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In the bright moonlight, Reed Lavender inserted his best crowbar into the pine box where the top met the sides and wrenched the steel down. Wood squeaked and he shuddered. Worse than fingernails on a blackboard. He lifted the lid free, resting it against the freshly turned earth – which, unlike the sound of an opening coffin – was an almost pleasant thing. A pungent scent, but real. Honest. Worms and bugs, minerals and secrets lived in the earth; when you got right down to it, grave dirt wasn’t really any different to regular dirt.

And he was certainly down to it now, about to be elbow-deep in a coffin.

Again.

But for what they’d given Elise, the word ‘coffin’ was a stretch. A pine box wasn’t much of a final resting place – dignity hardly came cheap in Rikerton’s funeral home and unclaimed bodies were lucky to avoid the incinerator. Or maybe that would have been better. Dust to dust and all that.

“But then you’d be out of work,” he told himself.

Elise the runaway – that’s what the police thought she was – lay in her dirty jeans and the same faded Pink Floyd t-shirt she wore when she walked into the cafe two days back. Her arms lay at her sides, cuts on her palms mostly hidden. Her face had been covered... by a used napkin. “Jesus, Jennings, that the best you could do?” Reed growled. At least the napkin was in one piece; the undertaker had been known to be far more slipshod at times.

Reed lifted the napkin... and ground his teeth.

She’d been beaten blue. Deep bruises swam across her cheeks, one eye swollen shut and the other just as blackened, torn skin at her temple. Jennings had cleaned her face up well enough but there were still leaf fragments and dried blood in her hair. The pallor of death had washed out Elise’s freckles, mere suggestions crossing her bent nose. God, what is she, fifteen? She looks so small.

Reed tossed the napkin aside and unwound his scarf, folded it and placed it over her face, standing still a moment, shaking as he blinked. The night air ran chill fingers across his now-exposed throat and the back of his neck. Finally, he took a breath and leant over the coffin, where he lifted her arm. “Sorry, sweetheart,” he said softly, twisting her silver bracelet up to the moon. Only the letters ‘Elise’ engraved there. Really, there was little he could learn from a perfunctory glance at her clothing and jewellery that the police wouldn’t have already catalogued. He’d check that later, of course – but Elise deserved more.

No, he’d have to wake her up – sort of.

Her last words would maybe be enough of a clue. Most folks didn’t have much to say, right before the end. Sometimes it was a scream or a grunt if he was unlucky. Other times, they addressed their killer. Or a loved one, perhaps, if the death was peaceful. Not that I’ve heard a lot of those in my time.

There’d been a man out west, he couldn’t recall where - so many cities and towns blended together - whose last words had been an apology for burnt toast. After that, the poor guy hadn’t said a thing before being t-boned at an intersection by a bus an hour later, two blocks from his office.

But sometimes, a person’s last sentence held a clue.

“Come on, Elise, tell me something I can use.”

If she didn’t, he had no other supernatural tricks up his sleeve either, since he couldn’t simply call upon her spirit. It would have made things much easier and allowed him to stop violating peoples’ graves but sadly, he wasn’t that lucky.

Reed removed the scarf a moment, took her cold hands and closed his eyes, sending his awareness down through her mute fingertips, pushing his way along quiet veins until he reached her chest, still echoing with the memory of a million heartbeats, then at last up the throat to the tongue; the tongue which remembered everything.

But it would move only once more.

“In the name of Mors, speak any that you might,” he whispered. “I’ll help you if you can.”

Her body resisted.

Not unusual. It meant reliving the pain and shock – why wouldn’t her body want to fight that? It was at rest now, if not at peace. But he had to know. Reed pushed harder, pouring both his hope and anger into the request. “Please, Elise.”

A flicker, a tiny sound as her jaw shifted.

He opened his eyes and leant close. Would it be a scream? A clue? Nonsense? Her voice was little more than a rasping whisper, such as might easily be mistaken for a breeze, but he caught the words.

“Wow, what a beautiful view. This is some place; you can see half the city from here.”

Then silence.

“Shit.” Poor girl, she probably never saw it coming.

Reed lowered Elise’s hands. Half the city. That hardly narrowed things down – there were only hundreds of such high points available. But it probably put the owner in a certain tax bracket at least. He shook his head. No assumptions. It was his first rule. And that went for murder too – maybe it was an accident. Still, something happened to bring Elise’s life to an unjust end.

