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  SLEIGHT ~ use of dexterity or cunning, especially so as to deceive.




  MALICE ~ the intention or desire to do evil; ill will.




   




  
CHAPTER 1





   




  Rough hands grabbed her. Clamped across her waist, his powerful arm squeezed the breath from her lungs. He hauled her backwards, her thrashing arms and legs no more an inconvenience to him than if she had been a pinned fly.




  She coughed, her eyes watering as the hot, acrid air seared the inside of her throat. With both hands, she tried in desperation to prize the immovable weight from her stomach. “Let me go! Get…”




  Her chest convulsed against the heavy, grit-laden smoke. The man’s hold on her eased. She seized her chance and wrenched herself from his grip. She stumbled forward, shielding her face with her arms, but the fire’s intensity drove her back.




  Back into the arms of the firefighter.




  “What do you think you’re doing? You can’t go in there!” shouted the hulking black and yellow protective-clad figure. “You’ll get yourself killed.”




  Desley James scarcely heard him over the din of the fire trucks, pumps and roar of the blaze. Her only concern was for Laura. Where was she? Had she been at home? Had she escaped the inferno? What about Ryan?




  She opened her mouth to speak, inhaling a mouthful of burnt air instead. Spluttering, she bent her head forward and drew the thin cotton T-shirt she wore over her mouth and nose.




  “Have you got everyone out?”




  The firefighter leaned down, his ear almost touching her face. “Sorry, what was that?”




  She repeated her question, watching his face as her words, muffled by the fine weave of her makeshift filter, sunk in. He averted his gaze, but not before she had her answer.




  “Oh dear God, no. Please tell me it isn’t true. It’s not possible,” she added in a whisper only audible to herself.




  This time when he lifted her off her feet she didn’t resist; all the fight had left her. A female police officer joined them, draping a blanket around Desley’s shoulders as the firefighter set her down beside the open back door of a police car.




  She shivered, pulling the blanket in tighter as she sunk onto the backseat, the wool fibers bristly against her hot skin. The vehicle’s interior light cast a ghostly pall over the two faces staring down at her.




  
CHAPTER 2





   




  Like limp party streamers the night after, blue and white police tape fluttered in the breeze. In the stark morning light, the suburban Melbourne bungalow’s blackened skeleton seemed to mock Desley: You’re too late…




  The nearer she went, the more overpowering the reek of water-sodden ashes and burnt timber became. Her stomach churned against, not only the sickening smell, but also the sheer awfulness of it all. And no one could or would tell her what had happened. All she knew was that at ten o’clock the night before, when she’d stood on her doorstep and bade her friend goodnight, Laura Noble had been alive and well.




  Tired and more than a little tipsy, Desley had gone back inside, bypassing the dirty glasses, plates and two empty wine bottles littering the oversized black-and-white dice that served as a coffee table, and climbed straight into bed. Seconds later she was deep in dreamless sleep.




  She woke with a start, sitting bolt upright, her eyes wide. Disorientated by the red and blue lights strobing her bedroom, she wondered for one absurd moment if a UFO had landed outside her window. The high-pitched wail of sirens soon brought her back to her senses.




  Her heart hammering, she jumped out of bed, crossed the room and opened the door that led out onto the bedroom’s narrow balcony. The night chill cut through her long-sleeved but lightweight T-shirt and cotton pajama bottoms. She smelled smoke, heard shouts and the rumble of engines. But all she could see from her upstairs vantage point was an orangey-red glow above the rooftops towards the end of the street. Near where Laura lived with her partner Ryan Moore.




  Trying hard not to panic, she raced back inside and down the stairs to the front door. Halfway out the door, she realized she was still wearing her pajamas. She faltered, but only for a split-second, too concerned about her friend to worry about the cold or what she looked like.




  She hadn’t had to go far to confirm her worst fears. The blaze from Laura and Ryan’s rented home lit up the street. Would she have plunged into the burning house if the firefighter hadn’t stopped her? Could she have saved her friend? Why hadn’t she insisted Laura stay with her while Ryan was in Sydney? She shook her head, the only answers to the mounting questions, more questions.




  Oh, God, she suddenly thought, does Ryan know? Had the police tracked him down yet, broken the heartbreaking news to him? According to Laura, Ryan was due back from his business trip that morning; a homecoming he would never forget.




  “I thought I might find you here,” said an instantly recognizable voice from behind her.




  She started, sidestepping as she glanced over her shoulder. “What do you want, Trent?”




  “That’s a nice way to greet your husband.”




  “Ex,” she reminded him, although technically she was still married to him. In her mind, he had ceased being her husband the minute he walked out the door of their home three years ago to live with his young mistress.




