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To Kerry, Isla and Daisy. You keep it fun.




Day 5

I picked my way across the garden. Fifty metres from the main house to the firebreak, then another ten to the trees. The air shimmered, the sun was at its peak, the heat already dangerous, searing my skin, warning me to go back.

I skirted the garages, jumping on to the grass to avoid the scorching tiles, keeping the figure in my sights – a shadow of uncertainty at the treeline, camouflaged by the leaves and bark of the bushland floor. A man sitting against the trunk of a gum tree, hat dipped over his face.

Slowing as I approached, I placed each step carefully, the gravel sharp against my toes. A fresh blast of wind hit my face, tugged at my T-shirt. I raised my eyes over the treeline to the east. A new haze blanketed the sky, a darkness that crept upwards from the ground to meet the heavens, already changing colour, already too late to stop.

I forced my eyes down, swallowing, trying to conjure some moisture into my mouth. It refused. I tasted grit between my teeth. Bitter and harsh.

Sleeping, or drunk. I recognized the man’s clothing, and strode forward, grabbed his hat and pulled it off. Stood back. The man’s eyes were open, his mouth twisted, a grotesque smile, his swollen tongue hanging to the right. Bile hit the back of my throat, burning as I swallowed again. I leaned in, failed to find a pulse. Not long. A few hours, six at most.

My knees wobbled, threatened to give way.

A twig cracked in the undergrowth, further to my left, then another. I looked up, hands trembling, eyes searching, but the trees were densely packed, the colours merging into a sea of browns and greens, the hot wind causing my eyes to flicker, lose focus. Besides, the sound was one in a cacophony of insect and bird sounds, the fauna protesting this intrusion, uncertain about the approaching threat, the smell and acrid taste carried on the wind from the east. An impending storm, but not of the survivable kind.

Movement. Crawling across the trunk behind the man’s head: a huntsman spider, legs spanning several inches. It froze, perhaps sensing the moment, deciding to blend in, to protect itself from whatever else stalked these forests. Harmless to humans, and certainly not the cause of this man’s demise. Further behind, a trail on the ground, leaves scattered – like he’d dragged himself this far and stopped, given up, propped himself against the tree.

I shivered at the sight, backed away, calculating, processing the sudden change to our circumstances. It was what I did – analyse, predict, alert. I’d built a career on it, but hadn’t seen this coming. No data, no warning, no conscious choice as my body screamed retreat, away from the scene, across the sharp gravel of the firebreak, to the perceived safety of the house, and to those within it.

The sky had changed again. Before my discovery and after. Altered states, I could smell it in the air, pungent, the taste of no return. Extreme high temperatures, low humidity, strong winds. The colour shifting, deepening. The blues fading, hidden behind the fury of the storm.

I inhaled. A flock of birds took flight in the distance, their wings silhouetted against the orange glow, dipping out of sight before surging upwards, escaping the red sky that followed.

A sky of blood.
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Day 1

The plane shuddered, the thermals giving battle with the wings of the Airbus, perhaps wanting to keep us in the air a little longer. The woman in the aisle seat turned to me, opened her eyes and yawned.

‘Morning, Jess,’ she said, offering a quick smile, glancing past, squinting as the sun hit her eyes.

‘Morning,’ I said, following her gaze through the window, watching the earth gradually rise to meet us. Yellows and greens, alternating lush forest and dry, desolate bushland, the south coast of Australia welcoming me home. The morning sun was dazzling, intense, the sky already a deep blue, saturated with colour. Such a welcome contrast from the pale, washed-out skies of London with its relentless haze and fog, the desperate cracks of sunshine amongst the grey.

We’d started our descent into Melbourne. Thirty minutes, give or take.

‘Won’t be long now,’ said the woman, whose name was Tina, a software developer from the city, quite a bit older than me, who’d seen my hands gripping the armrests before we left the tarmac in London, and who did her best to keep me distracted with a minimum of fuss.

‘I’m just visiting,’ I’d told her.

‘You sound native.’

‘Born in Melbourne. Live in London. Extended leave, career break,’ I’d said.

I hadn’t told Tina what I really did for a living, that my career break might be permanent.

‘You say you’re house-sitting for someone?’

‘Something like that.’

I shuffled in my seat. The sight of the Aussie summer sun brought back childhood memories – pleasant, for the most part – and a sense of yearning, of homecoming. The smell of eucalyptus oil in the air, the crisp dry heat building until the ground baked your feet and the chatter of cicadas filled your ears.

My mood switched. I smiled at my country of birth, tapped my feet with nervous excitement, sucked in a deep breath, felt my heart skip, just a little, enough to remind me why I was here, before it settled.

The flight attendant walked past, checking seat belts, pausing to give me a wink. He’d been my other friend on board, finding me in the toilets in the middle of the night, mid-terror after I’d woken, knocking gently, waiting until I’d stopped crying before drying my eyes, giving me a drink from the galley and helping me back to my seat. I almost asked him to come with me on my adventure – my escape to the Australian wilderness. It’ll be fun. I promise.

Except I didn’t, because it would have been weird, and because I was here for the solitude. Night terrors or not, two months on my own was the prescription I’d written myself.

We descended, small lurching steps towards the tarmac. The tyres screeched and my stomach pushed itself into my bowels. The rumble of the air brakes pulsed in my ears as we swerved along the runway, the tube of metal shedding its energy, adopting a steady trundle towards the terminal.

‘You’re good?’ said Tina, as we perched over our seats, waiting for the doors to open. She gave me a motherly assessment, checking I’d collected all of my things, passed me my coat from the overhead locker.

I nodded.

‘If you find yourself at a loose end, I’d be happy to –’

‘That’s kind,’ I said, meaning it. ‘It was great to meet you. I’ll look you up if I’m in Melbourne?’ I extended my hand. Awkward, and I didn’t mean to be quite so blunt, but the claustrophobia of the plane was overwhelming, and I needed to escape with a clear head, mood intact.

The doors clunked open and the other passengers moved, awake with urgency. I shuffled away, giving Tina one last smile before we headed to the exit.

The man in front of me at the car hire desk had a young cocker spaniel in a carry cage, and I offered it my hand to sniff while I waited. It gazed at me, still sedated, with huge bulbous eyes, giving me a small lick of approval. I gave it a smile, felt a pang of memory – our family dog – a springer, my parents’ home in Hampton, deep in the southern suburbs of the city.

You will come and see me, won’t you? I hadn’t been back for two years, and my mum was still reeling at the idea that I could travel ten thousand miles and not visit her first. I promised I would, but afterwards.

The attendant frowned, clicking away at her keyboard. ‘Jessica Walker?’

I nodded.

‘The booking is for two months? We have an address near Apollo Bay.’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘A few clicks west of there, I think.’

She raised her eyebrows. ‘Watson’s Peak? That’s more than a few Ks,’ she said. ‘It’s near the cape, in the middle of nowhere. You know your way around?’

I offered an apologetic smile. ‘I’ll be staying on the property the whole time. I won’t be exploring much. Only for groceries and such … maybe a trip to the beach.’

In truth I hadn’t looked much at the surrounding area – I thought there were a few campsites dotted around, a few accessible beaches, but mostly quiet, remote. That was the point.

She shrugged, increasing her rate of typing.

‘You’re travelling alone?’ she said.

I nodded. That’s me. All alone. Chewed up and spat out.

‘You’ve left main profession blank,’ she said, peering at the monitor. ‘What should I put?’

I paused. I hadn’t left it blank. I never made administrative mistakes. I’d provided all of my details to the property agency, who should have passed it on.

‘Police,’ I said. ‘Analyst.’

Or was. Before it happened. Three months ago. When my world imploded and I was escorted from my desk in London with a look of exasperated shock. Told to go home. My job finished, my career over.

The attendant looked up with a curious smile. ‘Cool. You get to stay along the ocean road as an analyst? I’m in the wrong job.’

‘Oh,’ I said. ‘No. I’m taking a break – caretaking a property out there. No police work involved.’

‘Ah,’ she said, grabbing the keys to a Toyota, sliding them across the desk. ‘Sounds like fun.’

Fun? Maybe. I didn’t know much more than the brief on the agency website, sent to me by my best friend, Rupert, who worked as a high-end London property developer and always had the inside knowledge. One of those jobs-for-singletons, ideal for someone looking to get away from it all.


Caretaker wanted for a large remote property on the Otway Ranges, Victoria.

Two months, all-inclusive, food and board. Single occupancy.

Australian citizens only.



Some limited details followed – it was vast and luxurious – a pool, gardens, a library, cinema room. It would be like having a hotel to myself.

‘Why isn’t it being rented?’ I’d asked. ‘A house this size on Airbnb would fetch a fortune.’

Rupert shrugged. ‘It can’t be. Some legal issues with the owner. Best not to ask.’

‘You know what I do for a living, right?’

He laughed. ‘It’s perfectly legit, just needs a warm body to look after it. The letting agent is reputable and my firm knows them. Anyway, you used to live near there, didn’t you?’ he said, not quite understanding the distances involved in this part of the world, but full of good intentions. ‘Why not apply, get out of London, clear your head?’

‘What the hell would I do for two months?’ I’d said.

‘What you normally do,’ he’d replied. ‘Obsess over stuff, but more slowly. Read textbooks, catalogue useless facts, bore the wildlife with your assessment of their habitats. Analyse stuff. The spiders, snakes and whatnot. Or … you could do what normal people would do – get drunk on somebody else’s booze and sunbathe topless by the pool.’

So I did. I completed the application form in one impulsive moment, got an inside nudge from Rupert’s firm and was offered the job a week later.

So here I was. Running away. Or running home, depending on how you framed it. I still hadn’t decided.

The woman at the desk raised her eyebrows.

I shrugged. ‘It’ll be quiet, I hope.’

‘Right,’ she said, passing me my copy of the paperwork. ‘It should have a full tank, but check before you leave. Keep your mobile phone charged – the signal can be patchy along there, especially at the cape – and stock up with plenty of water.’

She paused, a crease of concern on her brow.

‘What is it?’ I asked.

‘Just be careful. There have been bush fire reports along that stretch. My friend’s brother is a firefighter – he told her to stay away from the coast until the weather changes – you’ll want to keep an eye on things. Watch the news, OK? Call the local office if your plans change.’

I thanked her, pausing at the coffee shop to grab a latte and bottled water, balancing them on top of my suitcase as I wheeled it towards the exit. I checked my iPad for the third time: the map, the route, the travel information I might need. Weather report, contact numbers, detailed descriptions of seasonal flora and fauna.

Rupert was right about my nature. He often threatened to tear the slab of magic glass away from me mid-conversation – that or my phone. My inner geek relied on the carefully ordered electronic notes I kept about everything. Coupled with my refusal to post any of my life on social media, it marked me out as something of a weirdo, an illness which Rupert was still trying to diagnose.

‘It’s bloody odd,’ he’d say. ‘You’re thirty, not fifty.’

‘It’s bloody normal,’ I’d retort, knowing it wasn’t, my thirst for data obsessive and my recent shunning of social media a dereliction of normal behaviour for someone of my age.

‘Don’t bloody swear,’ he’d say. ‘It’s uncouth for a woman of your standing.’

I reminded him that I worked for – or at least was still employed by – the Metropolitan Police, tracking organized criminal activity around the world. I worked money laundering – watching the vast quantities of cash generated in South America, attempting to follow it into the US and around the world, catching it before it disappeared into legitimate assets – clean money, art, precious gems, property and stocks.

I liked it, found comfort in the data, in the near silence of my office cubicle, watching the digits roll by, the transactions flowing in ordered sequence. The ping as my algorithms detected a pattern or anomaly worth investigating. I’d call my supervisor, summarize my analysis, write my report, keep digging. Most of the time it would amount to nothing. On occasion I’d get a visit from the higher-ups. Tell me what this means, they’d say. Where did this start? Do you recognize any of the following names? Get your stuff together – we have a briefing upstairs in ten minutes.

I dealt with the products of the scum of the earth, where a few hundred dollars would buy a human life, or end one.

If Rupert thought a bit of swearing was uncouth, he could piss right off.

Regardless, the thought of being without my phone and iPad filled me with a crippling angst. I slid them into the front pocket of my bag, checked the zip twice, then kept walking.

The doors opened and the heat hit me like an old friend, a blanket of all-encompassing warmth. I sucked it in, feeling the knot in my stomach unwind a fraction more. It threatened to tighten again as I pictured the long drive west, but I’d driven this route before, many years ago. Never to a location quite as isolated as the one I was heading to now, but that was part of the experience.

Two short months. And everything would be fine.
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I’d been driving for thirty minutes when my phone rang. Surprised she’d waited this long, I tapped the answer button on the steering wheel.

‘Hi, Mum,’ I said.

‘Hello, darling.’ My mum’s voice ignited a fresh pang of homesickness, an urge to spin the car around, drive to the city, curl up in her arms, ask her to make it all OK.

‘How was your flight?’

‘Long. Boring. You know.’ I tried to recall if Mum had ever been on a long-haul flight. After Dad left, her world shrank and she became unashamedly homely, finding no reason to leave her beloved Australia – the comfort of familiarity and routine. She encouraged my brother, Dom, and me to spread our wings, but I always got the sense she assumed we’d be back again, finding no other place on earth as good as home. Perhaps she was right.

‘I’ve been thinking about this holiday of yours.’

‘It’s not a holiday. Don’t try and talk me out of it.’

My mum paused, one of her thinking silences. She decided on the direct approach.

‘The doctor said –’

‘I know what she said, Mum. But they can’t see inside my head.’

‘I think they can. They –’

‘Mum!’

‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I didn’t mean … but won’t you please reconsider? Your room is all made up. You can be here –’

‘I need time on my own, Mum. We’ve been through this. If this is all you called for …’

Another silence. Mum took a deep breath.

‘About Charles –’

I swerved, just a little, the jarring of his name causing an involuntary shake through my body. My mood plummeted, the tears arriving as I stopped at a red light. Familiar, uncontrollable, the surge of grief followed swiftly by anger, my heart fluttering along in the background.

I hadn’t told Mum the half of it. I couldn’t. Stay in the UK, was my therapist’s advice, work things through, talk to your superiors. This doesn’t have to be the end.

But I couldn’t. Everything in the house reminded me of him, of Charles. I smashed our possessions, stuffed clothes into bin bags, deleted photos. I trawled through social media and removed what I could – a hopeless task. If there’s one thing I’ve learned in intelligence work, it’s what goes online stays online. You can’t delete your digital history, ever. They should put that on the national curriculum, on the sign-up page to every social media site, in every parenting book. Once your life is there, it’ll always be there. Reminding you what you did, who you did it with. Who you loved. And who betrayed you.

The lights changed. I slammed the horn at the car in front.

‘I’ve got to go, Mum. I’ll call you in a few days.’

She huffed, but knew better than to keep going. ‘We’ll talk about this tomorrow,’ she said. ‘I love you, Jess.’

‘Love you too,’ I said, ending the call, feeling guilty, but knowing once the floodgates opened, everything would tumble.

The outside temperature climbed. I thought about Mum. She would understand, if I let her in, but part of me couldn’t do it to her. Tell her it wasn’t just Dad. That other men were the same. Worse, in fact.

So much worse.

She blamed herself for my OCD – a diagnosis following Dad’s departure in my teens. But it wasn’t her fault. Mum coped, but plummeted. I stopped her falling, but only by obsessively checking on her, running her life when she couldn’t. Every minute of every day. What she’d eaten, the medication she’d taken, even the money she spent, every dollar. It lasted months. She couldn’t do it, so I had to. It was the only way I knew to keep us both functioning.

My teenage-years therapist said I’d developed obsessions without the compulsions. Trauma-induced. One out of two, well done, Jess. Every now and then I’d be forced to act on my obsessive and spiralling thoughts – checking and rechecking my facts and figures until my boss would scream at me in frustration. But mostly they just mushroomed and passed, like a bad smell. A manageable disorder, and perfectly bloody normal. Rupert saw it. My friends tolerated it. I lived with it.

I didn’t blame Mum, and my trust issues with Dad were still buried. But show me a millennial without mental health issues. I wouldn’t let it define me.

Except Charles had broken what little trust I had left in the world. And I didn’t honestly know how I’d live from this point.

This trip was to help me figure it out.

It took almost two hours in traffic to reach the coast, and with the Southern Ocean to my left, the sprawling Otway Ranges national park opened to my right.

A thousand square kilometres of lush temperate rainforest and thick bushland, except this summer it was parched to a tinderbox. Eucalyptus and dry scrub mingled with three-hundred-year-old redwoods and beech. Windswept lookout points revealed waterfalls cascading off sheer cliff faces and into dense fern gullies. Most of the wildlife wouldn’t kill you – the koalas, the kookaburras, the famous symbols of my home country. But some of it might – the redbacks, the tiger snakes, the small creeping monsters with teeth larger than my shoes and far sharper. I loved all of them in principle … as long as they stayed in the bush.

The road shimmered as the sun baked the tarmac and everything that dared crawl on it. Fire warning signs dotted the roadside, familiar billboards I recognized from my childhood, giving a danger rating in each town I passed. The arrows pointed to amber – Severe – with a strict fire ban. Prepare. Act. Survive. My hope that the coast might have brought cooler temperatures was dashed as the radio announced the next week of highs. El Niño got the blame this time, the unusual, cyclical weather pattern of warming in the South Pacific which resulted in months of higher-than-average temperatures. At least, that’s what they claimed.

The presenter announced more sombre news – two isolated bush fires to the north of the peninsula. Crews were on the scene, the fires under control, for now. My beloved Australia had lost over fifteen million acres to bush fires in the last few years, and the State Fire Chief came on, urged caution, outlined the emergency procedures, read out the hotline. I didn’t recognize the place names, somewhere to the north-west where the denser forest gave way to open fields and scrub. It sounded a fair distance away, and didn’t trouble me. Like the hire car receptionist said – I’d keep an eye on the news. I could get out if I needed to.

It was another hour and a half before I turned off the main road, away from the ocean and on to a narrow track climbing into the hills. Within minutes I entered another world, swallowed by the thick gum trees overhanging the road, presenting an impenetrable wall of browns, oranges and green-blues on both sides. The road was asphalt but rough, pocked and crumbling in places. Isolated, narrow, not another car in sight. Leaves and broken branches littered the edges, forcing me to drive along the centre line. Every few minutes the engine gave a little stutter – protesting at the strain of the hill and the heat. My fuel was OK, but the temperature was reading high, and I caught a whiff of petrol through the air vent. That worried me – being stranded out here was serious, not like back home, where a brief walk in the drizzle was the worst I might suffer.

I watched the engine lights, but it kept going, coughing itself upwards. It took another thirty minutes of winding up and back on myself before I hit the end of the road. A small turning circle where the road terminated in front of a large metal-framed gate, two metres high, perhaps four across.

A gate in the middle of the forest. Isolated and secret. Like a sweltering version of Narnia.

Except there was no waiting party for me.

I opened the car door and climbed out, smoothing my T-shirt, tucking a loose strand of hair behind my ear. The gatepost held a keypad at chest height, and a small camera at the top. Next to the gate stood a telegraph pole, carrying a single telephone wire across the road, where it snaked into the trees and disappeared towards civilization.

I grabbed my phone, flicked through my notes, found the codes the agency had sent me. There was one for the gate, another for the front door. The keypad beeped, the motor engaged, dragging the huge metal gate to the left with a screech, where it disappeared into the trees, alongside a high wire fence extending in both directions.

The noise startled a flock of galahs above the gate; they took to the air, screaming at the disturbance. Their cries quickly faded, leaving the trees whistling in the hot breeze, projecting an oddly deafening silence of heat and age. The ground scratched under my sneakers, dirt and leaves reclaiming the tarmac.

I had a peculiar feeling, of the bush closing in, crushing my body, squeezing the air out of my lungs. It was just the heat – the accompanying dizziness due to dehydration, tiredness, jet lag. All I needed was rest, peace and quiet – exactly my reason for being here.

Get a grip, Jess.

The silence morphed into a background cacophony of sounds from the bush. I was too long out of country, ignorant of the individual cries – but I picked out the sluggish thrum of cicadas, the laughter of the kookaburras, the chirp of crickets, the rustling of small marsupials. I stared into the trees, spun slowly on the balls of my feet.

I climbed back into the car. This was it. Turn around or commit.

I drove through the open gate, watching in the rear-view mirror as it slid closed behind me.
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The tunnel of trees took me around to the right, delivering a view plucked from a travel magazine, a stunning panorama of colour and grandeur. I take it all back, Rupert, you do know what you’re doing.

The entrance courtyard was perhaps fifty metres square, block paved, neat, the transformation from the approach road startling. I parked the car, which lit up with dashboard warning lights again, the engine spluttering as I turned it off. I hoped it would be fine once it cooled down, otherwise I’d be taxiing into town to get my groceries.

Beyond the courtyard, the ground opened up, a huge clearing in the bush dipping to my left, providing an unbroken vista over the ocean. We weren’t actually that high, or too far from the sea – the twisting approach had been deceptive, taking me around the hills and towards the coast, near the eastern side of the peninsula.

To my right, the ground rose sharply towards a house I could imagine Rupert describing in one of his overblown sales pitches. Distinctive, imposing, one of a kind. The house holds a commanding view over the ocean. The property provides levels of privacy demanded by the most discerning owner.

Split over two floors, each with a full-width balcony, the enormous structure, nine thousand square feet according to the advert – was fronted entirely with glass, a dark metal framework keeping each huge pane in place, holding the angled roof at an obscure tilt from top right to bottom left. What wasn’t glass was smooth white render, which extended to the courtyard and driveway, though the latter continued around the back of the house, towards several outbuildings. Behind those, a rear garden the size of a football field extended towards a hillock and out of sight. I could see the faint outline of the high wire fence all around, tucked into trees – a neat aesthetic trick.

Along the treeline a dark gravel ring circled the perimeter. It took me a minute to figure out what it was – a firebreak, a physical barrier of maybe ten metres, designed to protect the house from bush fires. Inside the gravel, the gardens were landscaped with several varieties of acacia and mature bottlebrush, well-tended tree ferns providing denser patches of shade, hardy wildflowers spread across the parched lawn. A concrete patch to the left of the house had a large yellow ‘H’ painted on it. A helipad.

I pulled out my phone, took a quick picture of the front and texted Rupert: Jealous??

I grabbed my bag and wheelie suitcase from the boot, taking the sloped path. I paused near the top, disturbed by movement at the treeline. A koala, venturing on to the firebreak, sniffing at the air. My heart melted at the sight, the proximity clawing at something primal. The animal rummaged in the rough stones for a few seconds before lumbering back under cover. I remembered a snippet from the guidebook – in times of drought, koalas will often venture across open ground, near houses, looking for water. I made a mental note to put a few water containers around the perimeter.

Another PIN for the front door; thick, metal framed, it swung open into a large hallway with a spiral staircase at the centre. I stepped on to a polished hardwood floor. I kicked my sneakers on to the mat and placed my case to the side. A separate code for the alarm panel, which beeped and turned green.

A mirror by the door revealed my post-travel appearance – my bobbed brown hair slick with grease, my face pasty and flushed. My eyes looked a little sunken, bags forming, dry skin around the edges. The mirror was set high, and I tried to puff myself up a little. I wasn’t short – five foot five – but slim, athletic. ‘Like a meerkat on steroids,’ Rupert lovingly called me, patting his own growing stomach with pride. I preferred trim. I didn’t spend an hour a day flinging a kettlebell around my flat for nothing.

The air smelt musty, hot, the air con would need running for a few hours. The entrance was sparse, a few obscure landscape paintings on the walls, a sideboard, two leopard-print accent chairs to the left of the staircase. The walls were bright white, the ceilings high, the doorways dark grey. I counted three each side, large double doors at the end of the hallway, inviting my curiosity.

I headed for them and stopped, cocked an ear. Froze.

I heard several small thumps and scuffles, which continued after I’d stopped moving. I raised a foot, placed it again, and the sound continued, fainter, a series of creaks, like the shifting of floorboards, but beneath the floor. I remembered my childhood in the suburbs of Melbourne, the possums getting into every crevice and crawlspace. I wondered if my entrance had disturbed a few who’d adopted this place as their home.

I crouched carefully, put my ear to the floorboards – heard more scratching, but it was distant and faded quickly, disappearing into the background hiss of the breeze outside. I listened for a few moments before standing, brushing myself off.

Whatever it was had gone, and I figured that as long as the wildlife stayed under the floor, or above the ceiling, I’d leave it be.

The double doors opened on to a vast kitchen diner and lounge covering the back of the house. The main living room, perhaps twenty-five metres across, a vaulted ceiling creating a feeling of expansiveness, of being outside, part of the view.

The kitchen to my left had navy-blue painted cabinets and appliances to one side of a white granite worktop, above which a TV was sunk into the wall. The other side held a fourteen-seater hardwood table, a snug area with sofas, another TV and an open log burner, the stainless-steel flue suspended from the ceiling.

To the right, bookcases lined one wall, leading towards a stunning floor-to-ceiling aquarium, spot-lit and full of bright corals and seaweeds trailing up through the bubbles. The lights emitted an ethereal bioluminescent glow. But no fish. I waited, expecting something to emerge from the rocks at the bottom, but nothing.

The overall impression was slightly peculiar. This was the centre of the house, the social hub, yet everything looked brand new, the surfaces pristine, not just clean but unmarked. Not a family house, then. A getaway? A wealthy retreat for a one-percenter?

A white grand piano sat in the corner, to the side of the fish tank, almost camouflaged against the wall. I wondered what type of person buys a white piano.

The longest wall was comprised of glass bifold doors, leading outside to a further dining area, across to a twenty-metre outdoor infinity pool, surrounded by sunloungers, a changing area and showers.

And all of it was designed to allow you to bask in the view – the sloping ground merging from yellow-green lawns to brown bush to a blue sea. I could see a few white-capped waves in the far distance, a faint line of swell building towards the cliffs.

I paused. Too much. All of this was under my care. I was the steward of this expanse of wealth and excess, if only temporarily. My head was spinning, and I pulled up a bar stool against the worktop. It had been so long since I’d been away, I felt overwhelmed, the jolt out of my usual routine, the foreign smells and tastes conspiring to unnerve me. It was accompanied by a more familiar pang of anxiety in my gut, reminding me why I was here. A growl of guilt and anger. Unpleasant, lingering, waiting for the right moment to pounce.

He can’t get you here, Jess. He’ll never touch you again.

I took several deep breaths. His face teetered on the edge of my vision, but I stared at the granite work surface until it passed.

Focus, Jess. You’re a million miles from that life. This is a safe place.

Four deep breaths. Square breathing. You’ve got this.

A single black folder of instructions had been mailed here by the agency. I grabbed it, flicked through a few pages for distraction. It was neatly laid out – not as well as I would have done it, but adequate. A floor plan, instructions for the air con, alarms, CCTV, Wi-Fi, gate buzzer. The small type blurred on the page as I read, but the ordered facts were calming, feeding my data stores, keeping my mind from churning. Pool cleaning, emergency contacts, what to do in case of power failure, the generator fuel switches, a hundred other details spread over twenty pages on how to run a house of this size in the sweltering heat of the summer.