He had to find out; no-one else was looking and Elise’s grandmother deserved answers. Even unpleasant ones, he supposed.

Reed placed the scarf back over the girl’s face and reached for his shovel.
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Chapter 2.
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A buzz-saw was grinding its way into his skull – then out through the other side and into the wall. Or so it seemed.

Steve. Had to be.

“Again? Damn it.” Reed rolled over in bed, throwing the heavy blankets aside and groaning when his feet hit cold floorboards. In the dimness, he fumbled the curtains open, squinting against the new light. Cold air prickled his skin as he gripped the window sill, fighting off the rush of blood that assaulted his head. Stupid. Shouldn’t have got up so fast.

Beyond the frosted glass the cul-de-sac between apartments was empty – but across the way, one of his neighbours, Steve, stood in the gaping wall-cavity dressed in a heavy jacket, woollen hat and earmuffs, shearing through timber spread across two A-frames. An orange extension cord ran back across the floor, lost in all manner of serious-looking renovation equipment.

Reed opened the window and stuck his head into the winter air. “Steve!” he shouted.

The man didn’t look up.

Reed sighed. You’re wasting your time, bonehead. He slammed the window and strode into his dim living room. There, he snatched his grey coat off the hook, grabbed his keys and jammed both feet into his Cons, still dirty from last night’s trip to the cemetery.

In the silvery elevator, Reed folded his arms as it lurched its way down.

Management had put up a poster, urging residents of the Grand Towers to avoid sending bags of unattended rubbish down to the lobby. One of the joys of having intermittent cameras.

After far, far too long, he crossed the lobby, nodding to which ever uniformed chap was on reception, and shoved his way through the glass doors. Outside, the dishevelled garden lay empty but he still nearly tripped on uneven paving stones as he headed to the other side of the apartment building and pressed for the elevator.

Fifth floor.

Around the corner, down the scuffed, navy blue carpet and into number twenty – unlocked of course. The roar of the circular saw filled a cluttered room, rushing through workbenches, stacks of lumber and paint and even the odd support column.

Reed charged toward his neighbour.

“Hey!”

Steve turned, cut the saw and gave a wide grin as he removed his ear muffs. His green eyes twinkled above an unshaven face. “Morning, Reed. No pants today, huh?”

“Forget about that, it’s seven am,” Reed said. “And I’m wearing boxers under the coat, all right?”

“Sure. So, how can I help?”

Reed drew in a breath. “It’s a bit early for the saw, isn’t it? I didn’t exactly get a lot of sleep last night.” After laying Elise back to rest, he stumbled back to his dented Ford Falcon and drove home as the moon waned, no closer to a lead.

On the way into the lobby, he’d glanced up to the tiny raven symbol he’d scratched above the glass doors – all was well – then dragged himself inside, up and into the shower.

A glass of milk followed and then bed.

And that was probably only... what, four hours ago? His limbs still weighed ten times their usual amount and the cold wasn’t helping; it was like a million tiny bites from invisible icicles on any piece of exposed skin.

“Sorry, but I have to finish these renovations,” Steve said. “You know how it is.”

“You live alone, Steve – no-one’s on your back about them.”

Steve raised his hands. “Hey, I’m the most popular guy in the building. Guys love this sort of thing; they help me half the time, just to feel useful.”

“Yeah?” Reed glanced around.

Empty.

Yet, no-one’s here complaining, either.

“Come on, once I’m done I’ll invite you over for the greatest party the Grand Towers – nah, the city – has ever seen.”

Reed sighed. “Fine, how about tomorrow you start at nine, instead?”

“Yeah, no problems.”

“Thanks.” Reed started back toward his distant bed.

“Oh, there was something. You had a visitor last night; caught her at reception.”

Reed turned. Probably Elise’s grandmother, Irene. “An old lady with a cane?”

“No, younger than that. She said for you to call her, said her name was Mona.” Steve scratched his head. “You know, now that I think of it – I can’t really remember what she looks like, isn’t that funny?”

“It was definitely Mona?” he asked, missing half a step.

“Yep.”

“Right then, I’ll give her a call,” Reed said and headed outside and then back to his apartment, where he slumped into a creaking armchair.