  “Don’t be like that.” He stepped in front of her, tilting her chin up with his fingers. “Hey, you’ve been crying—”




  Her head snapped back, her hand slapping his away. “Jesus Christ, Trent, what did you expect? Do you really think I'm that much of a cold-blooded bitch I wouldn't grieve for my best friend?"




  Trent blinked, confusion clouding his tanned face. “I don't think we're on the same page here, Des.”




  Page? What did pages have to do with anything? Numb with grief she couldn’t think straight. “For goodness sake, Trent, just for once can’t you speak English?” She wasn’t in the mood to play his word games; she’d had enough of it during their seven-year marriage to last a lifetime.




  His pale grey eyes peered at her from under long, blond, almost transparent eyelashes. She felt a small tug somewhere deep inside her and immediately felt angry with herself. He meant nothing to her.




  Attack her best defense, she stood hands on hips, scowling at him, her chest thrust out like a puffed-up bantam rooster. “Well? Out with it.”




  Cocking his head, he gave her a disarming grin. “You’re beautiful when you’re mad.”




  Again, that familiar tug. She shook her head, dismissing it as stupid. He could save his corny lines and impish smiles for someone who cared. “And you’re bloody unbelievable!”




  Trent sighed, his expression solemn as he looked past her at the burnt out shell of what had once been a house. “Perhaps we should start again.”




  She gave a quick nod, her eyes following his gaze. She didn’t trust herself to speak.




  “So,” he said, “do you know if they’ve unearthed Laura yet? It’ll take her a while to recover from this.”




  Desley’s mouth dropped, her eyes brimming with tears as she turned on him. “You sick bastard!”




  “What?” His hands came up, palms out in defense. “What have I done now?”




  “Have some compassion. I know you and Laura never got on, but joking about her resurrecting is just too much, even for you.”




  His face paled under his tan. “I didn’t know.”




  “Didn’t know what? That they pulled what was left of my best friend’s body out of the fire last night? Or that she’s not going to miraculously rise from the ashes?”




  She watched his lips moving soundlessly, and imagined his thoughts racing for the words to undo what he had said.




  “No, you’ve got it all wrong, Des. Believe me.” He rubbed his hand back and forth across his chin. “God, I could do with a drink about now.”




  She suspected it wouldn’t be the first for the day, but made no comment, waiting for him to go on. His drinking problems were none of her business.




  “Unearthed; it was a poor word choice…”




  What’s new, thought Desley irritably.




  “I should have said located…”




  She frowned at Trent as he snatched up her hands and squeezed them. His fingers felt hot and intimate against her cold skin.




  “Look,” he said, meeting her gaze head-on, “I don’t know if Laura is dead or alive, but one thing’s for sure, it wasn’t her corpse they pulled out of the fire.”




  She gasped, every muscle in her body tensing. Torn between disbelief and overwhelming relief, she searched his face for clues. Truth or sick joke? No smirk tickled the corners of his mouth. He held her gaze without blinking, his expression unchanged.




  “Say that again,” she said, the hope cartwheeling through her head making her feel uneasy. What if he was wrong? What if she had misheard him?




  “It’s simple: the body in the house was male. So unless Laura was a man in drag, it couldn’t possibly be her.”




  “I don’t understand. How can that be? Laura was the one at home, not Ryan. He was supposed to be in Sydney.”




  Trent shrugged. “I’m only telling you what I heard.”




  Her heart sank. “Heard from who?” she asked, half-expecting to hear that it was Mrs So-and-so who heard it from Mr So-and-so who heard it from his mate who overheard a conversation somewhere that he probably wasn’t supposed to be privy to.




  “The police. The bastards woke me at some ungodly hour this morning, dragging me out of bed to answer their ridiculous questions,” he said, his voice taut with indignation. “Why the fuck they thought I might know anything, I don’t know!” He let out a loud huff.




  The resulting blast of minty Listerine breath hit Desley square in the face. She blinked, her eyes watering. She wrested her hands from his grip and stepped backwards. She knew him well enough to know the overdose of mouth freshener was a cover for his drinking: either a heavy session the night before or a tipple or two that morning. She also knew him well enough to keep her mouth shut about it.




  Although curious to the reason for Trent’s visit from the police, Laura’s welfare and whereabouts remained uppermost in Desley’s mind. “You’re telling me Laura got out in time, right? Is she okay? Where is she? Do they know who the man was?” She paused, took a deep breath and touched the back of her ex-husband’s hand with her fingertips. “Please, Trent, I need to know everything you know. Straight-up…” She hesitated and then added, “None of your usual bullshit.”




