would have seen their replies when you checked my mail. I tried every trick I know and got nowhere, slowly.’


Carver reached over the desk and slid the phone back towards him. Lane opened the gallery and scrolled until he found a good, clear picture. ‘Do you know this man?’


Carver examined the photo. It showed a tall, rather ordinary man with brown hair and brown eyes, dressed in a blue flannel shirt and jeans. A girl of about twenty stood next to him, pouting to show off her plum lipstick.


‘No,’ Carver said eventually. ‘But the girl rings a bell.’


‘Her name is Kristal. You’ve probably seen pictures of her because she and Matilda worked together in the Kiewa Valley, right before Matilda dropped out of contact with you.’


‘And the man?’


‘His name is Reginald “Reggie” Karpathy. Or it was, rather. He died eighteen months ago.’ Lane scrolled through the images, holding up another. ‘Here he is with Caitlin Engeron, who was reported missing two years before Matilda.’ He scrolled to a group shot, where Karpathy was just visible in the upper right corner, nursing a beer. Lane pointed to a young man in the foreground. ‘This is Alain Serling, who was reported missing the same year as Matilda.’


Carver shook his head. ‘I think I’d have noticed if there was a cluster of Missing Persons cases in the area.’


‘True. You were certainly on the ball about finding matching cases of unidentified women’s remains. But it would have taken more than a cursory search to connect these cases.’


‘Oh? Why do I suspect I’m not going to like what your more-than-cursory search entailed?’


‘How about we agree to stay light on the details and focus on the important part? In brief, I looked at every Missing Persons report in a hundred-and-fifty-kilometre radius from where Matilda was last seen, for the five years before she went missing and in the twenty years since, both open and closed. Ruling out those that were opened and closed within a few days, I found ten cases. And I worked them all. Their social media. Their friends. Friends of friends.’


It rolled off the tongue so easily. Months of work summed up in a few sentences. Months hunched over the phone, one ear straining for guards who would confiscate it or other prisoners who’d be willing to jump him for it. Crawling through ancient posts, ancient pictures. Connecting dots and drawing lines, until the place where they connected formed the face of a man.


‘I narrowed it down to four with a definite connection to Reggie Karpathy: Caitlin Engeron, Alain Serling, nothing for a long time, then two years ago a new one: Brandon Roby.’


‘That’s three.’


Lane scrolled to the picture that was his one ace to play. ‘Here’s Alain with Matilda. That’s four.’


Carver looked at the picture. Matilda had an arm hooked around Alain’s neck, but their body language looked more playful than romantic. ‘When was this taken? I’ve never seen it before.’


‘I got it from Alain’s profile. It was posted six months after Matilda was reported missing.’


‘It might be an old picture,’ Carver said.


‘It might be,’ Lane agreed. ‘But do you see those hills behind them?’ He traced the shape with a fingertip, hovering above the screen so he didn’t accidentally swipe the picture away. He’d spent countless hours on Google Maps, looking at satellite pictures and uploaded photos, until he finally found a hill formation that matched. ‘Those hills are located in a farming community near the Hume Weir. About an hour from the Kiewa Valley – where Reggie Karpathy owned a farm.’ He added, ‘The farm still exists. According to the local papers, his son Samuel took over and “intends to carry on his father’s vision”. The article didn’t specify what that vision was.’


The fact that Reggie had passed away could be a sticking point. Lane was painfully aware that if Karpathy was responsible for Matilda’s fate, that secret would have likely died with him. But it could also mean that now was the best time to get answers – with Reggie beyond the reach of justice, the people who knew him might be more willing to talk.


‘You think this Karpathy was a serial killer?’ Carver asked.


‘That’s the interesting thing,’ Lane said. ‘Caitlin Engeron? Her Missing Persons file was closed after five years, marked found. She’s alive and well.’


To another audience, that might not have been a particularly interesting fact. But to someone like Carver, who had spent decades imagining the worst possible fate for his only daughter, it was a carrot so enticing it bordered on cruelty.


‘According to Caitlin’s Missing Persons report, one day she left her parents’ home to go to work and never arrived. She worked as a receptionist and hadn’t said anything about going to work on a farm. But there was an election the year her file was closed. She enrolled to vote, giving an address on Hill Road in Georges Bridge. That was Karpathy’s address.’


‘Do I want to know how you got her voting information?’