Was I cut out for this? Probably not.

Details of the provisions – a few days of fresh had been provided, plus a few cupboards of tinned. I’d check the pantry later, but the agency had accounts at all the grocery shops in town.

I tried to read further, but couldn’t concentrate. Sweat beaded on my forehead. I found the central air panel next to the fridge, and switched everything on, hearing the bangs and groans as the units started up, watching until the blowers began oscillating. I had a vast house and grounds to explore, but my limbs were heavy and my eyes struggled to stay open.

Food, drink and sleep beckoned. I grabbed the first thing I could find – a cereal bar and a can of Coke, then trudged over to one of the sofas, put my feet up on the soft leather and leaned back.

I only closed my eyes for a second.
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The car burns, paint bubbling, tyres melting. Flames lick out of the cracked windscreen, the heat intense, causing the air all around to shimmer and squirm. The sky turns from black to orange, a haze of fire and smoke blanketing the scene. No escape. I approach from the rear, the panic gripping every muscle, strangling my screams.

Petrol seeps from the tank, dripping on to the asphalt. The flames under the bonnet haven’t found it yet; they are still feeding on the engine bay, the upholstery of the dashboard. The interior.

Picking up the pace, I run, feet stumbling, pain shooting through my scuffed and bruised legs, struggling to get traction. The faster I approach, the wider my vision becomes, and the further the car retreats.

Crumpled into a mess of twisted metal, masonry covers its roof, still raining down from the bridge above. I follow the tyre marks, long, black streaks in the road, snaking towards the scene of the accident.

The first officers pull over, three cars screeching to a halt, their attempts to pull the driver out made impossible by the heat. It wouldn’t have made any difference.

Charles was dead the minute the car hit the bridge.

I turn to my right. My CO, DI Medlock, climbs out of his unmarked car. He stands in the middle of the road, shakes his head, disappointed, suspicious. He is my superior, my boss and my mentor, and his approval means everything. The disappointment in his eyes is a fresh stab to my heart. I plead, but he swallows, turns away, disappears.

The landscape flickers and I’m standing by the driver’s door, in the midst of the flames, feeling the heat as an abstract part of the picture, a vision of yellows and oranges flickering between the billowing black smoke. I take a deep breath, taste the ash, but also taste him.

‘Why?’ I say, calling to him. ‘Why me?’

The driver’s hands grip the wheel, the skin long burned away, leaving a body of charred bone. But his face is untouched, staring straight, a resigned smile on his face. He turns to face me.

The shock causes the first of my screams. Because the man isn’t Charles, he never was. He looks every bit like him, down to the neat, cropped hair and rough dark stubble and high jawline, but it’s not him. This isn’t the Charles I know and love.

This is a stranger.

The stranger opens his mouth and flames pour out.

My screams echo off the bridge and the walls and the inside of the briefing room and the identification centre at the morgue. They continue at my apartment, and in the bed I should be sharing with Charles.

And then they echo only in my ears.

I woke with a jolt, my screams hollow and weak, the sweat and pain of the night terror erupting into my consciousness before fading. Right hand to left wrist, I took my pulse, waited as it climbed down from its heightened beat, focused my breathing. Four in, four out. It would take a minute or so to calm, as it always did.

The visions faded. His face, his voice, his smell, all receding into the darkness.

I’d nodded off with the cereal bar in one hand, unopened can of Coke in the other. The leather sofa stuck to my face where I’d slumped across it, the air cold, dry. I shuffled into a seated position, semi-upright, swinging my legs to the floor. My head swam, my stomach growled, hollow, a rush of acid. A wave of nausea followed.

And my pocket vibrated, stopped for a few seconds, then started again.

I pulled my phone out, checked the screen, took a breath, shoved it to my ear.

‘I was sleeping,’ I said.

‘You said you’d call in the evening,’ said Rupert. ‘You didn’t.’

I checked my watch. Nine p.m. ‘It is evening,’ I said. ‘I would have called.’

‘I got your message. I told you it was nice. I want details. Plus I have gossip.’

This wasn’t odd for Rupert. At home he’d call me at all hours, waking me without apology, anxious to tell me about the latest drama.

‘How was your trip?’ he asked.

‘Gossip first,’ I said, checking my pulse again. Almost normal.

‘OK,’ he said. ‘You’ll never guess who owns the house you’re sitting in.’

The leather creaked, cradled my neck in an expensive hug. I sniffed, leaning back.

‘I give up.’

‘Bill Drummond-Willoughby,’ said Rupert, triumphantly.

My silence betrayed my ignorance.

‘Not a household name, I grant you,’ he said, ‘but he’s a rather wealthy fellow, and owns the Willoughby Diamond Company. Heard of that?’

I raised my head. I’d never heard of Bill, but yes, I had heard of his company. A smidgen smaller than the famous De Beers diamond corporation, it was one of the biggest precious gem mining and exploitation companies in the world. I’d followed money in the sector before, done my research, obsessively filed away my facts and figures. I’d produced a report on the volumes of precious gems acquired globally through shell companies and brokers. Not all of these were criminal, or even suspect, but it helped frame a picture my colleagues were trying to paint, provided useful ammunition for politicians and consulates. I don’t know if my research ever reached the front line, the point where illegal funds were laundered into rocks, moved, sold. If you didn’t catch it at the right point, the money was lost forever.

‘Is he single?’ I asked. ‘Bill?’

‘I guess,’ said Rupert, ‘but also AWOL. Disappeared without a trace.’

‘Oh.’

‘Yeah, shit out of luck there, Jess. But that’s not all. He vanished owing tens of millions in personal taxes. The Australian Tax Office was none too impressed, and pounced on any assets he had in the country. His company lawyers are making mincemeat of the state officials, but the house was handed over to a property management agency until the courts release it for sale. It needs to be occupied for insurance purposes – the Willoughby Company strenuously objected but were overruled. Hence your job and no Airbnb – it’s all being kept hush-hush.’

‘Oh,’ I said, feeling a renewed nervousness about the house. A billionaire’s house, one wanted by the state. ‘That is good gossip. Well done.’

‘I don’t do bad gossip, Jess.’

I looked again at the obscene length and breadth of the room I was in, at the high ceiling with two delicate chandeliers sparkling in the dim light, then out at the approaching night. ‘Always pay your taxes,’ I murmured. ‘Vanishing won’t stop them collecting.’

Rupert paused. ‘Was that a dig at me?’ he said. ‘I declare almost everything, you know that.’

I chuckled, but my head spun afresh. ‘I need sleep, Rupert. I’m going to bed.’

‘You’ve just woken up. I’ve barely got started.’

‘Save it,’ I said. ‘I’ll call you in a few days?’

He huffed and hung up. I prised myself from the sofa, into which I was still sinking, and forced myself towards the kitchen. The fridge was huge, and my stomach growled at the sight of the fresh fish, cheeses and salads provided for me. But all would take effort to prepare.

I poked at some of the cheeses and hams. A couple of the packets were open, the cheese beginning to harden at the edges, the ham curling. I guessed whoever dropped it off decided to sample some of it first.

The cupboards contained an interesting mix of tinned fruit and veg. I noted a full wine rack at the entrance to the pantry – tempting, but after a couple of minutes I settled on a bowl of granola and two bottles of water. My stomach ceased its growling, my nausea reduced. Tomorrow I’d cook something proper.

I grabbed my iPad, connected to the Wi-Fi and did a quick search on Bill Drummond-Willoughby. Plenty in the financial press, including a few headlines about his estate; at the age of fifty-six, he was worth a cool $45 billion. He had an ex-wife with her own fortune, and a large extended family who were no doubt keeping close to the prize.

I filed the information away, bookmarked a few pages, yawned until my jaw clicked.

The floor plan was complicated: eight bedrooms across the two floors, and a further private lounge, separate from the vast main room at the back of the house. I snuck a quick peek – three sofas in a U-shape with not much else. The large picture window gave a view of the gardens to the north.

Next, behind the private lounge, were two largish rooms. The first was a chapel – whether for Willoughby or his guests, it was a distinct, modern retreat with two actual pews and a small altar. I surveyed it from the doorway, determined not to tread my grubby trainers across the holiest room in the house, pulling the door closed as I stepped into the hall.

The cinema greeted me, the same size as the chapel but with rather more comfortable seating, arranged as two-seater reclining sofas facing a huge, curved screen. The air was chillier in here, kept lower than the rest of the house. Maybe, if the mood took me, I could spend a few days watching old films.

But not now. I grabbed my bag and headed to the master suite, which was also situated on the ground floor. Given the grand scale of everything else, I was less surprised at the grandeur of the four-poster bed, the continuation of unblemished hardwood flooring, the unmarked whiteness of the walls. The red sheets were a little eccentric, but neat. The bedroom was attached to a private snug and study at one end, a bathroom at the other. The snug opened on to a balcony which led back to the pool.

The study held my interest, the furniture at first seeming odd, out of place. Then it clicked – it looked used. Unlike everything else, the desk was marked, the floor scratched under the chair. The shelving bowed where heavy books and journals were unbalanced, filed out of order. I poked at a few – a mixture of periodicals and trade journals. Nothing from the last twelve months. The walls were panelled with wood, dark, a contrast to the whiteness of the other rooms. Almost homely.

I could imagine the owner, Bill, sitting at the desk, counting his money, figuring out how to avoid paying his taxes. The thought bothered me, sending my professional alarms twitching. Tax avoidance on that scale usually meant something more than an incompetent accountant or innocent misfiling. I wondered what pies Mr Willoughby had his fingers in. Serious enough ones to make him disappear.

A collection of photos hung on the wall behind the desk. The first was a family shot, centred around an older man with thick, grey hair, wearing a sharp suit. He wore frameless glasses, staring straight at the camera. A small, jagged scar ran along his chin. Bill Willoughby himself, I presumed.

To the left, a collection of larger photos depicted unfamiliar jungle settings with an industrial village at the centre. I scanned the others – what looked like rough rocks pictured from various angles, laid out on clean white canvas. The village must be a mine, the stones uncut gems. Bill was a diamond trader first and foremost – this was his business, and I guessed he knew every inch of it.

And I could guess where the mine in the photo was located. Central Africa – Angola or the Congo. Those countries were still plundered for their precious rocks, retaining a small percentage for the efforts of local workers while operations like Willoughby’s took the lion’s share. Diamonds aren’t rare, just expensive. The most successful marketing campaign the world has ever seen – A diamond is forever, dreamt up by a marketing agency in the 1940s, applied by De Beers, who already had the monopoly market, proceeded to convince the world that love meant diamonds. That ultimate forever expression of love – the engagement ring – must contain that particular sparkling polished rock.

Diamonds are forever, a girl’s best friend, a boy’s best friend. We won’t learn, or don’t want to. It’s like the sausage machine – nobody really wants to know how they’re made. Just tell me they’re rare and organic and I’ll pay triple the price.

The largest photo was of a princess-cut diamond, held in a pair of tweezers against a blurred background. It reminded me of something I needed to forget, a ring on my own finger, and I turned away before the memory resurfaced.

The study contained two more doors. One opened out on to the main hallway – providing another entrance to the study, bypassing the bedroom, meaning the owner could go straight from the front door to work in here, avoiding interrupting anyone sleeping. The second door was sturdier-looking, thick, treated wood with a metal central panel. The handle had an integrated lock with the key in it. Curious, I opened it to find a concrete staircase, leading down.

I loved basements, or the idea of them – having lived in London for so long where every basement has already been converted into a flat and rented for ten times its worth. Curiosity grabbed me and I fumbled for a light switch, flicked it on, illuminating the stairs in a warm yellow glow. I stepped down.

Vast and cool, the basement ran the full length and width of the house. The first section at the base of the stairs held floor-to-ceiling wine racks, stretching for a few metres, a dusty wooden lattice holding more bottles than I could count. I tugged at one, brushed thick dirt off the label. A Bordeaux, Château Palmer Margaux, a couple of decades old. I couldn’t tell how valuable a vintage, but the sheer quantity on the racks suggested tens, if not hundreds of thousands of dollars’ worth.

I placed the bottle back with care, meaning to check in the black folder later – was I allowed to try the wine?

Beyond the wine racks, the basement opened up, packed full of boxes and draped furniture. The stairway light didn’t penetrate far – there must be other lights further along the wall, other switches, but I paused. The air was dry, dusty, and webs adorned the walls, every corner, shimmering on the dust sheets. I stepped closer to what might be a work bench running along one wall, covered with a sheet.

As I watched, the edge of the dust sheet moved, fluttering. A breeze? No, the air was still. I grabbed the edge and flicked it up, wished I hadn’t. A huge huntsman spider, with a leg span of perhaps fifteen centimetres, body the size of a mouse, prowled underneath. It stopped, I shuddered, stepped back, let the sheet fall. The horrifying lump remained still for a few moments before moving off.

Something else jarred. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but it bothered my brain, my subconscious processing. I scanned the basement again, wondering what was out of place, but all I got was the shivers from the sight of all the webs and dark recesses. Shadows started to take on obscure shapes, the light being cast at strange angles. They formed into faces and bodies, my fatigue and imagination running wild.

A strange smell caught my attention, odd, familiar and triggering recognition, yet I couldn’t place it. Perhaps a type of wood, or fabric, or cleaning product. Only faint, slightly metallic. Perhaps the plumbing was leaking.

I peered further forward, trying to find the next light switch. There, hidden in shadow a few metres ahead, I followed the line of the power duct from above, to a metal switch on the wall.

Once I’d switched that on, another four became visible. Annoying – the master switch must be at the other end, or I’d missed it near the study.