  His barely-there eyebrows arched, his bottom lip pushed out in a pout as he looked down at her. “Steady on, Des.” He hid his hands in his trouser pockets, dancing from foot to foot. From the biting wind chill or something else, she wasn’t sure. “How about we discuss it over a coffee back at your place?” he suggested.




  She groaned inwardly. Anxious as she was for immediate answers, she knew demanding he tell her there and then could only be counter-productive. And besides, they were starting to draw the attentions of the blue-overalled forensic investigators methodically sifting through the charcoal and ashes.




  “Not my place.” That would be too cozy, too much like how it used to be. Or rather, used to be before he decided he could do better with the floozy from the office. “Nina’s should be open,” she said, referring to the café and bar three blocks away.




  The corners of his mouth twitched in the beginnings of a self-satisfied grin. “It’s a date, then,” he said, angling his elbow in her direction. When she didn’t take it, he simply shrugged his shoulders as if to say “your loss” and walked off in the direction of Nina’s.




  Keeping up with his long-legged strides took two of hers to his every one. By the time they reached the narrow, glass-fronted café, she was breathing hard and despite the chilly morning, sweating under her layers of clothing.




  Unwinding her scarf, she followed Trent through Nina’s arched doorway. A large Aboriginal Dreamtime painting in yellow and red ochres dominated one wall, providing the cozy café’s color scheme. The superheated air inside felt like an oven after the cold outdoors. She took a deep breath, filling her nostrils with the tantalizing scent of freshly roasted coffee, and looked around for a vacant table.




  Nina’s was surprisingly busy with only a couple of tables unoccupied. Desley spotted one for four near the window looking out to the street. She had begun to wend her way toward it when she realized Trent was making a beeline for a table she hadn’t seen, tucked away in a low-lit recess at the rear of the café. With a little sigh, she backtracked and followed him.




  Even dressed casually in olive-green corduroy trousers and a faded khaki canvas jacket, Trent drew gazes from almost every woman in the place. No doubt about it, her broad-shouldered, surfie-blond ex-husband was a good-looking man. And he knew it.




  She peeled off her heavy wool jacket and slung it across the back of the chair closest to her, all the while ignoring Trent’s attempts to get her to sit beside him on the bench behind the glass-topped table.




  Trent picked up the menu. “Have you eaten?”




  Closing her eyes, Desley mentally counted to ten and opened them again. “Trent, this is not a social outing. Please don’t play games with me. Not today. Order whatever you want, but the only reason I’m here is so you can fill me in on what you know.”




  “Not for my company, then?”




  “Trent!”




  “You can’t blame a man for trying,” he said, his attention wandering back to the menu.




  She glared at him, wishing just for once, he would take her seriously. Didn’t he realize how grave the situation was? Her best friend’s home had burnt to the ground, she was missing, her husband was en route somewhere between Sydney and Melbourne, and an unknown male had been all but cremated.




  Fortunately for Trent, a gangly teenage waiter, dressed from head to toe in black, arrived at their table. Desley ordered a double-espresso. She then had to bite her tongue, holding her impatience in check while Trent gave the waiter the runaround.




  “Hot chocolate, please. With marshmallows. On second thoughts, make it a mocha – a mug, if you have it.” He clasped his hands together on the table in front of him and smiled. Then just as the waiter turned to walk away, he raised his index finger. “And a bowl of marshmallows.”




  Caffeine, chocolate and more sugar. Standard fare for Trent perhaps, but she felt queasy at the mere thought of it. She leaned forward, hung her fingers over the top of the menu Trent had picked up again and pushed it down. “Okay, mister, no more delaying tactics. Are you going to tell me what’s going on, or not?”




  He looked at her, but said nothing.




  She pushed back in her chair.




  He held up his hands in mock surrender. “I’ll talk. Just don’t hurt me. I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.”




  She stood up.




  He stood up. “Sorry, Des. You know me…”




  Only too well, she thought, unhooking her jacket from the chair. Once upon a time, she had found it beguiling, but she was so over it. And him, she reminded herself.




  “Please don’t go. No more joking around, I promise,” he said, looking suitably contrite.




  She looked toward the door, then at Trent and then back at the door again. Although she wanted him to think she was ready to walk, in reality she had no choice but to stay. Who else was going to tell her what she needed to know? The firefighters, police officers and anyone else who stopped long enough for her to grab their attention the night before had been less than forthcoming, patronizing her as if she were a distraught psychiatric patient in need of calming.




  They sat down in unison, he mirroring her movements. Perched on the edge of her seat, her jacket draped across her knees, she waited for him to speak.




