
  
    [image: Into the Fog: How could police lose three children?]
  


  
    
      INTO THE FOG: HOW COULD POLICE LOSE THREE CHILDREN?

      GEORGIE HARVEY AND JOHN FRANKLIN BOOK 3

    

    
      
        SANDI WALLACE

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright (C) 2018 Sandi Wallace

      Layout design and Copyright (C) 2021 by Next Chapter

      Published 2021 by Next Chapter

      Cover art by CoverMint

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the author’s permission.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        PRAISE FOR SANDI WALLACE’S

        INTO THE FOG

      

      

      
        
        
        ‘There is a certain cadence to Wallace’s stories, like a slowly quickening heartbeat leading you into the fog. She captures a sense of place in her rural thrillers, where even the nicest places can harbour evil. A page turner…Into the Fog will wrap around you, releasing you only in its enthralling climax.’
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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Hannah

      

      

      Hannah’s heart beat hard and fast in her chest. She checked the time so often it was driving her crazy, but she couldn’t help it. The back of her hoodie was still wet from before – which was annoying because it reminded her how close she’d been and how lame she was. For forgetting her jacket. For letting him stop her, and ending up back inside the dumb summerhouse.

      She looked at the clock on the wall above Riles and Coops. Not even a minute had passed. She was going to explode. What if it all went wrong? She’d be totally devo, that’s for sure – there might not be another chance.

      She checked the time and took a breath that hiccupped: 4.07pm. It could already be too late.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      On the outskirts of Ballarat, a vibration against Senior Constable John Franklin’s hip signalled a text message. He hooked his mobile and eased it out of his pocket, while his eyes never left the house across the road.

      ‘Bull’ Jenkins would have his balls on a plate if he fucked up the surveillance job, which wouldn’t be a good start to his detective training, especially if he ended up posted here full time after DTS.

      Another tremor through the phone meant he’d received a second message. Just then, the detective beside him pulled out his own mobile and took a call in a low voice. Franklin used the opportunity to check his messages.

      The first was short, typical of his daughter Kat. ‘All gd. L8er. K xx’

      The second was longer, just as typical of Sam Tesorino, the constable under his wing. ‘Kids settled. Weather awful but all going well. Place is posh! Wish you were here – not fair after all our planning. Speak later, Sam.’

      He slid the phone away, relieved that the camp had kicked off well. Still, the acid wash in his stomach marked his disappointment that Tim Lunny, his sergeant at Daylesford, had to step into his place.
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      In Mount Dandenong, about 200 kilometres from Ballarat, the door of the summerhouse opened, letting in another blast of cold air. Georgie Harvey shrugged deeper into her leather jacket as Kat Franklin and Josh Curtis entered. She watched the response to the teenagers from the four families of younger kids spread around the room. Several visibly sparked up and little Cooper sang out, ‘Josh!’ That was exactly why they’d been included – the teens bridged the gap between the kids and other camp supervisors.

      Josh waved to the boy, while he flicked rainwater from his cropped hair. He turned to fire Kat a grin, and Georgie’s antennae picked up interesting vibes, especially when Kat ducked her chin and Josh rubbed the tattoo trailing his neck.

      Georgie realised that by occupational hazard she’d slipped into journalist mode, standing back to note the conversations, dynamics, body language and other nuances happening around her. Unlike the Camp Silvan instructor, Seb, who hunkered down to talk with two sisters, his manner easy even though the girls stayed subdued. They were lucky to have him too, being over-complement on the supervisor-to-child ratio after the last-minute dropout of three kids.

      Georgie’s mind jumped back to her role on camp. She wasn’t here to research a story. The hope was that she’d help these kids express themselves through words instead of internalising their troubles, though she realised they’d probably rather play outside. Her eyes grew. If the weather didn’t let up, outdoor activities would be off and she’d be up for more than she’d imagined.

      Josh side-tracked her with, ‘Who wants popcorn? It’s ready in the kitchen. Or Twister in the library?’ He leapt aside to let everyone past, landing on the balls of his feet, the physicality of the teenage boxing coach reminding Georgie of a panther.
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      Sprinting from the summerhouse to the main building, Sam Tesorino yelled, ‘Who’s going to get there first?’ She and Sarge Lunny led the race but pretended they couldn’t keep up, and soon let most of the group overtake them.

      Sam half-turned when Cooper and Riley circled back. But drizzle blurred her sight. She knew Kat and Josh were to follow at the rear and would look after them, so she continued to jog across the waterlogged lawn as a curtain of fog rolled in.

      The next minutes were bedlam as they all kicked off their shoes and dried themselves with extra-large towels that they dropped in a mound in the laundry before splitting in different directions.

      Sam headed for the kitchen, stepping back as Noah and Tom whizzed around the island bar, giggling. Technically, they weren’t running and the owner of Upalong House, Mr Belfrage, had left with a case and suit bag shortly after they’d arrived, so she grinned.

      What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.

      She watched Tom, thinking she’d rarely seen him smiling, let alone gurgling excitedly. The little guy suddenly stopped and gazed at her. Sadness swelled in her chest. He’d managed to let go for a few minutes but shrivelled back into himself in front of her eyes.

      She wanted to tell him I’m not your poor mum. I’m not going to tell you to be quiet or to shy away from your happiness, lost in my grief. It wasn’t her place though. She had to reach him in a different way.

      A burst of high-pitched laughter came from the mezzanine library and broke into Sam’s thoughts. The dramatic voice of the sarge resounded in another direction and she swallowed a wave of nostalgia for Tesorino clan gatherings – people, laughter and food everywhere. Yet in her family there would be at least twenty-five, not the eight kids and six supervisors in their group. Although, anyone who walked through the door here would think there was heaps more than that based on the volume level.