Dry and vast, the drapes and cobwebs still gave me the shivers, and I found myself crouching, holding my hands to my stomach, wary of brushing against anything that might, in fact, be alive, and crawling.

The workbench on the right wall was mirrored on the left, running the whole length of the house. Power cables snaked down at regular intervals, roof to floor, disappearing behind the dust sheets.

And, at the centre of the basement, a floor-to-ceiling square structure was now visible.

Shielded from view from either end of the basement by solid walls, stood a metal door. Dull, dirty, a dark shadow until I’d switched on the lights.

I approached from the side, inspecting the three-metre-square structure. A building within a building, almost, and its purpose was immediately obvious: I was looking at a vault. A huge, permanent, industrial safe of the sort you’d find in a bank or armoury. Steel-reinforced concrete, probably, although hard to tell in this light, with the dust and dirt, but it wasn’t an old safe, because it wasn’t an old house. They would both have been constructed at the same time. With a purpose.

The metal door was small – five foot high, two foot wide, and seamless – the gaps between it and the metal frame engineered to such fine tolerances I doubted I could get a surgical scalpel in between them. The brand name etched in the metal – Mosler – rang a bell. I’d come across it in the course of an investigation. The best – industrial, commercial, not available on the open market. You had to have some serious cash to get one of these custom built and installed, along with the intricate lock mechanism – no keys here, only a single glass touch screen.

A time-delay lock.

I tapped the screen. The glass sprang to life, backlit, showing a twelve-digit PIN entry panel.

The number had not been shared with me, and I wondered if the agency knew the vault was down here when they took possession. I recalled what Rupert said. The house was wrapped up in legal red tape, and until the courts released it, the contents – including the vault – would be restricted. But I could see why it made sense to have the house occupied.

Cash? Gems? Diamonds? The latter was doubtful. Willoughby’s rocks would only leave Africa once they were ready to be distributed through the normal channels in Europe and the Middle East. Cash was more likely, a personal stash, one that by all accounts should be in the state coffers rather than here, tucked away in his mansion in the hills.

I withdrew my hand from the screen, unsettled at the thought. This was not my responsibility, and I didn’t want any part of it.

The vault could sit here, untouched. I’d pretend I’d never seen it.

I glanced back at the bench. The spider lump had gone. My legs tingled and my eyes darted around the concrete, seeing imaginary movement everywhere. I shivered afresh, retreating to the stairs, taking them two at a time before closing the study door behind me, turning the key for good measure.

Retreating to the master bedroom, I stared at the glass, my reflection against the growing darkness outside, feeling oddly exposed, tracing the lawn towards the pitch black of treeline. I had complete privacy, nobody for miles, and yet I felt uncomfortable undressing in front of the vast gardens and bush. And so for my first night I decided to take one of the bedrooms upstairs. I could always alternate, or rotate. Tonight I needed a smaller room at the top of the house, a primitive climb to safety, a room where I could lock the door and close the shutters.

I picked a corner room above the pool, with a balcony view in all directions. The sun had already set, and the horizon was a deep orange, rising to a murky blue. To the north was a dark, almost black undulating sea of trees as far as I could see. To the east and west was the same. Only to the south was the horizon broken, the deep Southern Ocean stretching to the end of the world. Nothing between here and Antarctica, some six thousand kilometres away.

Even here, in the relatively populated coast, the vastness struck me, the space, the bushland – there was so much of it. I could as easily drown in the forest as I could in the ocean, making it a surreal and mixed experience. Like an optical illusion, it could be both calming or panic-inducing, depending on how you flipped it.

I turned away, and as I did so, a flash caught my eye, somewhere to the north, or west. A blink of light in the treeline. I stared, my eyes swimming, but it didn’t repeat. My imagination, perhaps, sparks of protest behind my eyes.

Nevertheless, it unnerved me, and I gave one last scan all around, squinting at the spot where I thought I’d seen it, but the darkness was absolute and I couldn’t even fix the direction, let alone the source.

I slipped into the sheets on autopilot, pushed my head into the feather pillow. The bedroom was hot, the outside temperature predicted to stay in the high twenties all night. I fumbled for the remote control, turning on the air, watching the blower creeping up and down, feeling the waft of cold air oscillating across my face.

Before my eyes closed, I thought about the house, the turmoil surrounding it, and my reason for being here. All I had to do was keep it clean, occupied, keep it safe. It wasn’t much to ask, and I figured I could do it. Baby steps, Jess. I uttered a small prayer – that my first night here might be dreamless. Just for once – deep and dreamless. That I wouldn’t wake screaming. Screaming at the memory of Charles, and of what he did to me.
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My prayer went unanswered. I woke twice in the night. Twice I saw him, the stranger’s face, before burying my own into the pillow, letting the soft cotton absorb my tears.

It took me a while to drop off each time, staring at the ceiling, stopping my imagination running wild. I resisted the urge to fire up my laptop, to browse aimlessly, or worse, sift through my reams of precious files amassed over the years on my cases’ locations, history and cultures. I often spent whole evenings and late nights lost in the data, repeating a trail I’d uncovered, looking for more, a pattern, something I’d missed, a mistake I’d made.

But I never found the crucial one, did I? The one targeted at me.

And now I was out, without a way back.

Day two in the house, and the birds wouldn’t let me sleep beyond 6 a.m., the cockatoos and galahs shrieking at the rising sun, along with something else, a distant chirp, repetitive, artificial. My phone, vibrating on the bedside cabinet, working its way across the smooth glass. I’d forgotten to turn off my alarm.

My eyes felt a fraction less bloodshot, my head a little clearer, although I swayed with dizziness as I stepped out of bed. Jet lag, the shakes and bumps of the twenty-four-hour flight still messing with my inner ears. I ventured downstairs in my underwear, shivering when my feet hit the cold floor – the air con had been blasting on full all night, the thermostat read a cool eighteen degrees. Lucky I wasn’t paying the electricity bill.

I paused in the hallway, crouched and listened. If the possums had greeted me yesterday, they were absent today. Nothing, not a whisper.

The house seemed grander today, but also more welcoming. I forced the remnants of my night terrors away and stepped across the wooden floor, pushing my toes through a soft shagpile rug towards the vast folding doors, the picture window to the pool and gardens which were already heating up, the parched lawn soaking in the early rays, any moisture blasted to oblivion. The ocean looked impossibly close; the deep blue vivid and pure.

I felt another knot of tension release, my chest easing, my stomach muscles daring to relax. I could quite happily look out at this view each and every morning.

But first, I wanted to explore.

I started inside, running back upstairs to throw on some clothes. I paused, grabbed my bikini out of the suitcase, shoving it into a small bag with a towel – I should do as Rupert had instructed.

My first impressions of the house yesterday had missed a delicate array of details. The clean, clinical lines appeared softer with fresh eyes. The more I looked, the more I realized each room had a distinctive style. Individual and original art hung on the walls, and I paused to survey some of it – trying to conjure my limited knowledge based on years of trying to stop criminals buying such things.

I paused in one of the upstairs bedrooms, staring at a constructivist piece, geometric and industrial, hanging above the bed. Everything about the main house was designed to impress – if you knew what you were looking for and could appreciate it – but it was still very practical, each bedroom self-contained, the kitchen diner large enough for a crowd.

I poked my head into the library, but left the basement and study alone for now, not wanting to think about the owner and his suspect finances – it would drive my inner geek to distraction, and I needed peace.

I changed into my bikini and shorts at the doors of the living room. The first huge pane of glass slid open with a whisper, and a blast of hot air welcomed me, the sensation of which felt magnificent and all-consuming. I closed my eyes for a moment, drew in several deep breaths of the dry, fragrant air. My white skin tingled as the sun hit it, the heat penetrating deep within, reminding me to limit my exposure for the first few days. I might be Australian by birth, but my skin had endured several years of London’s gloom, rendering it pale and unsuitable for these sunny clear skies. I smiled, soaking it up. It felt wonderful to be home.

The patio and pool area had been baking for less than an hour, but the tiles were too hot for bare feet. I slipped my sandals on and strolled around the west side of the house, curious to see the outbuildings and extent of the garden.

The grounds were elegant but practical, organized for lots of vehicles – the driveway was double width, as was the entrance gate. The three garage buildings were all high-roofed and linked. You could house six or seven cars under cover, plus the helipad. Isolated, yes, but not intended to be private.

This house was set up for visitors, lots of them.

I pulled on one of the main garage doors, an up-and-over, and found it unlocked. Inside, I was surprised to find a single large Mercedes saloon – an S Class, according to the badge. New, silver, with a light dusting of red dirt. I ran my finger across the bonnet, leaving a line in the dust.

The driver’s door was unlocked, so I opened it, peered inside at the empty leather. It smelt new, albeit a little musty. There was no key in the ignition, and I hadn’t seen one in the house or mentioned in the welcome pack.

Other than the car, the garage was mostly empty. A couple of large freezers ran along one wall, a row of metal storage cupboards, and several coiled hoses were stored next to portable water pumps. More fire protection. A well-prepared property and, like the house, all of it brand new, untouched.

Beyond the garages was another squat brick building which I assumed housed the generators. I wiped my brow, felt the sweat beading at my hairline. Trekking up the garden to the north, while tempting, might have to wait; perhaps later, when the sun dipped below the hills. Time for some shade. Time to do as Rupert had instructed: relax and enjoy myself.

There was really nothing else for me to do.

And so I watched the rest of the day pass from under a broad parasol by the pool. I hardly moved, only to take the odd dip in the water, to move the parasol as the sun arced across the sky, and to refill my pitcher of lemonade. I resisted my laptop and phone, and instead stacked a few novels on the table next to me, letting the warmth soak into my bones.

My mood equalized as the hours passed, my body let go and the primitive parts of my brain finally began to accept there was nothing to fight or to run from. It was a strange sensation for me. My lungs felt bigger, my breaths deeper, my body lighter.

I tried to remember the last time I’d felt this relaxed. I had the next two months to explore the gardens, the bush, every corner of the house. No pressure to lift a finger. No rush to do anything except work on my tan.

The afternoon waned and the bush transformed as the evening beckoned. Dusk didn’t hang around at these latitudes, maybe an hour between sunset and darkness. Already I could feel it creeping over the hill. I listened, noting the afternoon birdsong had given way to the altogether stranger orchestra of night-time sounds. Something to stay up for another night, when my eyelids didn’t feel like lead weights and I had the presence of mind to research the nocturnal birds and animals.

I left the night-time critters to their world, and as I lay in bed that night, I managed to turn my thoughts away from Charles, my job, and everything I’d escaped.

My eyes closed without a single tear. I think I even smiled.
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I woke with a jolt, stared at the ceiling for a few moments before climbing out of bed. I’d slept like a log, my mind clear, my dreams suppressed. Charles hadn’t appeared. Even he’d decided to give me a night off.

Day three, and my first uninterrupted night’s sleep for as long as I could remember. The magic of the bush, perhaps – the raucous noise of nature, the lack of human sounds. I was right to come here, to do this. A few weeks of proper sleep and I’d be a different woman.

From the balcony I listened to the cacophony of birds screeching across the gardens. The sun was already high, 11 a.m. – they must have been singing for hours, but only now chose to turn up the volume.

It took a few moments of yawning at the unbroken blue horizon to realize it wasn’t normal birdsong. I shifted my gaze to the western treeline, where a large flock of greyish birds were circling, alighting in the treetops before launching skywards again. Disturbed by something on the bush floor. Perhaps a mob of kangaroos, or wallabies thumping through.

Excited at the thought of seeing the gorgeous animals, I slipped on some clothes and took the stairs two at a time. They’d be the other side of the perimeter fence, but I figured I might be able to sneak a look from the edge of the garden.

The breeze felt stronger today, carried from the north, hot and dry. Skirting the pool, I padded across the lawn towards the trees, keeping an eye on the location of the birds, a mixture of galahs and lorikeets. They saw me coming and took flight again, perching nearby, screeching their disapproval.

The gravel firebreak crunched underfoot and I slowed towards the treeline, creeping forward, hoping to see at least a silhouette. The fence was a few metres in, the high posts and steel wire an ugly structure, and surely unnecessary. I peered along the line, left and right, but couldn’t see any sign of kangas, or anything else.

Silent and disappointed, I wondered if they’d already moved on. The birds maintained their cries from the canopy, keen for me to leave, go back to where I came from.

But, as I turned, I caught a glimpse of red, a flash, a few metres away. I blinked several times. My brain tried to find an animal, and instead found a man – a tall, broad-shouldered man climbing out of a small ditch behind a thick row of gums. He leaned against one, panting hard. He was facing away and hadn’t seen me yet, but the sight of him caused my guard to immediately come up.

Only a few metres away through the wide-link fence, I could see sweat covered his face and neck, and … all of him, his clothes soaked through. A thin red lumberjack shirt hugged his torso. Dusty hiking trousers hung over tatty, well-used boots. A large camping backpack was slung over his shoulders. A broad-brimmed hat finished the look.

He shuffled forward – he looked injured, his face twisting with each step, dragging himself a few metres then stopping again. For a moment I considered backing away and leaving him. This was my safe haven, my escape, and he had no right to intrude. But at the same time, he would know the house was here, being this close to the fence. So what was he doing sneaking around the perimeter, miles from anywhere?

‘Hey,’ I called, my voice catching in the dry air. ‘You, there.’ My voice was an octave higher than natural, and absurdly British in tone. I cleared my throat. ‘This is private land.’

Startled, he spun on his good leg, searching me out. He saw me and waved, a gentle gesture above his head, adjusting his trajectory towards the fence. I stood my ground, wishing I was wearing something more substantial than a flimsy vest and shorts.