  With his palms pressed together, his fingers pointing in her direction, he looked as if he were preparing to dive across the table and into her lap. Instead, propped on his elbows, he leaned forward, crossing the invisible centerline and intruding on her space.




  “The police…” In an added touch of the dramatic, he raised his head and scanned the room, his exaggerated actions almost comical. More meerkat than secret agent.




  Resisting the urge to scream, she clenched her teeth together and gave him her don’t-mess-with-me look. If she could’ve reached down his throat and wrenched out the words, she would have.




  He disregarded her stern no-nonsense face, hunching even closer to her and dropping his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “The police are treating it as a suspicious death. They’re pretty sure it was arson. Evidence of accelerant, apparently.”




  Her jaw dropped, his words ringing in her head. What conceivable reason could anyone have to torch the home of two decent law-abiding citizens? Who would want to harm them? Could it have been a case of mistaken identity or even the wrong address? Had the man’s death been intentional? Perhaps the arsonist had left it too late to flee the scene of his crime…




  “But whose death?” she finally managed, her voice little more than a strangled squeak. “They must know who it is.”




  Trent shook his head. “Not yet as far as I know. From what they told me, identification isn’t going to be easy. The body is badly charred.”




  Desley shuddered, squeezing her eyes shut, desperate to block the unbidden image of a blackened, contorted corpse from her mind. “But what I don’t understand is why the police would be talking to you about it. How did they even know you knew Laura and Ryan?”




  Before he could reply, the waiter arrived with their order, including a dessert dish piled high with fluffy pink and white marshmallows. Trent offered them to her first, only popping two in his own mouth when she shook her head. Her double-espresso remained untouched in front of her.




  “You were about to say?” she prompted.




  He wiped icing sugar from his fingers and picked up his steaming mug. “The guys at the office must have told them.” He sipped his mocha.




  “Told them what, Trent?” She was getting nowhere fast. Her interrogation techniques obviously needed work. “I’m not a mind-reader.”




  For a long moment he said nothing, more intent on loading his mug with as many marshmallows as he could fit. She cleared her throat. His gaze flicked to her face and away again.




  “Ryan had me fired, Des.”




  “Say that again.”




  “It’s true. I didn’t want to believe it either, but Ryan somehow convinced the directors I had become a liability. Sure, I had been having a couple of hard months, but I would’ve come good.” He paused, adding under his breath, “Smarmy bastard.”




  That explained the casual dress and why he wasn’t at work, but not why his colleagues at Geary and Associates, the advertising agency he worked for – or rather had worked for – would have pointed the police in his direction. “So what aren’t you telling me?”




  “Nothing much. You know how it is; we all say things in the heat of the moment that we don’t mean. It’s only because all this has happened that some people now think I might have been serious. Honestly, can you see me harming another person?”




  That depends if you’re talking physically or psychologically, she thought, remembering the mental pain his deceit had inflicted on her. “Forget about Ryan for a minute. What about Laura? What’s happened with her? Where is she?”




  Trent started to shrug, saw her expression and stopped. “Sorry, Des, I’m as much in the dark as you are. The police weren’t exactly confiding in me.” He cocked his head to the side, his attempt at an apologetic smile falling flat.




  “That’s it? That’s all you can tell me?” She jumped to her feet, wrapping her scarf around her neck in a tight knot, almost strangling herself. “Laura and Ryan are missing, could be in trouble or worse, and you want to play happy families over coffee,” she shouted down at him, heedless to the curious stares she was drawing from the café’s other patrons. “You haven’t changed one iota. It’s always been about you.”




  He cringed, red blotches flaring on his cheeks as if she had physically slapped him.




  She struggled with her jacket, cursing when she couldn’t get her left arm into the sleeve. “I can’t believe you got me here under false pretences. Damn you, Trent James. Damn you—”




  “Wait. Don’t go.” He shuffled awkwardly along the bench, leaning to his left as his right hand fumbled in his trouser pocket. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. It wasn’t my intention. Here,” he said, presenting her with the business card he had fished from his pocket. “Talk to this guy. He’s the detective in charge of the investigation. If anyone knows anything, he will.”




  She snatched the buckled card from his fingers and without a backward glance stormed off.




  “Does this mean I’m forgiven?” he called after her.




  
CHAPTER 3





   




  Fergus Coleman smiled. Even from a distance, he easily recognized the woman he had employed to design and build his website. What Desley James lacked in stature, she more than made up for in attitude; the shocking pink slashes of color in her short black hair testament to that. Not to mention the dragonfly tattoo he had glimpsed when she’d bent forward once, her shirt gaping.