      Sam felt another tug of homesickness before her mind turned to the hush of possible snow in the frigid air outside. Their scheduled trek up the 1000 Steps in the National Park at nearby Upper Ferntree Gully postponed from earlier today seemed just as unlikely for tomorrow.

      So, not an ideal start, but overall Sam thought the camp was going really well.
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      The housekeeper, Elke, waddled into the kitchen saying, ‘Dark for this time of day.’

      She was as laconic as her husband and their accents reminded Georgie of a Dutch couple she’d recently interviewed for a fluff piece for Champagne Musings, her regular magazine gig.

      As the woman lowered the blinds at each end of the room, Georgie saw her shiver and clutch her belly.

      ‘Are you okay?’

      Elke rotated clumsily but didn’t meet Georgie’s eyes. ‘Yes, thank you. Someone walked over my grave.’

      Georgie hiked her brows while the housekeeper shuffled away. Elke wasn’t as aloof as her husband, but she was definitely strange. Hopefully the woman’s oddness wasn’t a sign that she’d pop out her baby over their five-day camp – judging by her size, she must be due soon.

      A boom of thunder shook the ground. One of the girls squealed and glassware tinkled in the cupboards.

      Tim Lunny whistled in the family room. ‘That was a beauty!’

      Josh said, ‘Reckon a tree came down?’

      No one answered him and a moment later, Nicole commented in a voice too sage for her eleven years, ‘I think storms are louder the closer to the sky you are.’

      Sam said, ‘You could be right.’

      The lights flickered and Seb went ‘Wooooooooooo’ then laughed.

      ‘Can’t see anything out there now,’ Noah yelled. ‘It’s black like the middle of the night, except when lightning comes.’

      ‘Must be bedtime then.’

      Georgie hid a smile, waiting for the kids’ reaction to Sam’s suggestion. It didn’t take long: they yelled over the top of each other.

      ‘It’s only four-thirty!’

      ‘No way! We haven’t had tea yet. I’m starving.’

      ‘It’s too early for tea – have some popcorn.’

      ‘Don’t want popcorn. I want real food.’

      The kids quietened and the housekeeper mumbled, ‘I have started dinner. We will have it when Mr Agterop is home.’

      Rings under the woman’s eyes had darkened since they’d met earlier in the day and the way she cradled her stomach and simply stared at the blind over the kitchen window made Georgie wonder what worried her – besides the fourteen of them lobbing in at short notice.
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      Although Franklin maintained a visual with their quarry and listened to his offsider gripe and gossip periodically, he wasn’t really present in Ballarat. He kept thinking about the camp in Mount Dandenong. Whatever they were up to, it’d be more fun than his shift tonight, which boiled down to babysitting.

      Inevitably, his thoughts narrowed in on Georgie. He’d been looking forward to some bonus time together. Now she and everyone else was a few hundred Ks away while he was stuck in Ballarat.

      Can’t have your cake and eat it too.

      He squirmed in the car seat, knowing he wanted just that: promotion to detective while not letting go of his place in the Daylesford station and community, and a life with Georgie. Eventually, something would have to give.

      Boomer glared at him. ‘What’s wrong with you? Worms?’ He laughed too loudly, in keeping with his nickname.

      Franklin hid his blush by tucking his chin into his chest.
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      Georgie slunk through the formal living rooms. When she reached what the owner had called the south wing, she released the breath she’d held through the expanse of marble, parquetry and crystal.

      Some people would be impressed by the swankiness, but it sickened her. Only two people lived in this mausoleum – one wasn’t even in the country, while the other had headed off to stay in the CBD about ten minutes after greeting them. Her curiosity about the couple piqued, Georgie searched the house for photos of Patrick and Catherine Belfrage. But there weren’t any.

      The lack of photos was bizarre, but she couldn’t pass judgement on them for that or for not travelling together. Look at her and Franklin: she stayed at his place in Daylesford part of the time and came back to Richmond for the rest, when not away on assignment. And no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t figure out how it would work any other way.

      With a dry chuckle, Georgie slipped into the bedroom she shared with Sam and Kat. After she’d pulled on a warmer top, she headed deeper into the mansion. Of the three doors at the far end, only the middle one stood ajar.

      She knuckled the door and said, ‘Hey, you two.’

      Anna and Sara were sitting on the floor, leaning against one of the beds. They stared up at her as she entered.

      Georgie sank next to them and crossed her legs. ‘Having a good time?’

      The sisters nodded, yet a shadow flitted over Sara’s face. They were too bloody sad for their age and it made Georgie’s heart twist. She wished she had something better to offer them than I’ve been through it too, except that it was my dad nearly nineteen years ago, and I still miss him like crazy. It’d be zero consolation for them losing their mum.

      She wanted to believe camp would be a positive turning point for Sara and Anna, but doubt niggled.

      The three sat awkwardly for a few minutes, then Georgie said, ‘Coming out?’

      Anna glanced at Sara and waited for her to answer. Georgie had noted that Sara, a year older than her sister, often acted as their spokesperson.

      ‘In a bit.’

      Georgie sighed inwardly and left them to it. She was about to knock on the other girls’ bedroom door when she heard someone exit the bathroom.

      She turned away from Nicole and Hannah’s room and spotted Josh stop beside Kat in the foyer. When the backs of their hands grazed, Georgie figured she had two options: embarrass them or disappear.

      She slipped through the external door and shivered on the front steps.
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      Sam turned to pull the drapes and a face on the other side of the window made her jump.

      She clamped down her reaction when she recognised Willem Agterop. The caretaker smirked and continued to secure external shutters over the French doors. Sam didn’t like the man. Franklin had taught her to trust her instincts, so she decided to keep a watch on him.