Up close, the man’s broad shoulders and tall stature were matched with a rugged tanned face, carrying a few days’ stubble. He must have been mid-thirties, no more. I wondered how long he’d been out here.

‘G’day,’ he said, pulling a wide, crooked smile, his face lighting up. His eyes darted over me, then past, towards the pool and the house. He blew his cheeks out. ‘Christ. I got lucky here.’ He rubbed one hand against his shirt and held it out, through the fence.

‘My name’s Marty. Marty Taylor.’

‘What are you doing out here?’ I said, declining the handshake, keeping my arms folded over my chest.

‘You’re on private land,’ he said, his smile fixed. ‘But I don’t think I am.’

I shrugged. ‘You know what I mean.’

He nodded, and took off his hat. Brown, short-cropped hair was plastered to his head with moisture, scruffy enough to look natural, groomed enough to shape his face.

‘Sorry. I was camping, trekking, doing a bit of wilderness training,’ he said, his smile fading a fraction. ‘A few weeks to myself, walking from campsite to campsite. You can go for days without seeing anyone around here,’ he said. ‘It’s fantastic.’

I nodded, feeling a little self-conscious about the huge mansion I was staying in – the complete opposite to a camping trip. I glanced down at his leg. ‘So, what happened?’

He shifted his foot, winced. ‘I twisted my ankle during a night walk, got disorientated. I couldn’t get any phone signal so I figured safest to head to the coast – head south and you’ll hit the ocean road at some point. And then I sort of stumbled on your place.’ He pointed to the north. ‘I found the fence up near your cabin, figured I’d circle it. I could really use a phone, perhaps fill my water bottles, if that’s OK? I’ll try and get a taxi across to Apollo Bay and figure it out from there. My own car is a long way north of here.’

I chewed my lower lip, watching him, replaying what he’d said. ‘You were here last night?’ I wondered if the light I thought I’d seen on the first night had been his torch.

He shook his head. ‘Not here, no. I’ve been walking this direction since dawn.’

‘And you found a cabin?’ I asked.

He pointed again to the north. ‘Yeah. Your log cabin, or whatever it is, at the end of the property, over the hill. Your side of the fence. I shouted but nobody came out.’ He looked sheepish. ‘But I guess you knew that. It’s your house?’

He said it as a question. I frowned. The black folder hadn’t mentioned a cabin. But nor had it mentioned the basement, or a vault. Something else to explore.

‘It’s not my house,’ I said, feeling no need to lie, ‘but I’m staying here, yes. Although …’ Did I tell him I was alone? We had the fence between us, and given the state of his leg, that would be enough to keep him out. But at the same time, this was the Aussie bush, and you didn’t turn people away, as a rule. It would be several more hours trekking at his pace to the ocean road. In these temperatures he might get heat exhaustion before he reached it. And that would be my fault, now I’d appeared. I pulled out my mobile. He was right, no phone signal, and not even Wi-Fi this far from the house. I cursed under my breath, feeling my stomach tightening, my jaw clenching. My newly relaxed state under threat, already being chipped away.

‘Fine,’ I said. ‘But the gate is quite a way from here. South-east corner of the property. Just follow the fence around.’

He nodded to me. ‘Thanks so much … erm …’

‘Jess,’ I said. ‘My name’s Jess. And I’ll meet you there.’

Hurrying back to the house, I wondered if my reaction had been too harsh. Should I have raced back to get him fresh water, or some painkillers from the medical kit? He was cute, had an honest smile and gentle mannerisms about him, his story was believable, his injury apparently real.

But that meant nothing, in my experience.

Charles had had the same cheeky smile, the same rugged good looks. And he’d turned out to be a monster.
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Marty limped into view half an hour later, struggling to walk, red-faced and breathless, though he still held his head high, his shoulders back. His physique suggested he was accustomed to physical exertion, and I convinced myself of the fact, mainly as a way to assuage my guilt for leaving him to walk alone. On the way he’d fashioned a crutch from a forked branch, and he leaned on it now while I stared at him through the gate.

‘You going to let me in?’ he said. ‘I mean, it was a lovely walk, but I’d hate to think it was wasted.’

He read my mind. I’d spent the time wondering whether to let him in or not. I figured I could call him a taxi, and he could sit in the shade until it arrived, on the other side of the gate. I’d checked my phone at the house, concerned to see that I still couldn’t get a mobile signal. The Wi-Fi was OK, so the landline worked, but no connection to the mobile phone networks. I’d been told it was patchy out here, but it bothered me – always connected was my standard operating mode. I may have wanted solitude, but I also wanted the option to break it on my terms.

But I couldn’t in good conscience leave the man outside. He looked ready to drop, and I could take care of myself. This was something I didn’t need to overanalyse. I’d phone for some help, then he could be on his way. My glorious solitude could resume tomorrow.

I pressed the gate release button and it slid open.

He hobbled through, extending his hand for the second time. This time I took it.

‘Thanks again, Jess,’ he said. ‘I appreciate your help.’

His palm was firm and rough, and a little sweaty. I smiled, surreptitiously drying my hand against my shorts as we walked up the path towards the front door. I could see Marty taking in the view, looking critically at the house. Despite his weariness, his eyes were darting at every detail, not missing a thing. It was a familiar look, and it made me curious.

‘What do you do for a living, Marty?’ I asked.

He kept his eyes averted, staring up at the house, taking his time to answer.

‘This and that,’ he said. ‘I’m on a bit of a break at the moment, actually.’

He stepped forward, avoiding expanding on the subject.

‘Do you think it’s broken?’ I asked, eyeing his leg.

‘Nah,’ he said. ‘Twisted, maybe a light sprain. It only hurts because I’ve been walking on it for hours. If you have some ice, I might wrap it for a bit – if that’s not too much trouble?’

I pushed open the front door and the air con enveloped us in the chilled air. Marty followed, his eyes darting around the interior, at the artwork, the atrium and stairwell. Absorbing the details. I led him straight to the living area at the back.

‘You’re renting this place?’ he asked.

I rummaged around in the freezer, grabbed a bag of peas and pointed to the sofas. I also grabbed a pitcher of lemonade and two glasses.

‘Have a seat,’ I said, pouring him a glass. ‘And no. I’m caretaking it.’

‘Thanks,’ he said, draining his glass in a series of loud gulps. He lowered himself gingerly on to the leather, slipping his right boot off and balancing the peas on his ankle.

I nudged a footstool over, watching several lumps of red dirt detach from his trousers and land on the floor. The rest of his clothing clung to the pristine leather sofa, his arms leaving small patches of evaporating moisture as he shuffled them around.

‘Sorry,’ he said, lifting his arms and easing his back away from the leather. ‘I don’t suppose I could wash up somewhere?’ He made a show of smelling his shirt. ‘I might also be a little whiffy, if you hadn’t noticed. I have fresh clothes in my bag.’

He smelt OK, not that I’d tell him. A mixture of aftershave and eucalyptus and earth. But he definitely needed a wash, and it was either that or let him spread the contents of the bushland floor across the house.

‘Or you could just hose me down outside?’ he said. ‘That would be fine.’

I frowned. I wasn’t in the mood for flirting, however cute he might be after a wash. I wanted him gone, the sooner the better.

His cheeks darkened. ‘I meant, with my clothes on. To avoid getting mud in the house. Not … you know. Shit. That’s not what I meant.’

‘I know what you meant,’ I said, offering a small smile, ‘and one of the downstairs bathrooms will be fine. But maybe call for a taxi first? It’ll take a while for them to get here.’

The local directory in the black folder offered a choice of two taxi firms. He called one, then the other. I listened in, only hearing half the conversation, but it was enough.

‘They’ve got nothing at all?’ I asked, as he hung up.

‘Nothing until tomorrow,’ he said, frowning. ‘They reckon they’re short-staffed and most of them are up in the north ferrying tourists out of the fire-risk zones. Sounds like the bush fires are far north of here, but they move fast. Have you heard anything?’

I shook my head. Other than the hire-car receptionist warning me about them.

‘OK. I’m sure it’s nothing. But it means I’m a little stuck.’

‘Then what do you plan to do?’ I said, harsher than necessary, again. I had a luxury mansion with air conditioning. He had a tent and a busted ankle. He looked up, held my gaze for a few moments. I couldn’t tell if he was offended, but his expression was conciliatory.

‘Don’t worry, Jess,’ he said. ‘A strange man turning up like this – I wouldn’t ask you to put me up. I can stay in my tent. Outside the gate. It’s no problem.’ He made to push himself up, lifting his leg to the floor. ‘See, it feels better already,’ he said, wriggling his toes.

‘No, wait,’ I said, holding my palms up, taking a breath. ‘I didn’t mean it like that. I’m just …’

‘Wanting shot of me,’ he said. ‘I know, and I don’t blame you.’

‘I can give you a lift into town,’ I said, picturing my overheating Toyota. I assumed it would make it. ‘We’ll give it a few hours,’ I said, ‘let the heat of the day pass. You can rest up, have a shower, then I can deliver you clean and fresh to a hotel in town. OK?’

His face broke into another huge smile as he pushed himself to his feet. ‘I’ll pay you for the fuel, obviously, and a shower sounds great. I doubt you want to look at me in this state all afternoon.’

I thought for a moment about asking him to use the pool showers, before relenting and showing him through to a bedroom on the ground floor, opposite the master suite. I felt his eyes on my back as we walked, uncomfortable at the sensation it gave me. I stood to the side, let him go first. He glanced at me oddly as he passed.

He dragged his dusty backpack alongside, hefted it through into the bedroom and on to a side table. The top flap fell open, and an object rolled out, hitting the floor with a slap.

I stared at it, couldn’t keep my gut from twisting at the sight. Marty huffed, picking up the police badge – metal in a leather holder. A silver shield. Victoria Police. Uphold the Right.

‘You’re a cop?’ I said, cursing under my breath. Why didn’t he tell me when I first asked him? This and that, he’d said. Why hide it?

He tucked the badge into his trouser pocket, closed his eyes for a few seconds. I saw his chest rise and fall in controlled breaths.

He opened his eyes, stared at me. The warmth was still evident, but troubled. ‘Yes, and no,’ he said, peering through to the bathroom.

‘What does that mean?’ I said, aware my voice still sounded demanding. I couldn’t help it. Anything in that world of mine conjured an array of mixed emotions, of unspent frustration. Law enforcement was my life. Past tense. And I needed to forget it.

He paused, watching me.

‘You don’t like cops?’ he asked, his smile twisting, a little suspicion edging in, those piercing eyes assessing me again. ‘Why?’

He said it with a smirk, but it fell flat, and I shook my head.

‘I work for the Met,’ I said. ‘London. Intelligence. Worked. It’s … complicated. And this is the last place I expected to find a police officer. I’m supposed to be here to get away from it all. I’m supposed to be here alone.’ I laughed, a little shrill, waving towards the door, shaking my head. ‘And I get visited by a bloody cop! Just my luck.’

Marty’s smile returned. ‘You’re in the force, huh?’ He cast his eyes over me, a brief examination. I felt another flash of self-consciousness and tugged at my shorts.

‘Analyst,’ I said. ‘And no, I’m not. Not right now.’

He dropped his smile, nodded. I saw a flicker of understanding. Cop to cop, perhaps he got it. We all dealt with serious crap in our line of work. I had no doubt it was the same shit on this side of the world as the other. Different languages, cultures and people, but a common thread ran throughout – the human condition creates monsters. It always has and always will. From the street pushers to the wife beaters; the serial rapists to the kiddie traffickers; the stone-cold killers to the billion-dollar fraudsters; the cops are the front line against them all. And we don’t always win, professionally or personally.

I think Marty had lost, somewhere along the line. I could see it in his eyes, behind his smile, lurking, hiding away from the world.

But I resisted the urge to ask, because I couldn’t hear about it, not because I didn’t want to, but because I couldn’t. As I’d told him, and myself, I was here to get away from it, not keep it alive.

‘Let’s forget it, yeah?’ he said. ‘I’ll be on my way soon enough. No shop talk, I promise.’

I nodded. ‘Deal.’

Marty limped into the kitchen a short time after, towelling his head, his dirty clothes replaced with a tight white T-shirt and clean hiking trousers. He hadn’t shaved, and his hair stuck out at all angles.

He looked exhausted, and rather than make small talk, I handed him some strong painkillers from the medical kit and suggested he rest for a couple of hours with his leg elevated. I’d drive him to town around seven, when the sun dipped and the heat dropped. His expression had changed since the badge had tumbled out of his bag, his profession revealed. Nerves replaced his initial cheerfulness; his smile had faded. It was none of my business, but at least knowing eased my nerves – a cop was a cop, and his presence here was now simply inconvenient, rather than anything to worry about.

Unsure what to do with myself, I strolled out the front of the house. To the south of the driveway, before it turned towards the gate, a small mound of parched grass held a stone bench with views over the ocean. Granite, unpolished, it tried to look natural, a battered part of the hillside.

I sat for a few moments, the rock warmed by the heat of the sun, and lost myself in the view, a stretch of paradise, narrowing my eyes until all I could see was the blue sky and the blue ocean, cutting out all else, but teasing me with all manner of surreal visions and memories.

I don’t know why meeting Marty had triggered an early memory of Charles, but I couldn’t get it out of my head. Perhaps because meeting Charles had been an innocent encounter too, a Hollywood ‘meet cute’ in a bar. A stupidly expensive bar, in fact, in London’s financial district. I’d ordered a sparkling water and regretted it as soon as the barman rang it up on the till – to the point that I wondered if I could claim it on expenses. I was on an operation – not undercover, nothing so glamorous, but waiting for an appointment with an exec at Goldman Sachs on the fifth floor. I was early – I was always early – and had half an hour to kill.