‘Voter rolls are public,’ Lane said, leaving out the part where he had posed as a relative putting together his family tree to get a librarian to pull that ‘public’ information for him. ‘Alain’s story is similar,’ he continued, subtly changing the subject. ‘He told his family he was going to look for harvest work. He took several months’ worth of his asthma medication with him, so clearly he planned to be gone for a while. He dropped all contact with his parents once he was on the road. The photo suggests he made his way to Karpathy’s. Brandon Roby’s family reported he left their home after a short stay in the hospital. He’s autistic, and they’re very concerned for his wellbeing. He was friends on social media with Reggie’s son, Samuel.’


‘So Karpathy was harbouring runaways?’


‘Only minors can be runaways; these are all adults.’


‘Still.’ Carver stared down at the photo of his daughter. ‘Matilda wouldn’t do that to us.’


‘Brandon Roby also had an excellent relationship with his family.’ According to them, Lane didn’t add. ‘Alain might have chosen to drop contact with his family. But the Serlings make a post every year on the anniversary of the day he left. Even all these years later, it gets dozens of comments from Alain’s friends and extended family about how much they miss him. Alain had a huge network of people who loved him, and he’s never reached out to a single one to put their minds at rest. It’s not proof, but it says to me that something happened to him.’


‘We do the same thing,’ Carver said. ‘Matilda’s schoolfriends miss her too.’ He looked away, his gaze going to the empty spot on the desk where he usually kept his family photos. He took a deep breath and, clearly uncomfortable with Lane seeing him get emotional, asked, ‘Have you talked to this Engeron woman?’


Lane shook his head. ‘She owns a dress shop in Adelaide, and I’ve tried calling the shop. So far she has failed to accept a call from a prisoner of the Special Purpose Centre. I’ve avoided making calls from this phone in case someone complains and I get caught. She put up an Instagram picture last week of a book she was reading. It was called Adult Children of Emotionally Immature Parents, so I don’t think that relationship has improved any.’


‘I could try calling her,’ Carver said.


‘You could.’


Carver paused and Lane stayed silent, letting the man get his thoughts in order.


‘What about this farm, then? Is it some kind of commune?’


‘If you want to call it that.’ Lane clicked on the tab for the farm’s website, which he’d had open for months. The header was a group of people, all dressed in identical work pants and button-down shirts in a variety of colours but the same style. Carver studied the group, and his face fell when he didn’t recognise any of them as his daughter.


‘They don’t have much of a public presence, but they sell some products online. You know, organic, artisan, locally grown. Goat cheese, soap, salami, pickles. They seem to grow vegetables for local shops.’


‘Hippies, then.’


‘Maybe when they were established, but it’s all pretty mainstream now. From the photos it seems like a pretty white group, but I couldn’t find any other red flags – no white supremacist symbols or tattoos or dog whistles in the site copy.’


In many ways, being in prison had made it difficult to keep his knowledge up to date, but it did give him ample opportunities to learn to decode those ever-evolving signs.


‘Isn’t organic farming a leftie thing?’


‘You’d be surprised. There’s “we have to grow our own food to save the world from climate change”, but there’s also “we have to grow our own food and stockpile guns because the World Economic Forum wants to force us all to eat bugs”. I think these guys are the former, though,’ he hurried to add. This conversation was not going to go the way he needed it to if Carver got spooked. ‘There’s an Acknowledgement of Country in the site footer, and this lady is wearing a Progress Pride pin.’ He pointed to the middle of the largest photo. ‘Plus, we’re talking about Matilda here. Of the two, which do you think would have attracted her?’


Carver considered this for a moment, then nodded.


‘Sir’ – Lane knew now was the time to lay it on thick – ‘I know I don’t have much. I’ve been trying to look at an elephant one inch at a time. If you just let me widen my frame of view with access to a computer and some uninterrupted time, I’m sure I can find more names.’


Carver looked unimpressed. Lane knew the plea had been a long shot, but it was worth trying.


‘I could go out to this farm myself, ask around,’ Carver said.


‘If they are connected to Matilda’s disappearance, they’ll take one look at your name and clam up so fast your ears will pop.’


Carver put his hands on his knees; Lane was sure he wanted to clench them into fists.


‘You could pass the information on to the police, of course.’ That was the worst possible outcome for Lane – to get the police to act on what Lane had discovered, Carver would have to disclose where it came from. Then Lane would be of no further use to Carver, and left with a prison smuggling charge on his record. ‘But the police’s help has been … less than stellar, so far.’


That was a delicate way of saying they’d caught a police officer fabricating official police files, including some related to Matilda, to cover up his involvement in another crime.