      Jags of lightning ignited the skyline through the unshuttered windows, illuminating Agterop and a horizon of massive trees. The storm was almost on top of them. Sam closed the drapes, unsure if Agterop or the proximity of the gumtrees bothered her more.

      Rain fell harder, pounding down on the roof, and Noah squealed from upstairs. ‘This is so cool! It’s hailing marbles now!’

      Some of the others belted up the spiral staircase to the mezzanine, chattering excitedly, leaving Sam to suspect she was the only one who didn’t enjoy electrical storms.

      She saw Georgie enter from the kitchen. Struck by a thought, she asked, ‘Have you seen –’

      A crack of thunder cut off the first syllable of Hannah? but Georgie nodded and said, ‘She’s with Sara.’

      Sam rubbed her hands together, pleased. She hadn’t expected the kids to mingle beyond their own siblings on day one. At that, a loud bang came from outside and the house groaned and trembled.

      Georgie raised her brows saying, ‘Sounds like a tree came down.’

      Sam’s neck tingled. Maybe the camp wasn’t going so well after all.
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      At a loose end, Georgie propped on the island bar and scoffed popcorn.

      Lunny touched her arm. ‘Georgie. A word?’

      She followed him into the glitzy room off the kitchen. ‘What’s up?’

      ‘How do you think Noah and Nicole are going?’

      With an apologetic grimace, Georgie lifted her shoulders. ‘I’m not the right one to ask. I don’t know any of the kids well.’

      ‘Yes, but that means you’re more objective.’

      ‘Maybe.’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘I’d say, as well as any of the others. They’ve all got their problems. But Noah’s obviously enjoying the storm, and everyone’s cracked a few smiles.’

      Except for the arrogant caretaker.

      Lunny smiled at her last comment, but the skin pulling across his cheekbones revealed his strain.

      ‘They’ll be okay.’

      ‘You don’t think all this,’ he swept his hand around the room, ‘is rubbing their nose in things at home?’

      Georgie was truthful. ‘Who knows. Hopefully not.’

      Lunny nodded.

      ‘Maybe being spoilt for a change will lighten things up when they go back.’ She frowned as she said it.

      If they’d been able to go to Camp Silvan as planned, Lunny’s question would’ve been moot. The trip would’ve been cheap and cheerful, in no way exacerbating Noah and Nicole’s situation. She looked around. How could kids from a family virtually on poverty line come to a place like this, live richly and return home in five days without a chip on their shoulders?

      Still doubtful, she told Lunny, ‘They’re good kids and they’ll be okay.’

      She flicked her eyes around again. Something else bothered her.
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      Sam’s mouth watered at the aroma of roast beef wafting from the industrial-sized oven. She couldn’t wait for dinner, not that anyone could cook a roast as well as her mum. Mamma made a special concoction of garlic, red wine, Italian herbs and spices rubbed in with olive oil. She wouldn’t even tell her daughters the exact recipe. Whenever they asked, Mamma gave a huge wink and a shrug saying, If I tell you, I have to kill you. She’d then point to Sam adding, Or my police-girl will!

      Sam smiled to herself, then spoke to the housekeeper. ‘Are you sure I can’t help, Elke?’

      ‘No need.’ The woman glanced at the wall clock. ‘I am not sure what time my husband will be in though.’

      Sam frowned. Was the caretaker still outside? She barely knew the man and hadn’t taken to him, but felt uneasy at him being out in this weather. Perhaps he’d been injured when the tree came down…or perhaps all was well and she was just letting the storm get to her.

      She decided to give it a little longer before she shared her concerns with the pregnant woman. With any luck, her husband would return in the meantime.
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      ‘Holy sh–heck.’

      Georgie swivelled towards Lunny. She didn’t care if he swore, but it’d be out of character in front of kids. And his tone was weird. Shrill, panicked.

      The lanky white-haired man raced down the spiral staircase calling, ‘Riley? Cooper?’ He repeated the names, his increasing anxiety obvious. Then he added their sister. ‘Hannah?’

      Georgie trailed him to the bedroom wing, shadowed by Kat. Lunny rapped on the bathroom door.

      A voice said, ‘What?’ It was one of the girls.

      ‘Hannah?’

      ‘No!’

      A pause followed. Over the toilet flushing, the girl said, ‘Anna!’

      Georgie and Lunny locked eyes, then split between the bedrooms.

      He moved to check the one she shared with Sam and Kat. A moment later he yelled, ‘No one in here.’

      Georgie knocked, then burst into Sara and Anna’s room. Sara screamed. She was alone.

      Kat pounded on the panelled door to Nicole and Hannah’s bedroom. She flung it open, disappeared, then shouted, ‘Empty.’

      The three of them knotted together and Georgie’s stomach fell as Lunny’s face drained and Kat wrapped her arms around herself. Sam sprinted down the hallway and joined them.

      ‘The Savage kids.’ Lunny searched Sam’s face and looked back to Georgie and Kat. ‘When did you last see them?’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Hannah

      

      

      Hannah guessed it wasn’t even five o’clock. It shouldn’t be dark yet but it was, and she couldn’t see where they were going. She’d lost all sense of direction too and suspected they were going around in circles.

      She headbutted a branch and a twig scratched her eye. It stung and she rubbed at it, angry at herself, making it hurt worse.

      They were in so much trouble, unless she could get them out of this. Riles and Coops were only here because of her. It was all her fault and that made her feel sick to her guts.

      She called out ‘Hello?’ and cocked her head, listening.

      She thought she’d heard someone a while ago, although she couldn’t think why anyone else would be as dumb as them to be out in a storm. Something was running near them, but it could easily be some type of animal.

      Her shoulders sagged. It was hopeless. She couldn’t yell loud enough for her voice to carry. With all the racket of wind and thunder and stuff, she had to shout for Riles and Coops to hear her just a few metres away.
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      Sam dug her fingers into her hair. She had to find the Savage kids because she couldn’t face Franklin and admit, Camp started well but, oh, then we lost three kids on the first day.