It was terribly unprofessional, but when Charles sat next to me at the bar and announced he fucking hated the companies in the building, hated banking, and everything it stood for, I was already smitten. He was tall, dark and groomed to perfection. I didn’t have a type, but I think Charles could be anybody’s – I hung on his every word, mirrored his expressions, stumbled over my words. Butterflies danced through my body as we connected.

We talked about how to leave the world of capitalism, how to change things. Both agreed we were embarked on a hopeless cause (I didn’t tell him my cause was precisely the investigation of unlawful and unfair practice). He asked me what I did for a living. I panicked and said I was in the civil service – audit and regs.

He rolled his eyes, smiling. ‘You’re challenging it too, then.’

I nodded. He suggested spending some of the bank’s money on a night out – he never got to use his expense account for anything worthwhile, but we could go and blow some of it on a Thames boat trip, drink expensive champagne, pretend we were part of the pack? Even if we weren’t?

He paused, glanced at me. It took me several seconds for me to realize he was asking me out. I choked on my sparkling water and a little bit went up my throat into my nose.

My eyes watered, but I accepted.

I saw the glint in his eye. Even back then there was something in it, something not right, like a gamble which unexpectedly paid out. Surprise, quickly covered. I took it as a normal reaction to me accepting his offer, but I shouldn’t have. A rich good-looking banker could surely take his pick amongst his equally rich male or female counterparts who strutted around the ground floor in clothes costing more than my car. But he picked me.

How stupid was I?

I returned now, making my way around the side of the house to sit by the pool, still fully clothed. I stared across the garden to the north. The sky was hazing over, with wisps of white and grey. To the south it was still a deep unbroken blue. A change in the weather was coming, perhaps.

Marty was still snoozing, and I decided to stay close and keep an eye on him. This was my house, after all. And so I watched him through the glass, feeling my eyelids getting heavier by the second. The sun travelled across the sky and a reflection from the windows dazzled me. Closing my eyes in this heat felt heavenly.

‘Jess.’ My shoulders shook. The deep voice was unfamiliar and I jolted out of sleep. A shadow stood over me, and I lurched off the side of the sunlounger.

‘Hey, hey. It’s OK. Only me.’

I blinked rapidly until Marty’s face came into focus. His crooked smile was back, his head tilted at an angle.

‘You scared the shit out of me,’ I said, standing up straight, looking at the sky before checking my watch: 5 p.m. The sun was low, the afternoon had vanished in a blur of jet lag-induced sleep. I swallowed, stifling a rush of nerves. He’s a cop, I reminded myself. He isn’t a threat.

‘What is it?’ I asked.

‘Uh,’ he said. ‘The alarm panel at the front door. It’s beeping.’

I pictured the panel on the wall. I’d left the house alarm switched off, seeing no need to set it. The panel also showed a CCTV image of the gate, and probably did a load of sophisticated security I should probably explore at some point.

‘I’ll check it out,’ I said.

‘I already did,’ said Marty. ‘That’s why I woke you.’

‘Oh?’

‘You have visitors.’
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I fumbled with the alarm panel, watching the red light flashing, wincing as the alarm beeped at the same interval. The LCD screen showed a camera view of the main gate. The picture was fuzzy, the camera lens dirty, but I could make out two people – a man, staring at the camera, and a woman – hunched near the post. I examined the various options on the touch screen, looking for how to silence it.

Marty approached behind me. ‘Do you want me to –’

‘No,’ I snapped, swallowing, trying to quench my frustration. I thought I’d coped with Marty’s arrival well, my anxiety controlled, my OCD tendencies dormant. I planned to dispatch him quickly into town and lock myself away – paradise would be mine again. The arrival of more visitors was unsettling, and threatened to prolong my unwanted role as host.

‘So much for the isolated location,’ I muttered. ‘I’ll go. You wait here.’

The heat hadn’t reduced by more than a couple of degrees, radiating off the ground in front of me, mixing with a hot breeze from the north, which carried a strange smell, dry, and dusty. The bush was alive with cicadas and birdsong as I approached the gate. I paused several feet from it, giving myself a clear view of my new visitors.

They didn’t see me at first. It looked like they were in the middle of an argument, the man looming over the woman, his face inches from hers. They weren’t shouting, but I could tell by their body language that something was wrong. It put me on edge, the tension between them obvious. It jarred, the ugly discord of human conflict against the purity of nature.

The woman was short, stocky, wide brown eyes set against deep olive skin and dark hair. She must have been mid-thirties, perhaps a little older, forty at a push, the beginnings of fine lines around her eyes. She wore practical hiking clothes, cotton shirt and trousers, brand-new boots. She stepped away from the man, scratched her head, and stared at the PIN panel on the gate post. I noticed she had a small tattoo on the inside of her wrist, an animal of some sort, a tail, hidden by her sleeve.

The man stayed where he was, but hissed something at her. Taller than her by almost a foot, wiry, with thin-framed glasses and thick dark hair pulled into a ponytail. He was dressed in the same clothing – matching his-and-hers hiking outfits.

A husband and wife, perhaps, mid-fight. Whatever their conflict, I couldn’t ignore them. ‘Good afternoon,’ I called, clearly startling them both.

The woman stood back from the post, peering through the gate at me.

‘Oh, hello there,’ she said, recovering well, pulling a strained smile. Not a local accent, or Australian at all. A mild drawl, southern US, I reckoned. ‘And here was us thinking this place was abandoned,’ she added.

The man pulled a rather thinner smile and mumbled something incoherent.

I walked up to the gate. ‘No,’ I said. ‘At least, not any more.’

They both looked me up and down, quick, polite.

‘We’re so sorry for disturbing you,’ said the woman. ‘We’ve got a bit of trouble with our camper van. Overheated. I think we took the wrong turning anyways.’ She glanced at her companion, who stared blankly at her.

‘My name is Carla Young,’ she added. ‘And this is my husband, Jakob. Figured we’d see if there was anybody home. My cell phone isn’t getting much in the way of signal. I figure we might need to borrow some tools – Jakob here reckons he can fix it. Personally, I think we need a tow truck.’

I looked past Carla at the road. ‘Where’s your van now?’

‘Just around a couple of bends,’ she said, pointing vaguely behind her. ‘All our stuff is in it.’

I took a slow breath, the frustration biting again, low down, a gut feeling of unease. I’d promised to drive Marty to town, but now that might have to wait. Carla looked stressed, her forehead covered in sweat, the smile no doubt masking the panic of breaking down in the bush, in this heat. Her husband stayed back, letting her do the talking. Seeing the way he’d been looming over her, arguing, I wondered if he blamed her for the breakdown.

‘Carla,’ I said. ‘Why don’t you come in. I’ll make you a drink. We’ll figure it out. I’m sure there are some tools in the garage.’

Carla looked relieved as I hit the gate release button; her face broke into a broad smile. ‘Oh, thank you so much, darlin’,’ she said, ‘you’re too kind. Really you are.

‘I don’t know what we would have done,’ she said stepping forward, placing her hand on my arm, giving it a squeeze. ‘The cell phones don’t work here like they do back home. I guess we would have had to walk.’

I forced a smile, beckoning them to follow me towards the house. ‘Where is home?’ I asked, trying to be polite.

She paused. ‘You can’t tell? I’m from Texas. Jakob here is from New Mexico. The real United States, or what’s left of it. We’re on a road trip. Or have been. What about you, darlin’? This your house?’

‘Oh,’ I said, amused at Carla’s patriotic description of the US. ‘No. This isn’t mine. I’m staying here for a while, that’s all.’

I saw her glance at Jakob. I guess I didn’t look much like a homeowner of a billionaire’s mansion, not in my frayed shorts and filthy trainers.

Unlike Marty, neither of them stopped to ogle the view over the ocean or the imposing front of the house. In contrast, they both kept their gazes down or directed at me. I paused, but Carla just chewed her lower lip. I glanced at Jakob, who maintained a blank stare at his wife, waiting for her to move.

‘Come in,’ I said, opening the front door, wondering what they’d been arguing about. Not that I wanted to get involved in anybody’s domestic affairs – God knows I’ve had enough of my own.

I invited them through to the kitchen, glancing around for Marty. His boots were by the sofa, but he’d done a disappearing act for the moment. I indicated for the couple to take seats at the breakfast bar. Carla took the first stool, Jakob took the last, an obvious chasm between them.

‘You’re staying here alone?’ asked Carla, glancing around with mild confusion.

I nodded. ‘I’m a caretaker, installed by the company who manages this place. I’m supposed to keep it lived in, secure, ready for sale.’

‘Ah,’ she nodded. ‘A last-minute thing?’

‘An impulse thing.’ I laughed. ‘I only arrived a couple of days ago, as it happens.’

Carla’s smile broadened. ‘I see,’ she said, raising her glass. ‘To unexpected encounters.’

We clinked glasses. Carla turned to Jakob, who gave a curt nod.

‘Cheers,’ he said, the first word he’d uttered.

Carla rolled her eyes at me. ‘He doesn’t say much more than that to me. Even when we’re alone.’ Her smile faltered, she swallowed. She opened her mouth to speak, closed it again.

‘What do you do normally?’ she asked, twirling her glass in her fingers.

I tried to explain, in the briefest terms, but found myself stumbling over the words, trying to stop them triggering all the hurt.

‘You’re a cop?’ she said, somewhat surprised.

‘Not exactly,’ I said. ‘Analyst. I follow the money. Not very glamorous, I’m afraid. Off duty at the moment.’

I stifled the pang of anger that followed. It settled in my stomach, gnawing at me. I forced it into a smile. ‘Perhaps for a while,’ I added.

Carla glanced at Jakob, who slid off his stool and went to stand by the glass doors, looking out at the garden. The heat distorted the air, the yellowing grass shimmering like a vast sand dune.

‘We’re on a marriage-repair holiday,’ Carla said to me.

I raised my eyebrows.

‘Before you ask,’ she said. ‘That’s why we’re on this crazy bush-tucker road trip. Brisbane all the way to Perth, along the coast.’

I laughed. She smiled, quite mechanically, but it faded fast.

‘I’m not sure it’s working, if truth be told,’ she said. ‘But I won’t bore you with the details. I’d rather hear more about you. Is there a significant …’ She tailed off as Jakob strode back again, reassuming his place at the end of the bar.

Carla visibly tightened as Jakob slumped on to the stool, a subtle shift in posture and expression. Frustration, the heat perhaps. There was something distinctly odd about their body language.

‘Let me look up some garages in town,’ I said, grabbing my phone, hoping to wish them well and an onward journey. I searched for local auto services, conscious of the time – it was getting late in the day and small-town businesses would surely be closing soon, along with any chance of me offloading the three of them. The page took an age to load, ending with an offline error message. Not only was there no mobile signal, but my phone refused to connect to the Internet over the Wi-Fi.

‘Give me a sec,’ I said, grabbing my iPad from the worktop. Same result. Offline.

‘Crap,’ I said, feeling a momentary stab of panic. One of my non-negotiables for this trip was fast Internet access. I’d sacrifice water and food before Wi-Fi. I was very clear with Rupert. And it had packed up on day three. Checking the black folder, I found the main network router in a utility room off the pantry, and restarted it, counting the seconds until the blue lights appeared.

My heart sank when one of the lights flashed red and remained that way. Wi-Fi, yes, Internet, no, which meant it was a problem with the phone line. I was pretty good at diagnosing tech issues, but I almost always had an alternative way of connecting to something, or someone. A neighbour, a coffee shop. That didn’t apply out here.

I re-entered the kitchen to find Carla and Jakob arguing again in hushed tones by the dining table. Jakob loomed over her, his face inches from hers. She stood her ground, staring up at him, jabbing her finger into his chest.

‘Listen,’ she hissed. ‘Not m—’

They saw me, and Jakob backed away. Carla forced a smile, obviously strained.

I resisted the urge to comment. Jakob was fast confirming himself a prize asshole in my eyes, but Carla was hardly the appeasing wife – her face was twisted and she chewed her bottom lip. Whatever they were arguing about, I didn’t have the energy or inclination to get drawn in. There was little I could do except help them on their way. The sooner the better.

‘We were debating what to do next,’ said Carla, smoothing the front of her shirt. ‘Any luck?’

I shook my head. ‘No,’ I said, trying not to let my anxiety show. ‘The landline is broken. I need to figure it out.’

I checked outside the utility-room door, looking up at the side of the house. Sure enough, the phone line exited the wall and spanned the driveway to the first telegraph pole. From there, it was carried along the line of the driveway and out towards the road. I could follow it for miles but still wouldn’t know for sure where the problem was. My pulse quickened, just a fraction, my body protesting at the rapid change to my situation, my planned retreat. The landline was my lifeline. I couldn’t stay here for another two days, let alone two months, without basic connectivity.

Back in the kitchen, both Carla and Jakob looked up expectantly. I shook my head, stifling the anxiety as I stared at my phone and iPad. Useless lumps of metal and glass. I felt naked, empty without them, my instant access to data cut off like the supply of blood to my brain.

‘G’day folks.’ Marty entered from the hall, padded through in bare feet to stand beside me. ‘Those painkillers you gave me,’ he whispered. ‘Gave me a bit of tummy trouble.’

I smiled my thanks for the information. ‘Marty,’ I said, ‘meet Carla and Jakob. My latest visitors.’ I tried not to emphasize the last part, though I feared my manners were wearing thin – the Internet outage was the final straw.

Marty nodded to the couple, his eyes tracking from one end of the breakfast bar to the other, tipping an imaginary hat at both of them. I watched my guests examine each other for a moment, extending into an awkward silence. Carla broke it by standing, offering her hand.