  He tooted, giving her a cheery wave as he drove past and parked on the street outside her terracotta-colored brick townhouse. Collecting his laptop and camera from the passenger seat, he stepped out of his almost showroom-new Ford Falcon, double-checking he had locked it before walking around the back to wait for Desley on the footpath. In a feeble attempt to prevent what little body heat he had escaping, he clutched his collar closed around his neck. The bright winter sun gave only the illusion of warmth.




  Desley strode toward him, head down. He started in her direction, a smile and greeting at the ready, but before he could do either, she did an abrupt right turn and walked up her driveway.




  He called to her. “Desley!” he repeated, louder this time as he closed the gap between them.




  She looked up, stared at him, her eyes blank as if she was looking through him, not at him. He waved a hand through her gaze, trying to break whatever spell she was under.




  “Don’t tell me I have the wrong day.” Although he wasn’t the best of record keepers, he tried hard to keep his diary in order. “Wasn’t it today we were going to go over the new templates and discuss what photos you wanted to incorporate?” he asked, patting the strap of the Nikon camera bag slung over his shoulder.




  Recognition gradually dawned in her eyes. “Fergus!” Her hand flew to her chest. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you there. Yes,” she said in answer to his question. “Yes, it was today we were scheduled to meet, but something’s…” Her voice trailed off, her face a conflict of emotions as she averted her gaze.




  “Are you okay?” On impulse he reached out his hand, whipping it back before she had a chance to notice. What was he thinking? He took half a step back, giving her space, and offered her an out. “If there’s a problem, we can make it another time. I’m easy.”




  Her head remained bowed, as if she couldn’t bear to look at him. I affect some people that way, he almost said out loud. Now was not the time for jokes. Feeling distinctly ill at ease and at a loss to what to do, he stood scratching his jaw and studied the pale rust-colored concrete at his feet.




  He didn’t know Desley James well enough to know how she would react if he were too forward. Or for that matter what constituted too forward. But even if she had been a complete stranger, he would have sensed something serious was amiss. Any sane person with a trace of sensitivity would have.




  Buying himself thinking time and Desley more time to compose herself, he crouched down and unzipped his laptop case, fishing in the inside front pocket for the CD of images he had transferred from his hard drive. She had requested copies of any photographs he had that might be suitable as a background or sidebar for his new private investigator services website. Even though he had every electronic, audio, video and forensic gadget a successful investigator could possibly need, it had taken more than eight years in the business to convince him he needed a web presence to remain competitive.




  Feeling her gaze on the top of his head, he looked up. She gave him a weak smile, the dark hollows underscoring her sunken hazel eyes deepening as her cheek bones lifted. The harsh morning light cast a blue tinge over her washed-out complexion, accentuating her obvious lack of sleep. He returned her smile, imbuing it with what he hoped would come across as compassion, but knowing it still couldn’t go any way to soothing whatever troubled her.




  He handed her the clear-cased CD. “When you have a chance, check these out. One or two might be suitable. No rush,” he added, rezipping the black computer bag.




  Back on his feet, he watched Desley’s face as she studied his black scrawl on the CD face. Was his handwriting that illegible? “It’s the photos we talked about, remember?”




  Looking as if she was about to say something, she gave him a quick nod but remained mute.




  “Call me. Email me. Or something,” he said, backing down the driveway.




  “Fergus…”




  He stalled mid-step, his right foot hovering above the concrete behind him. Drawing it slowly back to its starting point, he waited for her to continue.




  “You’re here now.” Her gaze roamed the surrounding area. “Let’s talk inside. It’s freezing out here.”




  It wasn’t much above that inside. Standing in the small foyer, Fergus wondered if Desley had been away for a time. The townhouse had that same cold closed-up feel his place had after returning home from a week’s holiday. While Desley rushed around turning the heating on and booting up her computer, he loitered near the kitchen. From there he could see straight into the polished wooden-floored living area.




  In contrast to the townhouse’s banal, bordering on sterile, exterior this room was flooded with what he saw as a reflection of Desley’s personality. Beige didn’t stand a chance. The first thing that struck him was the huge oil canvas hanging on the opposite wall. A vivid blue eye stared out at him from an enormous palm, each fingertip a portrait of a different expression. The little finger poked its tongue out at him, while the index finger screamed open-mouthed, baring a full mouth of teeth.




  A large L-shaped red leather couch dominated the room. Nearby, but positioned as casually as if it had been tossed onto the floor and left where it landed, lay a giant black-lacquered dice with white dots. But what really caught his eye about it were the two wineglasses and the two empty wine bottles sitting on top. Male or female company? Could it be connected with Desley’s current downcast demeanor?