      She turned to Georgie, who propped against the wall nearby. ‘You saw Hannah with Sara, right? About fifteen minutes ago?’

      ‘Sorry?’

      ‘Remember, I asked if you’d seen Hannah and you said she’s with Sara. Right when that huge crash of thunder came.’

      ‘I thought you said Anna.’

      ‘Shit.’

      Sam’s eyes darted to the white-faced kids, all too quiet. She glanced again at Georgie, who wore her journo’s game face, and set a smile on her own face. Her lips stretched weirdly; luckily the kids didn’t scream.

      ‘All right! All of you into the family room.’ Falsely bright, her voice pitched when she added, ‘And then we’ll find Hannah and her brothers. Okay?’
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      Each set of siblings huddled together, while Tom stood alone. A moment later, the housekeeper joined them. Georgie eyed Elke’s hands massaging her baby bump, straining the fabric so that her protruding belly button seemed bloody enormous. She hoped the fast swirls didn’t mean contractions had begun.

      Lunny pointed his finger as he repeated the headcount. He was pasty-faced but otherwise back in control. This seemed to rub off on the rest, except for Kat, who had a fist pressed to her mouth.

      ‘Righto.’ Full of copper’s authority, Lunny’s voice silenced the room. ‘When did each of you last see Hannah or her brothers?’

      No one spoke straightaway.

      Georgie panned back in her mind, picturing Hannah Savage and Willem Agterop enter the summerhouse together. The girl had poked her tongue out behind his back, then sprawled in an armchair, while Riley and Cooper jostled on the other side of the room.

      The run from the summerhouse to the main house wasn’t so clearly imprinted and she worked on that, while the kids answered, vague and contradictory. Except for Tom – the eight-year-old’s eyeballs grew to golf-ball size and he shook his head mutely. As if cataloguing the scene for an article, Georgie noted that Kat’s forehead was screwed up and Lunny’s right eyebrow twitched.

      ‘We left the summerhouse.’ Sam gestured between her and the sergeant. ‘The kids, Seb and Georgie ran ahead and Hannah was right behind us. Josh and Kat were behind her.’

      Sam frowned at Kat, who raised her head with a startled jerk.

      Georgie wondered what Sam knew. She guessed it had something—everything—to do with the electricity sparking between Kat and Josh.

      Sam spoke again. ‘I’m sure Cooper and Riley looped back towards Hannah. You must’ve seen them?’ She addressed Josh and Kat.

      Kat gave a headshake, paling further. ‘We went back…to check the summerhouse.’

      Curiously, Josh’s response was off-point. ‘I’ll go check outside and –’

      Lunny cut in. ‘Not yet.’ His gaze took in the entire group. ‘So, who saw the kids after they left the summerhouse?’

      His question hung, unanswered.

      Georgie slanted the scant facts towards the bright side. ‘If the boys looped back to Hannah, then presumably they’re together. And presumably they’re in on this together.’

      She searched the faces processing her comment. No one looked relieved.

      ‘True, Georgie.’ Lunny nodded, then leaned in so only she could hear his addendum. ‘But that doesn’t alter the fact that we don’t know what this is. We don’t know if they’re acting of their own volition. Is it mischief, a game? Have they nicked off? Or were they lured away? Where are they? And are they okay?’

      She felt the lines between her eyebrows pinch.
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      Sam checked her watch. It seemed like hours had passed since they’d gathered, but it was actually only five minutes – another five minutes on top of however much time had elapsed since the kids disappeared.

      And everyone had been struck dumb by the dreadful reality that the kids were really gone.

      She noticed Josh step beside Kat and gently squeeze her shoulder. Kat shrugged him off, her face creased in misery.

      Sam inhaled sharply. ‘We haven’t checked the library!’

      Everyone froze as she sprinted up the spiral staircase, clearing two timber treads at a time. But once she reached the top, her heart sank. The mezzanine was deserted.
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      After Sam had given an empty palm-lift over the bannister, the energy in the room flatlined. Georgie was amazed none of the kids was crying, although six-year-old Noah looked close.

      She and Lunny exchanged a glance, then he said, ‘Nicole, Sara, Anna.’ He nodded to each girl. ‘It’s your job to look after Noah and Tom.’

      The boys protested and he knelt in front of them. ‘And it’s your job to look after the three girls. Okay?’

      Georgie hid a smile. She suspected the older girls were quite capable of looking after themselves and wouldn’t need the help of these two little boys. But giving the kids equal responsibility was smart.

      ‘You can have fun but everyone must stay in this room while we go find Hannah, Riley and Cooper.’ Lunny paused for each child’s nod. ‘Elke and Kat will be just a holler away if you need help.’

      As the housekeeper said yes, Kat blurted out, ‘I’m not staying behind!’

      He looked at her, then the others. Seb’s face was the only one not set stubbornly. ‘You’re it.’

      Seb shrugged his agreement and Lunny beckoned to the other supervisors, leading the way to the kitchen just as thunder quaked through the house. Georgie’s throat constricted.

      As the boom died off, Kat said, ‘I’m gonna check the summerhouse and grounds.’

      Lunny glanced at her. ‘Not on your own.’ He added, ‘Not in this weather…not with a possible abductor in the area. Everyone in pairs.’

      Eyes on Josh he said, ‘You and Kat go through the guesthouse,’ he pointed in the direction of the sleeping quarters for the males in their group, ‘and continue on to check the grounds. Work your way down from the front perimeter to just beyond the pool area, for now.’

      Josh nodded tightly and Georgie saw him try to catch Kat’s gaze, but she angled away.