Mona – the name Aunty Mors used when she crossed the Fringe and dropped in on the humans. Mors in the old roman. Thanatos in ancient Greek – Death in regular, plain old English. Whatever she wants, it’s not going to be good news.

But he’d have to call her later.

Today he had to meet with Irene and figure out his next move. Maybe one more visit to the police, see what they had.

Or the cafe first, he could meet Irene there.

“Done.” Reed pushed himself out of the chair and dialled the Delion Cafe – close enough to Flinders Street Station that she wouldn’t have too far to walk but that the meal would still be decent.

***
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Elvis Costello’s Everyday I Write the Book sent its upbeat pop from the speakers outside the Delion Cafe, a yellow warmth from the windows, people removing coats and taking to the deep green vinyl seats with expectant expressions.

His own face was probably a mirror when he entered, struck by heat and the sizzle of bacon. Eggs too, man that smells good. Maybe eggs Benedict today? Reed almost snorted. Only if Irene could pay him, and he had a suspicion she’d spent enough on the train, not to mention two nights in the city so far – not easy on a pensioner’s budget.

She waved him over to a seat in the back with an anxious smile.

“I have a little news,” he said as he sat.

“Oh, thank you, Mr Lavender.” Irene took a sip from the black coffee before her. Her white hair was tied into a bun, same as before, but her make-up was less diligently applied today. “What can you tell me about Elise? And the bracelet?”

He drew it from a pocket coat and passed the bracelet across the table. Irene’s hand trembled as she took the silver, but she squeezed her fingers over it as she thanked him. “I gave this to her mother, you know... when she was Elise’s age and her mother gave it to Elise. You’ve done a good thing, even if it was a sin.”

“Well...”

“And why those dipsticks wouldn’t pay to have her exhumed, I’ll never understand. It’s bad enough that I’m only told about their idiocy after she’s been buried. What kind of funeral home is Rickerton even running?”

Sara the waitress arrived, pad in hand. Her apron bore the Degreaves logo – leaves swirling. She gave him a quick smile – he was regular enough to warrant that – then looked to Irene. “Can I get you some breakfast?”

“Nothing for me, dear,” Irene said.

“Chocolate milkshake, please,” Reed said. That was more within his price range.

Sara chuckled. “Sure thing.”

Irene gave him a look. “Aren’t you too old to be ordering something like that?”

“I guess I just don’t like the idea of getting old – no offense, of course.”

She waved a hand. “Not to worry. So, what did you want to tell me?”

Here was the tricky part. He didn’t know anything really, but in addition to the bracelet, he had to give her some hope. And reassurance. “I have a clue but I haven’t followed it up, I need help first so I’m going to the police again.”

“Hope they do more for you than they offered me,” she said, taking a sip of her coffee, seemingly satisfied.

“In the meantime, did you by chance remember anything about why she might have come here from Nowa Nowa? It’s a fair hike.”

Irene sighed. “Still no idea, Mr Lavender. I don’t think she even knew anyone here. Who knows, with the internet? Maybe it was drugs after all – she was a bright girl but she was always going to this or that party.” She shrugged then. “Same as me when I was her age, I guess.”

Getting a hold of Elise’s computer might have been helpful but that wasn’t likely. Reed spread his hands. “Seems a long way to travel to score something.”

“That’s what I thought.” Irene pushed herself up from the table, one hand reaching for her cane. “Well, I’d better let you get back to work. You know where to reach me; and thank you for the bracelet, Mr Lavender.”

He nodded.

Sara soon arrived with his milkshake. He accepted it with a smile. “Sara, can I ask you a question or two?”

She flicked a stray wisp of hair back. “Sure, just be quick, okay?”

He took a straw, started his milkshake and nodded to himself. Not too sweet. “I’ll be quick. It’s about Elise again.”

Sara’s expression fell a little. “No good news?”

“Not really. Tell me again, what did she do?”

Sara shrugged. “You sound like a cop, Reed.”

“Well, private investigators sound like cops for a reason, you know.”

“Yeah.” Sara said. “You could just read the police report.”

“I suppose, but I can’t ask it follow-up questions.”

“Clever. Well, she came in the morning, looking real cold, and ordered a coffee. She sat by herself, near the window – I forget which table. She looked outside every now and then, as if she was waiting for someone but no-one showed.”

“Did she have a computer with her?”