  Before his deductive prowess could conjure up any further assumptions, the doorbell rang. Then a couple of footsteps and the door opening.




  “Desley James?”




  “Yes.” More question than statement.




  “Detective Inspector Grant Buchanan and Detective Sergeant Kim Mitchell. May we come in, please?”




  Fergus recognized the gravelly voice as much as the name, except now his old colleague was no longer a sergeant.




  
CHAPTER 4





   




  Exhausted beyond belief, Desley’s thought processes had slowed to a crawl. The name seemed somehow familiar, but the square-jawed and rugged face of the thickset man standing on her doorstep didn’t. Then she remembered the crumpled business card Trent had given her, her hand automatically feeling for it in her jacket pocket.




  At last someone who could give her some straight answers. She opened the door wide, standing back as the inspector wiped his feet, stepped inside, and the rosy-cheeked, freckle-faced blonde sergeant did the same. They then followed her down the short hall, to where Fergus was in the throes of untangling cables and unpacking his laptop onto the kitchen’s granite benchtop.




  She continued on, coming to an abrupt standstill half a step into the living room. The sight of the two abandoned wineglasses, one with Laura’s ruby-red lipstick imprints clearly visible on the rim, and the empty wine bottles jolted her. Could it have been only last night that they had talked, laughed and with the help of a good bottle of Yarra Valley Sauvignon Blanc or two, solved all the world’s problems?




  She spun back to the two detectives in tow, hoping to divert them before they could see last night’s remnants. They hadn’t noticed.




  Instead, Fergus had caught their attention.




  “Fergus,” said the detective inspector with a nod in his direction.




  “Grant.” Another nod.




  The two men eyed each other off, both undoubtedly wondering why the other was there. Although they were both tall, that was where the similarities ended. Fergus with his mop of loose, dark curls, slim build and finer features looked almost bohemian beside the shorn DI Buchanan, the detective’s fair hair cropped so close more pink scalp than hair was visible.




  Detective Inspector Buchanan's gaze strayed to Fergus. “It’s probably best we speak in private,” he said to Desley.




  “Perhaps I should go.” Fergus closed his laptop.




  “No. I have nothing to hide.” As it was, Desley felt unnerved by Grant Buchanan’s physical presence. With his burly front-row forward physique, she was glad he was one of the good guys. At least if Fergus stayed, she wouldn’t be outnumbered.




  Kim Mitchell perhaps sensing that intimidation, and who to that stage had not uttered a word, stepped forward. Chubby with masses of frizzy blonde shoulder-length hair, the detective sergeant was at odds with the stereotypical image in Desley’s head of what a police officer should look like.




  “Ms James – or can I call you Desley?” One eyebrow cocked.




  Desley nodded.




  “If we could all sit down, we’ll get to the reason for our visit. We won’t take much of your time, I promise. Fergus, is it?” she asked, turning her attention to him, but not waiting for his answer. “Why don’t you put the kettle on for a cup of tea?”




  From the bewildered expression on Fergus’s face, anyone could be mistaken for thinking he had been asked to whip up a five-course meal. Of course, DS Mitchell wasn’t to know it was the first time Fergus had set foot inside the townhouse, let alone its kitchen.




  “I’ll do it,” Desley said, squeezing past Fergus to fill the kettle, irritated that the detective thought the old time-honored panacea would help in this situation. She hated tea.




  Waving a hand in the direction of the dining room, she dispatched first the two detectives and then Fergus. She opened the refrigerator. No fresh milk. She scoured the cupboards. No tea, stale or otherwise. Hoping black coffee would suffice instead, she switched on the small espresso machine on the bench next to the microwave, checking the water-level before leaving it to heat and joined the others.




  Seated on the far side of the large solid-jarrah dining table in the centre of the room, DI Buchanan stared wide-eyed at the violet painted walls, seemingly transfixed by Desley’s collection of brightly-colored Joan Miró surrealist art prints. Directly opposite him on the other side of the table, Fergus appeared to be willing the mobile phone in his hand to ring. The townhouse’s heating finally working, DS Mitchell was shedding her long navy coat. Desley followed suit and instantly felt less like a visitor in her own home.




  “Coffee machine’s heating. Sorry but I'm all out of tea,” she said, not feeling in the least hospitable as she sat down in the chair next to Fergus. “Please just tell me what’s happened to Laura. Do you know where she is? And Ryan, has he turned up yet?”




  A fleeting glance passed between the detectives, the twitch at the corner of DI Buchanan’s eye almost imperceptible. “Actually we were hoping you could help us with the whereabouts of Ms Noble. What can you tell us about the last time you saw her?”