      Lunny spoke again. ‘Sam, you and Georgie go through the house from the bedrooms to the garage.’ He gestured to the attached triple garage in front of the family room. ‘Nowhere’s off-limits, including Belfrage’s suite.’

      Georgie dwelt on the pregnant housekeeper. She was the only person here who knew the property well, but they couldn’t send her out to search. Where was her caretaker husband when they needed him?

      Lunny seemed to pick up her thoughts. ‘Elke!’

      She came in. ‘Yes, sir?’

      ‘Your husband?’

      She hesitated, her lips thinning. ‘Still not home. And I cannot get him on his mobile phone. It is probably in our kitchen…he is always leaving it behind.’

      ‘Ah. Righto, can you find us some torches please?’

      ‘Of course.’

      Elke arched backwards with her belly pushed out as she moved to the intersecting door between the family room and garage. She reached for the door lever but let her hand hover. ‘You know about the coolroom and cellar downstairs?’

      Georgie’s eyes widened. This place was made for an episode of Criminal Minds.

      Lunny hitched his white brows. ‘I do now.’

      He announced, ‘That’s where I’ll start. In that case, Georgie, you skirt around the main building and check the glasshouse, then come back and join Sam.’

      She nodded.

      ‘We’ll regroup after that first sweep, and if we’ve no luck, we’ll cover the rest of the grounds, including the caretaker’s quarters.’ At Georgie’s confused expression, Lunny pointed. ‘Elke and Willem have a separate cottage in the corner of the yard. But –’

      ‘But?’ Kat sounded frustrated.

      ‘But I expect we’ll have found them well before then.’

      ‘Of course.’ Sam’s strangled tone made Georgie doubt she believed it. ‘They’re probably safe and sound…in the summerhouse or guesthouse.’

      Lunny gave his junior colleague a strange look, then pointed to his wrist. ‘Okay, it’s 5.08pm – synchronise your phones and watches.’ They did. ‘We’ll meet back here at 6.15pm. If you need longer or need help to complete your section, let me know. Mobile phones on ring and vibrate?’

      Georgie checked hers and while the others did likewise she stared at her screensaver: a photo of Franklin on his motorbike.

      I should call him. Nah. We’ll find the kids soon and he’ll never need to know that we fucked up. But what if…?

      She silenced the thought.
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      Kat almost bowled over Sam in the hallway as she made a pit stop in their bedroom for her jacket. Urgency made the whites of the teenager’s eyes prominent and her long hair flowed behind. Sam opened her mouth to say something reassuring. Then it hit her that she had nothing to offer.

      This search couldn’t be more different to those she’d assisted in since joining the police force. This was no mock incident conducted at the academy. Likewise, even the brutal first month out of the academy in her first post at Daylesford that left Sam debating for many nights afterwards if she was cut out for policing—what she’d always wanted to do—didn’t compare with the nightmare unfolding right now.

      As she watched Kat retreat, fear fluttered in her stomach.

      Three missing children, a wild storm and a long way from home – a horrific combination.
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      ‘Hannah? Riley? Cooper?’

      Georgie’s voice funnelled into the storm as she splashed through puddles towards the glasshouse. Although the gap between lightning and thunder had stretched to three seconds meaning the storm front had moved about a kilometre away, the wind alternated in howls and moans, and branches scratched against the windows.

      The bottoms of her jeans were already drenched. The kids would be wet through and frozen if they were out in the elements rather than hiding in one of the buildings.

      Focused on the splay of white light from her torch, she flinched when she heard Josh call, ‘Kat!’

      Georgie turned. The warm glow of a Gothic-style garden lamp cast enough light for her to see Kat throw her arms wide, then thump a finger against her chest. It was impossible to hear anything of their conversation over the chaos of the storm, and a veil of fog partly obscured them, but Kat then slapped her forehead and Josh held his head in both hands. He spoke and reached for her. She smacked at his hand and waved him off, then stalked ahead of him.

      Georgie’s feet had turned to ice blocks while she’d watched. She moved on, considering the emotion and angst passing between the teenagers and wondering if they knew more about the Savage kids’ disappearance. And she wished she’d found a moment to ask Kat why they’d returned to the summerhouse when everyone else ran to the main building.
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      Sam began her search in Anna and Sara’s bedroom, followed by Hannah and Nicole’s. Unlike the rest of the house, these rooms were small and uncluttered. She checked in the built-in robes and under the beds. Nothing.

      The owners’ private suite abutted Hannah and Nicole’s room. Its door was locked.

      Sam jogged back to the kitchen. ‘Elke?’

      The housekeeper glanced up from the green beans she was trimming. Her gaze held something that she never showed Lunny or Georgie, although Sam had been on the receiving end a few times and she’d seen it aimed at Kat and Josh too. Disrespect or irritation. But why? Because Elke had ten years or more on Sam and plus-some on the other two? Because they were a major imposition?

      Too bad.

      ‘I need access to the owners’ suite please.’

      ‘That is private –’

      Sam used her cut-the-crap cop’s voice. ‘Three children are missing. I need access. Now.’

      It took too long for Elke to wipe her hands, shuffle down the hall, select the appropriate key and open the door. Her belly blocked the way.

      ‘Excuse me.’ Sam gave the baby bulge a pointed look and Elke moved just enough for her to squeeze past.

      The ostentatious room floored her momentarily. Ornate ceiling mouldings and full-height pillars made the room’s focal point a super-king bed covered in a shiny gold eiderdown and an enormous array of pillows and cushions. The bed sat on a matching upholstered base, which was nestled into cream plush pile carpet with no vacuum stripes. Pearl white marble surrounded an open fireplace in one corner and matching drapes flowed to the floor. An antique grandfather’s chair and bookshelf completed the over-the-top décor.