“Like I said before, she had nothing. She drank her coffee and left without paying. She never said a word to anyone but me, to order. I thought she was a little bitch for running out on her bill... but then when they found her... I felt like shit for thinking it.”

“Don’t be too hard on yourself,” Reed said. “Anything else?”

“She had a nice voice, like, when she hummed to herself. That’s it,” Sara said with a smile. “I better get back to it.”

“Right. Thanks.” He took another long drink from the milkshake. Elise hadn’t seemed scared enough to want to hide out – the cafe was a public place in the heart of the city, yet she didn’t have any money either. And she was over 350 kilometres from home.

And she had a nice voice, apparently – that much was new but it wasn’t much to go on. Which leaves Duong at the station – if he’s not in one of his moods. Reed finished his milkshake, paid and headed for the car. Time to find out.
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Chapter 3.
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Detective Duong leant back in his chair as he exhaled a thin trail of smoke, which slowly climbed to the water-stained ceiling of the station. The walls were a muted, dark blue – as if signalling the profession of those within. The man’s boots rested on the edge of his desk and he ran a hand through his dark hair, a wavy mess. “No way.”

Reed raised his hands. “Look, I really will fix you up; it’ll just take a while.”

“I won’t need a car when I’m ninety.”

“Fair point,” Reed said with a grin. “In the meantime, let me owe you another favour. I just need a summary, not the whole report. What do you guys know?”

Duong jammed his cigarette into the ashtray on his desk; uneven edges gave it the look of a high school arts and crafts project. “A big favour, Lavender.”

“Deal.”

“Fine.” He rolled back to a filing cabinet and rummaged about, before drawing a file out. Then he slid back to the desk, scratching at his beard. “So. Elise Roberts, sixteen. Resident of Nowa Nowa in the far east, reported missing a week ago and found in the nature reserve behind the Bay City golf course two days later. No evidence of sexual assault or drugs in her system.”

“So there was an autopsy?”

“Yeah. No formal ID until her grandmother arrived; the only identifying item found on her was a silver bracelet.”

“Odd that the killer left it behind, don’t you think?”

Duong shrugged. “Who says the killer knew what they were doing? Probably some junkie who took her bag and, when it didn’t go as planned, killed and dumped her.”

“They still tried to hide her body.”

“Not well enough,” Duong said. His eyes skimmed ahead. “Not much else here. She was seen at Flemington Station where she tried to busk, presumably for fare, and that was the last anybody saw her. Six o'clock in the evening.”

Reed straightened. “Where to?”

“No-one we interviewed knew.”

“The ticket stand?”

Duong shut the file and tossed it onto the desk with a smile. “What does ‘no-one’ mean to you?”

“Then you won’t mind if I visit them, anyway?”

“I do mind but I don’t care to stop you either, so get going already.”

Reed thanked him and started for the door with a little bit of a spring in his step. A picture was forming. Young girl uses all her money to cross the state, waits in a cafe for a meeting. When no-one shows, she heads to the station to try and get out of the city?

“About that favour, Lavender.”

He turned. “Yeah?”

“I’ll be expecting it soon.”

“So long as it doesn’t spoil what’s left of my reputation,” he said with a grin.

Duong chuckled. “Think even that’s worth protecting?”

“Doubt I’d get out of bed if I didn’t.”

Outside, he skipped across the footpath, eliciting a grumble from a woman in a suit, then twisted again to avoid a man walking his Labrador, then leapt across the street to catch a tram that was rattling its way toward the stop; a line of faces waited above heavy jackets and coats.

By the time he reached his Falcon, settling into the seat with a grunt, he’d decided Bay City golf course would be getting a visit too.

A hand fell across his shoulder. “Hello, cousin.”

Reed flinched, then groaned – ignoring laughter from the back seat. He twisted around to find a pale man dressed in dark leathers, a pink scarf at his throat and aviator sunglasses covering his eyes.

“Max,” Reed said with a sigh. Maximilian, one of Death’s twenty offspring, and – technically – his cousin. Reed hadn’t met them all yet; some didn’t care for his lifestyle, it seemed. Or maybe they were simply busy with the endless harvest and shepherding that was the family business. Lotta people died every day. Maybe something like 150,000 per day and Aunty didn’t oversee each one. “What do you want?”