‘Nice to meet you, Marty,’ she said, before turning to me. ‘You didn’t say you had company, Jess. It makes our intrusion all the worse.’

‘No, no,’ I said, shaking my head rapidly. ‘Marty was hiking nearby and damaged his ankle. He’s just resting up. I was planning to drop him into town later.’

Marty leaned across to shake Jakob’s hand. The two men made eye contact for the briefest of seconds before breaking away.

‘It’s not too bad now,’ said Marty, shaking his right leg. ‘I mean, I wouldn’t want to trek several hours into town, but I can walk on it.’

I checked my watch, the evening was drawing in. ‘Marty’s a pol—’

‘A long way from his car,’ said Marty, beaming at me. I saw his expression and bit my tongue. I thought mentioning he was a police officer might reassure Carla, but I guess Marty wanted his privacy, and deserved it.

‘Listen,’ I said. ‘The landline is down. No phone or Internet.’

Marty frowned, scratched his chin, scraping his fingers against the stubble. ‘You’ve restarted the router?’

‘Duh.’

‘OK … in that case, I wonder …’

‘What?’

‘The taxi operator said there were several fires raging to the north. It’s possible the phone lines are out along the coast.’

That might affect the mobiles, I thought, with the separation of masts, but the landlines must surely run to the coast, not the north. Crap. What the hell did I know about telecoms?

‘Any way we can find out?’ I said, answering my own question as I stared at the huge TV at the end of the kitchen. I found the remote and switched it on. As expected, only the broadcast channels were showing, the Internet streaming services unavailable.

I turned to Channel 9 news, saw the red sky in the background, the flames licking the trees, and turned the volume up.




9

The news anchor reported that the night had been savage, fires raging in the north of the state, numerous and fast-moving. The wind direction had changed, blowing south towards the peninsula. I tried to make sense of the map on the screen, the places, the roads already closed, those that would become impassable within the next few hours and days. It all seemed distant, and I grabbed my iPad on instinct, put it down a moment later, my hands clammy.

‘Do you have a map?’ I said to Marty. ‘A paper one.’

He shook his head. I turned to Carla and Jakob.

‘In the van,’ said Jakob, without making any move.

‘Do you think you could …’ I said, glancing at Carla.

‘I’ll go and grab it,’ said Jakob in a heavy voice, trudging out to the hallway. I heard the door slam behind him.

The broadcaster confirmed a series of mobile phone masts were down, affecting signal from Apollo Bay all the way across the cape. Crews would be working around the clock on repairs, but were hampered by the existing fires and the road closures.

They didn’t mention the landlines, but I assumed a similar issue had taken them out.

A glance at Carla showed her face locked in concern at the TV, all traces of her smile evaporating at the sight of the bush fires, the reports of evacuations up and down the coast, reaching inland, the sight of fire trucks rattling through the smoke. She turned to one side, deep in thought.

Jakob returned quickly, dropped a holdall at his feet, and the map on the bar. I unfolded it in full, showing all of Victoria State. Lush and green in print. I remembered my descent into Melbourne from the west, how much of it was now brown and yellow, dried out from months of heat.

‘So we’re here, and the fire fronts are being reported up in this area,’ I said, looking to Marty for help. I assumed he’d know, being a local cop.

Marty watched the latest report, nodding. ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘It’s a long way from here.’

‘We’re OK, then,’ I said, as much a question as reassurance to myself. My calculations, looking at the map and distances, were based on very little real knowledge of bush fire behaviour. I wasn’t sure how I felt about it – I’d dismissed the vague warning at the airport, the signs on the road. Too far away to worry about. But what if the fires actually hit this area? The one thing I hadn’t researched for this trip was bush fires, a gaping hole in my knowledge. I cursed myself for it, feeling the sweat beading on my brow. I wiped my palms against my shorts.

The Channel 9 anchor broke away to talk about the causes of the fire – open flames, cigarette butts, barbecues. The Otways might usually be lush, but this year they were almost cured – thousands of hectares of fuel, waiting to be ignited. Once started, the fire crews had minutes to get fires under control before they spread. That fact was rapidly coming home to the people who lived here, and the visitors scrambling to get out.

‘Bloody tourists,’ said Marty, catching himself, glancing around quickly. ‘Present company excepted.’

‘Thanks,’ I said, watching him, trying to judge how nervous he was about things. More of a local than I was, and a hiker.

‘I mean the city slickers,’ he said. ‘Urbanites with no appreciation of the risk. They drive out here in their thousands, park up in the bush and light a fricking barbecue, then piss off home.’

The news switched to other stories. I turned the volume down, torn about what to do. Marty didn’t seem too bothered that we might be in imminent danger, and it was getting late, the light disappearing by the minute. Carla and Jakob might be honest tourists, but I didn’t feel comfortable leaving them in my house while I drove a two-hour round trip to drop Marty off. This place was under my stewardship: the building, the contents, the strange vault in the basement. They could come with us, but that hardly helped with their camper van, and it rather shouted the obvious assertion that I didn’t trust them in the house without me.

I grabbed another drink, swallowed nervously, turning away from the group for a few moments, composing myself in front of the cool open fridge. Carla joined Jakob at the end of the bar, and they huddled together, watching the TV. Marty seemed distracted, checking the map, excusing himself for another trip to the bathroom.

With a heavy dose of reluctance, it didn’t take long for me to reach the obvious conclusion. It’s what people did out here, wasn’t it? With the heat soaring, distant bush fires threatening. You didn’t turn people in need away. What kind of Aussie would I be if I cast this lot out?

‘OK,’ I said, turning, making the decision as I said it. ‘I don’t want to drive through the bush as night falls, not in my car, so I guess you’re all stuck here with me tonight. I … um … I have plenty of room.’

I knew I couldn’t have said it with any less enthusiasm, but I honestly couldn’t conjure any. My nerves were biting, the feeling of being trapped creeping in at the edges. Worse – trapped with strangers, and in a strange place.

But I sucked it up, put on the best smile I could manage. ‘You’re very welcome to stay,’ I said. ‘For the night. We’ll leave in the morning.’

Carla tried to maintain a neutral expression, but I could see the relief on her face.

‘That’s a very kind gesture, Jess,’ she said, nudging Jakob, who gave me one of his signature grunts. ‘But I’m sure we’ll be fine in the van. We have food and water for a few days. As soon as I can get a mobile signal, we’ll get a tow truck and clear out.’

‘No,’ I said. ‘Not a chance. Stay in the house. You’ll have plenty of time in the van once you get going again.’

She nodded. ‘If you’re sure. You’re so kind … and I must admit, even without seeing the news, I do find it a little claustrophobic in the van. It’s unnerving sleeping outside. Jakob says I should have thought of that before planning a road trip across Australia.’

I smiled. ‘Maybe. But you don’t understand this place until you get here.’

She nodded. ‘It’s so vast, and wild. The darkness gets me – I can’t quite put my finger on it. It can be creepy.’

The way she said it made the hairs on my neck tingle. I thought back to my own first impressions: the hundreds of miles of lush forest that turned into a dark, impenetrable barrier at night; the flash in the treeline, the blink of an imaginary light.

I placed my hand on Carla’s.

‘I know exactly what you mean,’ I said, and, for my own benefit as much as hers, added, ‘but you’re safe here.’

Jakob excused himself to fetch a few more things from the van. Marty’s polite smile remained distracted. He stared at the map for a few moments before thanking me. He sank into one of the sofas at the far end of the room, extending his injured leg, leaning back with a grimace of pain and exhaustion. He glanced at me, our eyes met, nervous, a little awkward, triggering a strange flutter in my stomach.

‘I’ll stay out here,’ he said. ‘I can lay my sleeping bag on the floor.’

I told him not to be such an idiot, that he could take the downstairs room he showered in, since he’d already made it dirty. I offered Carla the master suite – not because I wanted to show off the luxury, but because it was the only other bedroom downstairs, and I felt more comfortable keeping all of the strangers in one place.

The conversation wilted after that. Most eyes remained fixed on the TV, and I took the opportunity to retire to bed early, taking my lifeless phone and iPad upstairs. I showered before climbing into bed, and lay wondering what tomorrow would bring. If the phones didn’t come back on then we’d surely have to leave. The thought of my trip being cut short caused a deep, sinking wrench to my stomach. I needed this. I had nowhere else to go right now. I couldn’t face real life. Not yet.

I stared at the ceiling, my stomach twisting, churning with a growing sense of unease. Alone with strangers, both curious and unexpected, staying just a few feet beneath me. I’d like to say my judgement of character was fair, without prejudice, but under the circumstances, and before switching off the light, I slipped out of bed, tiptoed across the room and carefully locked the door.
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The air boils in front of me, creating a shimmering furnace I cannot enter, or escape. Lucid, and looming, Charles’s car appears, distant and solitary, covered in debris, burning, always burning, paint bubbling with small pops, the metal expanding with creaks and bangs.

I follow the tyre marks, long, black streaks in the road, snaking towards the scene of the accident. Inside, the stranger inside meets me with his fiery grin, refuses to speak. Refuses to acknowledge what he did.

‘Why me, Charles?’ I insist. The treachery, the lies, it all ends here, and I know why, but I must hear it from him. I watch his hands, his arms, his body. The body that cradled me, loved me, pleasured me. Our sensuality was unmatched, and I gave myself to him absolutely.

But he shakes his head and the car retreats. It will never happen again; our bodies will never touch. And the pain is even more intense, devoid of meaning – only emptiness and betrayal remain.

I stand on the tarmac, feel a hand on my arm. My CO, DI Medlock. His uniform is smoking, his skin red, his expression fixed. I can’t look at him, can’t listen or reason. Can’t admit what happened.

So he lets me go.

And that’s even worse, because it magnifies the scene, intensifies the pain erupting from my lungs, leaping from my body in convulsions. The anger has nowhere to go.

I scream. Once, then again, unable to stop.

I woke with a jolt, my screams only audible as a rasping groan, as I pushed myself up, kicking the sheets off, feeling chilled air blowing across my legs, raising goosebumps.

Something had woken me – not my dream but a sound in the real world – a sharp scraping noise, invading my slumber, warning me. I cocked my ear, tried to tune out the mechanical sounds of the air con, the creaks and groans of the building flexing with the constant temperature changes. I held my breath and listened for a moment before slipping out of bed, grabbing my robe. I thought the noise had come from the landing, but couldn’t be sure. Possums again? But I was on the top floor, and the sound wasn’t coming from above.

‘Marty?’ I whispered, unlocking and opening the door, peering out on to the landing, illuminated by the moonlight. Nobody in sight, and all the other bedroom doors were closed. I padded forward, barefoot, peered over the banister.

‘Carla?’ I said, keeping my voice low, not wanting to wake her and Jakob, if I hadn’t already.

The hallway at the bottom of the stairs was dark, empty. I paused, looking around, down at the polished wooden floor. Moisture evaporated from my warm footprints, and I felt grit between my toes. I reached down, rubbed a few small grains of mud off my skin.

I rubbed my fingers against my robe, dusting it off, wondering where it had come from, when I heard a bang, startling me so much that I jumped backwards, grabbing the door frame.

The sound echoed and stopped, replaced by the whirring noise of a fan. Leaning again over the rail, I saw the hallway air con unit starting up, the slats moving as the air oscillated. My heart hammered in my ears, the sound of the machine fading as quickly as it started, settling into a low hum.

Christ, Jess, get a grip, I thought, allowing myself a nervous laugh before retreating into my bedroom. The sound of the blasted air con coughing into life. I closed the door carefully to avoid slamming it, and flicked the lock.

I lay on the bed for another hour before giving up on sleep. It was early, and I could already hear the natural world waking up outside.

Day four in the house, and I showered and threw on my robe, before slowly unpacking the rest of my clothes. I stood on my balcony, watching the vista of dawn over the forest, the changing colours as the light spread across the treetops, listening to the cries of butcher birds and kookaburras, the growing hiss and chatter of the bushland critters, rising for another chance at life.

If I could put my unwelcome visitors aside, this was what I was here for. This view, this feeling. The majesty of nature reminding me how small I was, and how insignificant my problems could be, if I could let them go.

And you will, I promised myself. You’re safe. The bush fires were distant, the strangers in my house would leave. I could look at this view every morning for the next two months, cleansing my soul a little with each sunrise. It was within reach.

I took a deep breath, my stomach muscles eased, my chest expanded. I held it until I felt euphorically dizzy. I turned to the north, trying to make out the fence line and the log cabin Marty said he’d seen, but the hill was too steep and all I could make out was a wall of darkness, the tree canopy rising above the high ground.

Another breath, my eyes lingered, watering with tiredness, and as the sun hit, I saw a flash of light, the same as the night before – a brief flicker in the trees, reflected, but extinguished before I could focus. A metal object, or a camera. Perhaps they had CCTV at the far end of the garden. That must be what it was. Another item to check out when I had a minute to myself.

I turned back to my suitcase, now nearly empty, and dragged it towards the carpeted walk-in wardrobe. The door was open and I kicked the case all the way into the corner, where it caught against something and stopped. I shoved it again with my foot and heard another strange sound – not the air con this time, but far softer, inside the room – a scratching noise, rubbing, moving across the plastic of the case.

I hooked my toes around the handle, and pulled the case back towards me, peering into the shadows. An item of clothing lay on the floor. I must have dropped it while unpacking – a strap or a belt. The buckle must have caught on the case.

Leaning forward in the dim light, I reached over to grab the offending item, and only at the last second did my eye catch a hint of movement – a change of texture, an unravelling of coils in the darkness.