      Sam got to work. She pulled back the drapes, patted the bedding and peered up the chimney. There was nowhere else in this room for the children to hide. She went through the connecting door into the lavish walk-in-robe and ensuite spa—both bigger than her bedroom at home—and completed an efficient sweep.

      She returned to the bedroom and checked again, this time for concealed cavities in the bed frame and pillars. Then she stared at the framed wedding photo above the bedhead.

      It was the one personal item on display in the entire house. Considering that Patrick Belfrage appeared roughly the same age in the photo as he did when they’d met today, the couple must’ve only recently married. It seemed strange that his wife had gone overseas alone so rapidly after the wedding. And the oddness didn’t stop there. Sam’s nose crinkled at the groom’s small smile that didn’t reach the eyes behind his semi-frameless glasses. She frowned again at the bored expression on his stunning, if slightly plastic, wife’s face.

      People usually select their best wedding photo for an enlarged portrait. If this was the best of the Belfrages’ special day, Sam pitied them and wondered if theirs was a business relationship more than a proper marriage. Proper on the Tesorino measure anyway, where displays of public affection were expected, with her parents as likely as anyone to swat each other’s bums or smooch loudly.

      She shook her head, allowed the housekeeper to secure the suite behind her and combed the formal living room adjacent to the bedroom wing. When she’d eliminated that area too, Sam’s anxiety heightened.

      She entered the dining room just as Georgie did. Her grim face told Sam she’d had no luck outside. They checked every nook of the bar and around the furniture in strained silence, then moved into the kitchen.

      Sam noted an external door. ‘You know what bothers me?’

      Georgie’s expression was deadpan, but Sam blushed and in a low voice explained. ‘Besides the kids being missing, weird owners and their staff, I mean.’ She waved at the kitchen door. ‘Every room and every passage seem to have direct access to the grounds.’

      ‘I was thinking that before – this place is a nightmare to check and secure, isn’t it?’

      Sam didn’t answer. As she stared at the glazed door, she fought a tide of Catholic doom and gloom.

      The kids aren’t here. They’re long gone. But where? Oh God, let them be okay.

      Thunder and lightning shook the ground and split the air.
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        Hannah

      

      

      Riley squealed and bumped into Hannah as he slipped. She tried to grab him but missed, heard a thump in the darkness and then his voice – small, further away, ‘Ow!’

      Her heart thudded. ‘You okay, Riles?’

      He didn’t answer. She yelled it louder.

      ‘Yeah, yeah.’

      He sounded close, but she still jumped when he touched her leg.

      She hugged him. ‘Sure?’

      ‘Yeah…but Hanny? Can we stop for a bit?’

      She didn’t want to. Something told her they needed to keep moving to stay warm and to try to find their way back. But they had no clue where they were or which way to head, and her little bros were tired.

      She might call them ‘The Brats’ sometimes but they were pretty cool, mostly. It could be kind of annoying when they hung around when she wanted to be alone, but at the same time she liked being the big sister and knowing that they looked up to her, especially little Coops.

      She found her smallest brother’s hand and held it tight. Shocked by Cooper’s freezing cold skin, she wrapped his other hand in hers too.

      If her bros didn’t shadow her and want to be in on everything, they wouldn’t be here now and in massive trouble.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      The others trudged in close to the designated 6.15pm. With expressions as limp as their soaked hair, Sam knew they’d found no trace of the kids either.

      ‘Sam and Georgie, how’d you go?’ The sarge was hoarse, from shouting over the storm probably.

      ‘Not good.’ Sam outlined the hunt through the main building and Georgie added, ‘And I found nothing to say they’d been around or in the glasshouse.’

      He nodded, turning to Kat and Josh. Their report took a minute or so longer, but added up to the same thing.

      ‘Wish I could say otherwise, but no such luck.’ Lunny detailed his search, trailing off at the end.

      Georgie filled the gap. ‘Can we give it a bit longer before contacting the parents?’

      Lunny chafed the silver stubble on his chin, thinking. After a minute, he said, ‘As soon as we call, more lives will be at risk because I’d imagine Ness and Duane would drive straight up here. And in these conditions,’ he waved towards the windows lashed by rain, ‘they could end up driving off the mountain.’

      Sam watched Lunny’s face. It revealed his conflict, then a decision.

      ‘No, we won’t ring them, not yet.’

      She exhaled softly as he added, ‘It’s still early days. The kids could be right under our noses. They might pop out of the woodwork soon with their bellies rumbling.’

      Sam exchanged a glance with Georgie, thinking I doubt it. Immediately, she felt guilty – what if Kat read her look? Her shame compounded when she thought of Franklin. She couldn’t have let him down more.
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      Franklin’s phone pulsed in his pocket. Again. He touched his mobile through his jeans but resisted pulling it out. Boomer was one of Bull’s clones and wouldn’t cut him any slack.

      Boomer must’ve noticed something. He half-turned to Franklin and demanded, ‘You got a problem?’

      He gave a lazy shrug in answer and the bloke resumed humming flatly and staring through the window.

      This shift had stretched into a mind-and-arse-numbing type of tedium, except for the earlier deluge that had limited visibility to a few metres. But that had cleared to a ball-freezing and gloomy evening, while the targets went on doing a whole lot of nothing, with their unmarked Commodore parked smack-bang outside the address. He and Boomer might as well have a flashing neon sign saying Coppers.

      Franklin was new to this detective game, but not so green that he hadn’t worked out that the crooks knew they were being watched and somehow that was the whole point.

      Might be all about the squeeze. Apply a bit of pressure now, turn up the heat later?

      His mind flipped back to his mobile, silently buzzing with an incoming call this time. It stilled and tremored almost immediately with another message.

      What the hell was going on? Who was trying to contact him so persistently?