Carver actually cracked a smile, and Lane relaxed a fraction.


‘A private investigator is your best option,’ Lane went on. ‘But they would need time. If this is a cult, say, or some kind of criminal org, finding information means getting on the inside and earning their trust. It would take months. The per diem –’


‘Knock it off, you’re not that slick,’ Carver interrupted. ‘You should go, I get it.’


Lane said nothing. There was nothing to be gained by stating the obvious.


Carver stared down at the phone for a long moment. Then he seemed to reach a decision. He opened a drawer in his desk and swept the phone inside, then shut the drawer firmly.


‘What do you know about our work and study release program?’


‘Not much,’ Lane admitted. ‘I’m in for kidnapping and murder; there’s no way I’d qualify.’


‘You’d be surprised,’ Carver said. ‘The system is supposed to be for rehabilitation.’


It would be a bad idea to scoff out loud at that, so Lane didn’t.


‘Your earliest possible release date isn’t that far off.’


‘This time next year,’ Lane confirmed. ‘If the parole board are persuaded.’


‘That’s exactly it.’ Carver leaned forward and pressed his palms to his desk. ‘What’s the point of paroling you with no useful skills, no employment prospects, no connection to the community? You’d be back in the dock by Christmas.’


Lane would never willingly commit another crime, but it wasn’t that simple. Prison was a pipeline built in a circle. Plenty of men and women before him had walked out the gates with the best intentions, only to be unable to find work or housing. They came sliding straight back on charges of petty theft or trespassing or public nuisance, or because they couldn’t make it to mandatory appointments or pass the drug tests. Lane had the advantage of his sister’s support, and he didn’t have a network of criminal associates to drag him back under, or addiction issues, but that was the end of the list of positives. He had no work prospects. His degree was in criminology and all his work experience in private investigation. He could never hold a licence for that work again. He could never own a firearm. He couldn’t join the police. He’d be waiting tables or driving a delivery van, and that was if he could find an employer who wouldn’t ghost him the minute he told them what was about to come up on his background check.


‘It would look good for your hearing if you could show you’re working towards some kind of realistic life on the outside. Some training or work experience. Hypothetically, that training or work could take place in the region of this Karpathy farm, and on occasion you might find yourself with spare time to nose around, meet the right people, ask some questions.’


‘Hypothetically,’ Lane said. ‘If I could get approved for the leave.’ He just didn’t believe it.


‘I understand your scepticism, but your record inside the prison is impeccable.’ Carver’s eyes cut to the drawer containing the phone, but he said nothing. ‘And if I can be frank – you shot a man who murdered children. I seriously doubt there would be a public outcry if the press took an interest in the fact you’d been granted leave.’


‘Well, I’ve got nothing to lose if I put in a request,’ Lane said.


Carver’s smile disappeared. ‘There is one thing,’ he said. ‘If the Karpathy farm is near the Hume Weir, that’s practically in Victoria. It would look deeply off for me to send one of my prisoners all that way for leave. I don’t suppose you have family down there?’


Lane shook his head. ‘My only living relative is in Canberra.’


‘Then I think for this to work you’ll need to be transferred to the prison in Albury. And this centre is getting close to capacity – it would be unlikely you’d be transferred back here after the leave. You’d serve the rest of your sentence down there.’


Lane’s stomach dropped. The Special Purpose Centre was as close to pleasant as prison got. It housed prisoners who were frequently targeted in general population or were otherwise a headache for administrators. The inmates here wanted to be left alone, and so mostly left each other alone. In a normal prison he would be right back to constant worry that he was about to be jumped by prisoners convinced he’d been planted by the police to spy on them. It also meant a longer drive, or even a flight, for Lynnie to visit, especially if she moved north to be with her new fiancé. It could go from twice a year to ‘oh, it’s not that long until you’re released anyway’ in a heartbeat.


But he’d be outside the walls. Still a prisoner, still restricted and monitored, but outside. And he’d be working a case.









CHAPTER THREE


IN THE CORRECTIONAL system, time had to be measured in months, not minutes. Forms were lodged. Letters exchanged. Meetings scheduled and then rescheduled. Procedures proceeded.


As Hemingway would put it, things happened gradually and then all at once. The Serious Offenders Review Council approved the request to downgrade Lane’s security classification, and his subsequent request for leave to undertake training was not just approved but hailed as a sign that he was finally showing some interest in self-improvement and rehabilitation.
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