“Lovely greeting, Reed,” Max said. “Mother says you’re ignoring her so I’m here to remind you to call her.”

“I haven’t forgotten. Is something wrong?”

“She won’t say – just don’t forget.”

“That’s not likely,” he said, reaching into the console for a jar of ribbon-striped mints. “So how come you’re acting as messenger boy? And why are you dressed like a vampire from the set of Grease?”

“Hilarious, cousin. And vampires don’t come to Melbourne anymore, everyone knows that.” He shrugged. “I’m helping because I’m working in the area is all.”

Reed popped one of the mints into his mouth. “Anyone I know?”

“It’s always possible – how many residents of Green Hills Nursing Home are you on a first name basis with?”

“Ah.”

“Well, off I go. And be a good nephew, call your aunty.”

Reed opened his mouth to reply but Max was already gone. Between blinks, he’d disappeared, as was his style. The scent of olive oil lingered. Reed wound the window down and started the car. Maybe the wind would blow out the memories too – olives always put him in the mind of his parents.

Hardly happy memories, right?

By the time he reached the Flemington Station – halfway across the damn city – he was sweating. He hummed along to Soundgarden on the radio – 4th of July. “Maybe turn the heater down, idiot,” Reed muttered to himself as he parked.

Flemington Station was busy enough, plenty of people spent time at the racecourse, and Reed slowed as he joined the foot traffic, people in coats, breath steaming in the chill air, their expressions harried as they rushed to make the platform.

While he waited for the mid-morning press to depart, Reed bought a salad roll and chewed through it until the ticket window was clear. The man had sighed and just pulled out a magazine as Reed arrived.

“Hi there,” Reed said.

The fellow flipped the mag closed. “Morning.”

“I’m hoping you can help me – were you working here two days ago, early evening?”

“Why?” his expression grew wary.

“Because I’m trying to find a girl, about sixteen. She was maybe busking – I need to know if she tried to buy a ticket and to where.”

“Oh. The cops already asked; no idea.”

“So you were working then and never saw her?”

“I was and like I said, I didn’t see her.”

“Anyone else working with you?”

“Sure, but they’re not in now.”

“Great. Could I come back and speak to them?”

The man glanced back to his screen, presumably at a schedule. “Dean is back tonight if you want to come out here again.”

Damn it; that was a waste of time. “Thanks, then.” Reed gave him a nod as he left. Commuters must have seen her... but who? It’d take all hours to sift through everyone and CCTV footage wasn’t something he could just look over. Besides, Duong would have mentioned if anything had been caught on film.

There was still the golf course but he really did need to contact Aunty ‘Mona’ since he’d already put it off for too long.

“Wish I knew what she wanted,” he said as he climbed back into his car.

***
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Reed filled his kitchen sink then dug around his pocket for a coin – and, finding a ten cent piece, flipped it into the water with a plop. He could have called her with the hourglass in his study, or a handful of other ways, but he’d gone to the kitchen first so that was that.

“With this token I call upon Mors,” he said. “Let her hear my mortal voice, a whisper across water.”

The room grew colder.

Reed turned to find his aunt standing in the living room, her ever-present inky robe and silver shawl rather elegant where they fell in slender folds. Of course, the grim skull regarding him sort of ruined the effect. The depthless black eye-sockets seemed to hold no emotion at all. There was the barest hint of a face within the structure of bones, framed by regal, flowing black hair. And yet, no matter how close he came to truly seeing her, the skull always reimposed itself.

He glanced to his fishbowl... and sighed.

Gouldenstein was floating upside down; it happened nearly every time she visited – something died. Thankfully this time it was only a goldfish, but it was at least one reason he didn’t have any other pets and he always kept the door locked before he called her.

“Reed.”

“Aunty. How goes the harvesting of life?”

“Well enough.” She glided closer. “I must apologize for sending Maximilian, but there is some urgency. Still, I did not wish to simply impose and as you know, there is always the chance of accidents.”

“I understand,” he said with a smile. Her politeness was somehow as amusing as it was disconcerting. “Is something wrong?”

“Yes. Something... new is occurring. Humans – Lesser Humans – I should add, are meddling with ancient magic.”

She has quite the way with words sometimes. ‘Lesser Humans’ being those unlike Reed himself. Essentially true, he supposed, but a little uncharitable. But her news was enough to raise his pulse a little. “What magic?”
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