      Franklin itched to check his phone but it might have to wait until end of shift.
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      Georgie noticed Sam check her mobile around every thirty seconds. On about the same cycle, Kat looked at hers too. She narrowed her eyes.

      They’ve told Franklin.

      Lunny’s voice distracted her. ‘Okay. Here’s what we’ll do. Take five, while I touch base with the local shop…’ He trailed off and lifted his brows. ‘Assuming there is a cop station up here?’

      Elke had clearly been eavesdropping because she said from the kitchen doorway, ‘There is a police station in the upper part of Olinda – two…three minutes from here.’

      ‘Good, good.’ Lunny’s head did a series of small bobs.

      The housekeeper waggled a hand. ‘But it is probably empty.’ Her face twisted. ‘It took eleven years to get police back here. They waste all this money on a nutteloos station but hardly anyone is ever there.’

      Georgie didn’t know what nutteloos meant, or even if she’d heard it right. Maybe Elke had meant to say nutty – it was obvious that she didn’t approve, especially when she made a shsst sound and walked away, tossing over her shoulder, ‘I will get you the telephone number.’

      Lunny thanked her and continued. ‘Let’s hope someone’s rostered on and they’re not tied up with accidents and whatnot. They might send out a car to look for the kids. Putting it in the system will at least speed things up if someone finds the kids and makes contact.’

      Someone might’ve found them.

      It had crossed Georgie’s mind that they could be lost, but she’d clung to the notion that they were mucking around. Now, the possibility that they were hurt and couldn’t wander back to camp made her queasy.

      Someone might’ve found them and taken them to hospital.

      She relaxed a little, then imagined the potential injuries the kids might’ve sustained, before having a worse thought.

      What if the someone wasn’t a good Samaritan? They might’ve found them—injured or not—and taken them. Period.

      She imagined her Grandma Harvey saying Out of the frying pan, into the fire.
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      ‘Gotta take a slash. Keep your eyes peeled.’

      Franklin extracted his phone as his offsider climbed out of the car. His thumb clicked on the first text message from Kat, while Boomer rounded the rear quarter of the sedan.

      It said: ‘Call me. Urgent.’

      What’s the urgency?

      He strained and heard urine flow into the gutter, then checked Kat’s next message.

      What the hell?

      The following one was from Sam and made his head throb. He fumbled the phone and slipped it into his pocket, as Boomer re-entered the car. Outwardly he stayed calm, but his mind kept repeating Fuck!

      He checked the dash clock. Nearly six hours left in the shift and every minute was going to be torture…and not the mind-numbing type he’d cursed earlier.
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      Sam tucked away her mobile. Franklin evidently couldn’t respond. Maybe he hadn’t even picked up her messages yet.

      She needed to keep busy until Lunny called them back to continue the briefing, so she helped Elke set the dining table for later. Although they hadn’t heard from Willem Agterop, his wife had agreed to feed the Daylesford group whenever the sarge requested it – in Agterop’s absence if necessary.

      Sam held up a fine crystal tumbler. Light reflected off the surface with the dazzle of an outsized diamond. ‘Don’t you have kitchen glasses and crockery we can use?’

      The housekeeper scoffed. ‘This is the everyday dinnerware.’

      ‘Wow.’ With a small headshake, Sam aligned the glass as Elke had done on her settings. She tweaked the white china plate with gold rim and wondered how many breakages they’d accrue over the five-day camp.

      You kidding? If the kids don’t turn up, the camp’s stuffed.

      Her fingers numbed, letting a linen serviette flutter to the table. The camp would have to be cancelled. And that’d be just the beginning.

      She shifted to the kitchen, filled a glass from the tap and gulped it down, relieving the cotton-ball feeling in her throat. She heard Lunny say, ‘…and three of the children are currently AWOL.’

      Can’t be talking to a parent. He’d word it more sensitively.

      She took more water, standing with her back to the sarge as he continued his phone call.

      ‘Hannah’s twelve, Riley’s seven and Cooper’s five.’

      Too young and vulnerable to be on their own.

      ‘Yes, well, we’ll work through that later. But I’m hoping that you can put a car in the vicinity of Upalong House in Mount Dandenong.’

      Sam turned to look at Lunny. He’d obviously reached the local station, but she couldn’t gauge his reception.

      ‘Yep, with the bluestone fence and wrought-iron gates.’ Lunny nodded, threading the fingers of his free hand into his hair. ‘Ah, that’s not good.’ He listened, then groaned. ‘No, I understand. But once you’ve dealt with that?’ He nodded again and hung up shortly after.

      ‘That was the officer-in-charge at Olinda.’

      Judging by the red spots on his cheeks, things hadn’t gone well.

      ‘Having a busy night?’ she guessed.

      ‘You could say that. He’s about to deal with a tree across the road in Kalorama, and the Audi that ploughed into it. He’s working one-up tonight for various reasons and offered to put a call in for any available cars from Belgrave, Monbulk or Boronia.’

      Sam stiffened. ‘But he thinks they’ll all be too busy?’

      ‘Yep. Trees down, roads cut off by flooding, a car down a ditch because of the low cloud, landslides…a house that’s literally slipped down the hill by two metres with a family inside. In his words: “Everything’s urgent, very urgent or critical.” We basically fit into the middle category, bad enough because kids are involved, but not as obviously life-threatening as other emergencies they’re dealing with. So, we’ll have to wait our turn. But this Bernie Willy,’ Lunny pointed to his phone, ‘promised to swing by first chance.’

      She sighed. ‘At least help’s coming.’

      He added, ‘Even if that can’t be until tomorrow.’
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      Franklin’s phone vibrated again and after the requisite thirty seconds of silent ringing stilled, then gave a single quiver. Another voice message.

      What’s happened now?