  Desley frowned. “Like what? Laura was perfectly okay when she left here at around ten last night, give or take a few minutes.”




  “How did she seem?”




  “Happy, tipsy, excited about having Ryan home again. Why? What is all this about?”




  “She didn’t seem distracted or out of sorts at all?” continued the inspector, ignoring her questions.




  “No. Just what are you implying?”




  “What did the two of you talk about?”




  She rolled her eyes. “You mean what didn’t we talk about? Come on, Inspector, we had a girl’s night in. What did you expect? We certainly weren’t plotting to overthrow the world or anything sinister like that,” she said, frustration driving her sarcasm.




  DI Buchanan’s eye twitch wasn’t so subtle this time. “All we’re trying to establish is what Ms Noble’s frame of mind was last night, if she talked to you about her plans for today or the weekend or next week. Had anything – trivial or otherwise – been troubling her of late?” He paused. “We need your help in determining if her disappearance was voluntary or not,” he added, cleverly putting it back on her.




  She glanced sideways at Fergus. Although he had stopped fidgeting with his mobile, his mind seemed to be elsewhere. What had possessed her to drag a man she barely knew, her client, into her personal crisis? Convenience? Would she have clutched at the postman or the neighbor or some other bystander the same way?




  Then he turned his head, his intense green eyes questioning. She blinked. He wasn’t the postman. He was a private investigator, an ex-cop, and a man her instinct was telling her she could trust. And she needed all the help she could get to unravel whatever the hell had happened.




  Was still happening, she thought, her stomach sinking as she took in the grave faces around the table. She could no longer deceive herself into thinking it was all some big mistake. Her best friend was missing, a man was dead and somehow the two were linked.




  Fergus cleared his throat and straightened his back. “I know you’re just trying to do your job, Grant, but let’s cut through all the protocol crap and get to the point. Except for what I’ve just heard, I don’t know anything about the case you’re working on, but it’s obvious by the way you’re avoiding Desley’s questions that you’re withholding information. Don’t forget I know how the system works.”




  The detective gave a half-laugh-half-snort. “And so do I.”




  “And do you want Desley’s help or not?” Fergus snapped.




  A loud buzzing from the inspector’s side of the table interrupted the conversation before it could degenerate any further. DI Buchanan’s hand delved into the inside pocket of his black-and-grey mottled leather jacket, withdrawing a tiny fliptop mobile phone. He opened it, muttered under his breath and stood up.




  “I have to take this. DS Mitchell can, I’m sure, answer your questions. And if you want to help your friend, I would hope you’ll return the courtesy. Press conference.” His last two words were directed at the sergeant.




  Kim Mitchell nodded, her face expressionless but her eyes silently communicating with him as he paused in the doorway.




  Then Desley heard him bark, “Buchanan,” followed by the sound of the front door opening and closing. She exhaled, releasing the breath she hadn’t until then realized she had been holding. She had nothing to feel guilty about, but something about the way Detective Inspector Grant Buchanan looked at her made her feel like a suspect, as if she were part of some deep, dark conspiracy.




  “Okay,” said DS Kim Mitchell, thumping the side of her hand against the table. “As much as we would like to give you the answers to all your questions we can’t. We just don’t have them yet. No hidden agenda; it’s as simple as that.”




  Fergus grunted.




  The detective’s pale-blue eyes narrowed. “As you know,” she said, her voice tightening, “it takes time to analyze evidence, talk to witnesses, follow-up leads and the like. Granted, the sooner we can do that the better, but at this stage, there is little in the way of facts I can tell you.”




  Desley sat forward on her chair. “What can you tell me?” So far, all they had done was talk in circles, and as much as Fergus probably thought he was helping, he wasn’t. She had yet to learn anything new.




  “Okay, from what you told us today and our officers last night, your friend Laura left here to go home somewhere around 10 p.m. Correct?”




  What did she have to do? Engrave it in stone? She had lost count of the number of times she had been asked the same question. Were they expecting her to change her story, hoping to catch her out? Maybe the timing didn’t sit neatly with their perceived timeline of events. Who knew? She sighed. “Yes.”




  “As far as you were aware, where was her de facto, Ryan Moore?”




  “Sydney,” she said, for what felt like the tenth time in as many hours. “Just how many times do we have to go through this? Why don’t you ask the man himself?”




  The detective glanced at Desley and then back at her notes. “The fire investigator tells us that the fire had been burning inside the house for quite some time when the next-door neighbor called triple-O at 2.17 this morning. Burn patterns and residual accelerant traces point to arson. Remains of an unidentified male found in what was probably the master bedroom. Cause of death yet to be ascertained. That’s it,” she said, closing her notepad.