      He weighed the odds of it being unrelated to the shit hitting the fan at Mount Dandenong. Lunny and Georgie were with Kat and Sam, and they were the four people most likely to ring him. Harty and Slam knew he was working afternoons and wouldn’t call unless it was urgent.

      Only on part-time secondment to the Ballarat crime investigation unit, he wasn’t the lead investigator on any cases here, and his CI boss Bull would contact Boomer over him or call through on the radio. None of his open cases at Daylesford sprang to mind as necessitating a phone call during what civilians would consider after-hours.

      Chances this isn’t about the camp: Buckley’s and none.

      Yeah, but it could be Pastor Danni or one of the parents looking to chew the fat over the camp, not realising he was on shift. It might be Kat or Sam again, this time with a positive update.

      Or it might be any of them with the worst type of news.
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      ‘You and I need to talk.’ Georgie snagged Kat’s elbow, propelling her into the empty study.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Out with it.’ Georgie touched her arm lightly. ‘C’mon, Katz.’

      At Georgie’s special nickname, Kat’s shoulders sagged forward. Georgie wanted to see fight in the teen, not fright.

      ‘You know I think the world of you?’ That received a weak nod. ‘And I would, even if I wasn’t –’ She broke off, groping for the right words. Your dad’s girlfriend sounded naff and seeing your dad was too vague. She came up with, ‘If I wasn’t with your dad.’ Definitely better. ‘So, spill.’

      ‘Spill what?’ Kat sounded cagey.

      Georgie began with an easy question. ‘You contacted your dad, didn’t you?’

      ‘Yeah, I sent a text.’ Kat turned on pleading eyes. ‘I had to.’

      It would’ve been better for Franklin not to hear anything about the missing kids until long after they’d returned and the rest of camp went off without a hitch. But she understood Kat reaching out to her dad.

      Kat added, ‘But I didn’t hear back from him.’

      ‘So we’ve bought some time.’

      She squirmed. ‘Not really. I sent another text. And I just tried phoning him and left a voicemail too.’

      ‘So he knows.’

      ‘If not, he will soon.’

      ‘It’s okay, Katz.’ Georgie shrugged. ‘Now, spill the rest.’

      ‘Don’t know what you mean.’ She avoided her gaze.

      Georgie ducked to her level, forcing eye contact. ‘Yes, you do. For starters, how did you and Josh miss seeing Riley and Cooper run back to Hannah? And how did you two miss seeing where the three of them went? While we’re at it, why are you and Josh fighting?’

      Kat shrunk into herself further with each question and Georgie wanted to back off. But she couldn’t. She needed the truth, a trait that had in the past caused her—and others—trouble. But it was one of those innate Taurean things that she couldn’t change, not even for Franklin’s daughter.

      Eventually Kat muttered, ‘Because it’s my fault.’
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      Fuck this.

      Franklin pulled out his phone, noted the missed call had been from Kat, then retrieved his voicemail.

      ‘Mind on the job.’ Boomer nudged him.

      ‘You a dad?’

      The bloke glared, then admitted, ‘Yep.’

      ‘Then cut me some slack and let me pick up a message from my kid.’

      Franklin saw him nod as he listened to Kat’s voice. He heard her frantic tone more than her words. He disconnected, mind churning over two things.

      The kids are still missing. And Kat blames herself.

      ‘Look alert.’

      Knuckles banged into Franklin’s shoulder. He followed Boomer’s stare through the rain-splotched glass. Two of their targets exited the house and piled into the silver BMW sedan in the driveway. The taillights bloomed, flicked once, then stayed solid as the engine fired.

      The other two men remained at the table, necking stubbies, playing cards.

      Franklin’s fatigue fell away. ‘Do we split up?’

      Boomer put the car in gear. ‘No. Bull said stick with Gus.’ He eased away from the curb.

      Franklin frowned at the beamer’s rear end 100 metres in front. He bet tracking it would be as pointless as the rest of their night, but worse: Kat would have to wait. He slipped his mobile into his pocket.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Kat babbled on about it being her fault that the Savage kids were on camp and that they went missing.

      It didn’t make much sense, so Georgie said, ‘Breathe.’

      Kat’s chest inflated.

      ‘Good. Now back up. How can it be your fault?’

      ‘Do you promise not to tell anyone?’ she begged.

      Georgie didn’t hesitate. ‘Of course.’

      Kat stared at her for a moment. ‘It’s my fault because I should’ve been behind Hannah when we all left the summerhouse, but Josh and I got…um…distracted and that must’ve been when she ran away.’

      ‘Distracted?’

      She covered her face. ‘We kissed.’

      Georgie smiled. Whenever she managed to spend time in Daylesford, it usually included a trip to the boxing studio, where she proved to Franklin she didn’t fight like a pansy any more – in fact, she gave him a run for his money. She’d seen loaded glances between Kat and Josh and wondered when one of them would make a move. She hadn’t expected it to happen on camp though.

      ‘Was it a good first kiss?’

      ‘You can’t ask me that. How embarrassing.’

      ‘That good, huh?’ Georgie chuckled.

      Kat blushed, giggled. ‘Yeah, it was.’ She dropped her hands. ‘Dad doesn’t know about the kiss and you can’t tell him.’

      Georgie nudged her. ‘Okay, if you give me details later.’ She sobered. ‘But listen, you can’t blame yourself…or Josh. Maybe your timing wasn’t ideal, but you didn’t make Hannah go anywhere. It looks like she and her brothers had planned this.’

      ‘You think?’ Kat screwed her nose.

      ‘The boys ran back to her. And no one saw them after that. So, yeah, I do.’

      Her friend turned one shade healthier, until Georgie said something she wanted to take back immediately, ‘Although, maybe they didn’t plan on the weather or whatever happened next.’
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