  “You don’t really expect me to believe that that’s all you have, do you? There has to be more.”




  “Anything else I told you would be mere speculation. Desley, I can understand your frustration, but rest assured we want to find your friends as much as you do. At 4 p.m. today, there’s going to be a press conference. Not only will we be disclosing the details I just told you, but also photos of both Laura and Ryan will be released and we’ll be appealing for anyone with any information to come forward.”




  Fergus opened his mouth to say something, but Desley silenced him with a raised hand. “Tell me; were there two cars in the garage? You must know that.”




  DS Mitchell gave her a half-smile. “See, that’s where you come in and why we need you to answer our questions. If we can recreate the events leading up to the fire and the disappearance of your friends, we stand a good chance of solving this case quickly. Who better to help us with that, than someone close to the couple.” She shuffled in her seat. “And in answer to your question: the only car in the garage, or at least what was left of it, was a silver Honda Civic registered in Laura’s name.”




  “Oh my God, if Laura didn’t drive herself away, who did? Have you checked the airport car parks?” Desley asked, it suddenly striking her that instead of catching a taxi, Ryan might have driven to the airport. “If Ryan’s flight hasn’t landed yet, his four-wheel-drive is probably there.”




  “We haven’t checked the airport, but Ryan’s flight landed at 10:15 p.m. last night.”




  “No, you must be mistaken. Laura was really looking forward to seeing him again. She would’ve said something if he was coming home early. She certainly wouldn’t have sat around here drinking wine.” It didn’t make sense, but nor did anything else that had happened in the last twelve hours.




  “Unless of course,” Fergus interjected, voicing Desley’s thoughts, “he wanted to surprise his wife and managed to get a standby seat.”




  “We checked that. He didn’t fly standby,” DS Mitchell said, shaking her head. “The 20:45 flight from Sydney was his original booking. No seats were booked for today in either his or the company’s name.”




  Unable to sit still any longer, Desley pushed her chair away from the table and stood up. “So what are you saying? That unbeknown to Laura, Ryan came home last night, murdered this man, set fire to their house and then took off somewhere with Laura?”




  “That’s one possibility, but that’s all it is. Speculation as I said.”




  Desley sat down again, her thoughts running riot. Why had Ryan booked the flight for Thursday night but told Laura it was for the Friday morning? Who was the mystery man? What was he doing in the house? Where was Laura? Had Ryan taken her against her will? Desley refused to believe Laura could be in any way involved.




  “Forgive me if I’m speaking out of turn here,” Fergus said, “but one reason Ryan might have planned to be home early, could have been he suspected Laura of having an affair—“




  “This is getting beyond ridiculous!” Desley bounced to her feet again. “Laura doesn’t have a lover on the side.”




  “That you know of.”




  DS Mitchell threw Fergus a daggered look. “And why we should be dealing in facts.”




  Her mind in overdrive, Desley excused herself and headed for the kitchen. She needed that coffee. First though, she wanted to try Laura’s mobile number again. If only she could talk to her, this whole mess could be sorted out. More importantly, she would know her friend was alive.




  From where she was in the kitchen, she could hear Fergus and DS Mitchell talking, but not what they were saying. Turning her back to the doorway, she picked up the phone and pressed redial. Her silent “answer” chant had no effect and the call diverted straight to Laura’s voicemail. She left no message, hung up and immediately dialed the mobile number from Ryan’s business card, which was pinned under a magnet on the side of the refrigerator. No answer. She cursed. Why weren’t their mobiles switched on?




  “Need a hand in here?” Fergus said from behind her.




  “Just looking for…” she said, drawing out the last word as she hurriedly shoved the cordless phone into the cutlery drawer, swapped it for a tablespoon and opened the pantry cupboard. Standing on her tiptoes, she grabbed the silver-and-red tin of illy ground espresso coffee from the top shelf and, holding it aloft like an award, turned to him, “…this.”




  “Desley, I didn’t mean to—”




  She cut him off. “Hope everyone likes it black,” she said, her attempt to infuse some warmth into her voice falling flat. She avoided his gaze, busying herself with scooping two spoonfuls of the wonderfully aromatic coffee into the stainless-steel filter and tamping it down.




  “Please let me explain.” Fergus spoke to her back. “The key word here is suspected. For whatever reason – real or imagined – it’s possible Ryan suspected Laura of being unfaithful. Whether Laura is or isn’t having an affair is beside the point.” He gave a little laugh. “Believe me, in my line of business I’ve seen a lot of adulterers. However, I’ve also had clients who were convinced their partner was cheating on them, but if they were, my team never found any evidence of it.”
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