No screams, not this time. Despite a full-body shiver and an involuntary lurch backwards, I couldn’t find my voice; not even a murmur escaped my lips. I swallowed a dry gulp and stared at what I’d thought was a belt but what in reality was a small bundle of slithering, glistening skin, coiling in on itself. A slow and menacing tightening of muscle, its head centred, facing my direction, tongue flicking in and out, tasting the air, trying to detect the threat. It was small, perhaps a metre long, and dark, silvery brown.

While my body shuddered in disgust, my mind remained lucid. I inched further back, outside the door, ready to slam it shut, scanning for something to help me.

‘Where the hell did you come from?’ I whispered, finding my voice, unable to tear my eyes off the creature. My door was closed at night, the balcony too, which meant it must have entered during the day, been here for hours, days, perhaps? Had it been here on my first night, slithering across the floor in the night? Or had I left my bedroom door open yesterday, and one of the external doors downstairs? In all the commotion it was possible, but still astonishing.

How easy would it have been for me to step out of bed into its path?

Another shiver, and I slammed the door. Unless there was another way into that wardrobe, my latest unwelcome visitor was trapped.

I stepped out on to the landing, taking a few deep breaths, controlling the shivers, composing myself, before running down the stairs.

Marty answered his bedroom door with a puzzled expression and a yawn.

‘Jess,’ he said, his tone curious. He stood in a pair of boxer shorts, nothing more. His eyes darted down, then to the side. He cleared his throat.

I glanced down, realizing my robe was wide open, and I was also in my underwear. I pulled the band tight around my waist. It was too small, stuck to my skin, uncomfortable and rough.

‘I need a hand with something,’ I said, trying to stay calm, casual. I wasn’t about to offer Marty a damsel in distress, standing on a chair clutching my skirt while he disposed of the snake. But still … I wanted his help. As an experienced hiker, I figured he must have encountered native snakes before. I’d give him the opportunity to share his wisdom. And I’d keep my cool while he did so.

He made a show of checking his watch, the chunky digital readout impossible to see in the low light. ‘Right now?’ he said.

‘Please.’

He clocked my expression and paused, nodded. ‘What is it, Jess?’

‘There’s something in my bedroom,’ I said. ‘Erm …’

He raised his eyebrows.

‘An unwelcome bit of wildlife.’

I caught a flicker of amusement on his face, but he tempered it quickly. ‘Most of the spiders around here are harmless,’ he said. ‘Just stick a glass over it, chuck it outside.’

I shook my head. ‘Rather larger than a spider,’ I said, ‘and with scales. And a forked tongue.’

His mouth opened and closed again, though I caught another glimmer of something in his expression. Fear? Was Marty in fact afraid of snakes? Christ. Did I need to wake Carla and ask her for help instead?

‘OK,’ he said, taking a breath, stepping into the hallway. ‘Let’s have a look.’

I led him upstairs to my bedroom, feeling marginally awkward at sneaking through the house with a half-naked Marty towards my bed. I made a point of flicking the lights on as we went, bathing my bedroom in light, quickly throwing the duvet over the mattress, hiding the crumpled sheets.

I pointed at the wardrobe. ‘In there,’ I said.

‘You’re serious?’ he said, glancing at the wardrobe door.

I nudged it open, flicked on the light.

‘Far corner,’ I said.

He nodded, taking a step forward.

‘Behind the suitcase.’

Marty crouched, pulled the suitcase forward swiftly, then backed away.

‘Well, shit,’ he said. ‘That’s … what’s it doing in there?’

I glared at him. ‘I invited it. What do you think? What is it, anyway?’

He leaned in again, keeping a respectful distance. ‘A brown, I think,’ he said. ‘I’ve seen a couple out in the bush. Never in a house before, though in this extreme heat they do sometimes seek out cooler places to hide.’

I had a reasonable recollection of the snakes that were native to Victoria. Browns were nasty, but I’d never seen one up close. ‘Venomous,’ I said. ‘Dangerous?’

‘Very,’ said Marty, frowning, keeping his eyes on the bundle of scales. It was coiled tightly, head still facing us. The sight of it made my heart flutter and leap, the knowledge I’d been sharing a room with it. I still couldn’t understand how it had got up here. Downstairs, perhaps, or in one of the outbuildings. But my bedroom?

‘It must have been here when I arrived,’ I said, turning away for a few more deep breaths. ‘So how do we get rid of it?’

Marty sniffed. ‘That shouldn’t be too difficult. We’ll bundle him up in something, and send him on his way.’

‘Far from the house,’ I said.

Marty chuckled. ‘Sure,’ he said. ‘Grab me that laundry basket.’

I retrieved it from under the window, emptying the contents behind the bed. Marty placed the lid to one side, and held the basket in his left hand.

‘And …’ he looked around. ‘Do you have a broom, or something?’

‘Not up here.’

‘Toilet brush?’

I nodded, taking it from the bathroom, handing it over. Marty blocked the doorway to the wardrobe, approaching the snake in a half crouch, basket in one hand, brush in the other. A sword and shield, laughable, except he was approaching a potentially deadly animal.

Because of me.

‘OK, fella,’ he whispered. ‘Let’s get you into a nice dark place to hide …’ He placed the basket on its side, the opening facing the snake. I peered over his shoulder.

‘Careful,’ I said, helpfully.

I couldn’t see his arm, or where the toilet brush was aimed, but after a few seconds of heart-thumping silence, he turned to me.

‘Lid,’ he hissed.

I handed it over. He fumbled and dropped it. ‘Shit,’ he whispered, then, ‘OK.’

‘OK?’ I leaned over further to see Marty clamp the lid over the top of the basket, before turning the whole thing upright. I heard the snake drop, landing at the bottom with a thud. Gripping the lid against the rim with both hands, Marty stared at the floor for a few moments before letting out a huge breath.

‘Got you, you little ripper,’ he said.

I let out my own breath, feeling a surge of relief.

‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘That was …’

‘No problem,’ he said, staring at me.

I couldn’t read his expression this time. I smiled, though it was tinged with embarrassment. I hadn’t meant for him to come up here and take over. Or had I? Did I actually plan on helping, or had I done what I’d promised not to? Should I stand on a chair and scream for good measure?

‘I mean it,’ I said. ‘Thank you. If you hadn’t been here, then …’

‘It’s over,’ he said, abruptly. ‘And I need to get rid of it. Shall we?’

It was past dawn, and the sun was already climbing. I waited at the house, watching Marty until he disappeared into the treeline at the western end of the garden, the early morning dappled light casting long shadows across the grass. He emerged a few minutes later, and dropped the empty basket next to me.

I dressed quickly, made coffee and slumped at the kitchen bar, no chance of more sleep, my nerves frayed, despite Marty’s assurance that it probably wouldn’t have bitten me unless I’d stepped on it. I repeated, somewhat dryly, that there was a good chance of that, what with it being on the floor of my bloody wardrobe.

‘I’m going to grab a shower,’ said Marty, sinking his coffee in two gulps, dusting his shorts off. ‘You still want to drop us all into town, yeah? Before the heat of the day?’

‘I …’ Yes, that was still my plan, though it felt rude to kick him out after what he’d just done.

He nodded. ‘I’ll be ready in twenty.’

He didn’t give me a chance to say anything else, heading through to his room. Not that there was anything else to say, other than thanks, again. He was right. I needed shot of all the visitors to this house, human or otherwise.
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Day four. I made breakfast in front of the TV while Marty showered. My nerves struggled to settle, my rational brain trying to convince the rest of me that the house wasn’t full of snakes and spiders, all lying in wait for me. It wouldn’t stop me searching the place later, broom in hand, but there was nothing much else I could do.

The latest news bulletin confirmed the winds had blown steadily all night, but the worst of it still appeared to be north of us. One firefighter injured, two families trapped in their farms, thirteen people still missing. The situation for our peninsula, and our place on it, seemed uncertain, if I was reading the map correctly. I couldn’t figure out if the weather reports were positive or not. The bulletin switched to a breaking news story in the city about some MP scandal, advising I could follow their online channels for live fire updates. Which, of course, I couldn’t.

But I figured once I’d dropped my guests off I could speak to local law enforcement – ask about the phone lines, then take advice on whether to return to the house.

Anxious to get moving, at seven I decided to wake Carla and Jakob. As I approached the doors to the master suite, I heard their voices. Mumbling at first, but the unmistakable short snaps of an argument. It bothered me, that a marriage could get to this stage, where every waking moment was the prelude to a fight. I wondered if my mum and dad had been like this before he left. If so, they hid it well.

I paused outside, not intending to eavesdrop but conscious of a short, sharp noise, followed by sudden silence. A slap? Had he hit her? I felt my heart racing, the thought of any woman subjected to such violence, horrifying.

I leaned in, ear to the doors. Still muffled, I heard fragments of conversation, heated, along with footsteps, pacing to and fro.

‘… when we arrived.’ Jakob’s voice.

‘No!’ Carla snapped back, followed by something else. ‘… wait.’

She sounded angry, not upset. Perhaps I’d got it wrong. Whatever he said next was inaudible, a faint murmur of sound, footsteps retreating. I waited for another moment, then knocked.

No reply. I waited a polite few moments before knocking again. I thought I detected more conversation, muffled voices, strained. The door opened suddenly, a few inches, and Carla appeared.

I examined her face, trying to hide the fact I’d been eavesdropping. But she looked OK, no signs of violence. Her skin was flushed, but her eyes bright.

‘Mornin’, Jess,’ she said, eyebrows raised. She glanced past me into the hallway. ‘You’re up early.’

‘Couldn’t sleep,’ I said, deciding against telling Carla about the snake. Maybe later, in the car, when we were far from the house. ‘And I wanted to get going early. Get ahead of the day? Is that OK?’ It came out timidly, my nerves still biting. ‘We need to leave within the hour,’ I added.

Carla glanced behind the door. ‘Now?’ she said. ‘Let me check with Jakob.’

‘We do need to go,’ I stressed, trying to get control of myself. ‘To get Marty a taxi, and you a mechanic or a tow truck. Marty’s showering now.’

Carla stared at me for a moment before breaking into a smile. ‘That should be fine, darlin’. Give us thirty minutes. I’ll speak to my husband.’

I headed outside to get some fresh air before trapping myself in a small car for an hour with my visitors. I took the Toyota keys off the shelf on my way. The early sun dazzled as I stepped on to the front path, the heat pleasant but already warning that the midday sun would once again burn everything it could find – particularly pasty tourists. I opened the car and put the key in the ignition, turning it once. The dashboard lights all extinguished – a good sign, I hoped, although there was still a distinct smell of petrol in the interior. I made a mental note to call the car hire company when I’d dropped Marty off, see if they had a local office nearby where I could swap it.

I slammed the door shut, disturbing a pair of bright red-headed birds from the shrubbery near the bench. I remembered the type from my childhood – eastern rosellas, probably a mating pair. I watched them take flight, swooping low across the paving before alighting further along the driveway. I followed, giving Marty time for his shower, Carla and Jakob time to do whatever they needed to be civil to one another, using it to grab at least a few moments of solitude.

The rosellas didn’t let me too close, taking flight again, heading towards the gate, where they perched, watching me. I waited the long seconds while it slid open, then continued through, trying to track the birds through the increasingly dense foliage of the trees.

Standing in the middle of the dusty road, I stopped, turning my head to the heavens. I focused on my breathing, closing my eyes, letting the background hiss of insects flood my ears and the dry heat seep into my pores.

The gum trees were so old, covering thousands of acres, part of the landscape. I offered up a small prayer that the fires wouldn’t race through here, that my red-headed friends might live another season. Even the snakes deserved that.

I walked a few more steps – wondering if I should go back and hurry them all up – and stopped, curious, as a flash of white caught my eye, nestled just around the first corner in the road. I strode forward until I could see … a pickup truck, or ute, tucked in close against the trees, half in the undergrowth. It had the Parks Victoria logo stencilled on the side.

I approached slowly, fanning my face with my hand, and peered through the windscreen at the driver – a thickset male – and two passengers – another guy and a woman. They stared at me through the glass for a few moments before turning to each other, talking animatedly.

I stood with my hands on my hips for a few impatient moments until the driver finally stepped out. He was young, with stocky, oversized shoulders and arms. He wore a khaki uniform, broad-brimmed hat and heavy boots which struggled to contain pumped calves popping with veins. I’d seen the look before – just like the steroid junkies at my local gym back home.

‘Can I help you?’ I said.

‘Who are you?’ he replied, running his eyes up and down me in a flash. His voice was deep, rapid, a local accent. He put his hand to his chest, holding a pair of binoculars hanging around his neck.

A rather impolite greeting, seeing as he was nearly on my driveway. ‘I’m staying here,’ I said. ‘My name’s Jess. Who are you?’

‘You’re not from around here,’ he said, ignoring my question. He glanced towards the gate, eyes looking past me, searching. ‘You know the owner?’

I paused. Anyone out of uniform would have got nothing more out of me, but he was a government official of some sort, and I guessed this was his patch. Perhaps he knew Willoughby of old.

‘No. I don’t know anything about them. I’m here through an agency. I’m caretaking the property. And you are?’

His eyes continued darting around at the trees, beyond, at the gardens. He frowned, before reaching into his pocket. I tensed. He pulled out a business card, handing it to me.

Liam Greco, it read, Park Ranger, Victoria State. Website, email and phone number.

‘A ranger.’

‘That’s what it says.’

It doesn’t say charmer, I thought, biting my tongue, although however impolite he might be, I was partly relieved – I could do with his help. He had plenty of room in his ute for more passengers, and I figured he could tow or otherwise help Carla and Jakob. He might get me off the hook and take my visitors with him.

‘Is that camper van yours?’ he asked, pointing back along the exit road.

‘No,’ I said. ‘It’s one of my guests – broken down. So are you here to check on us? Evacuate?’ I said, glancing again at the two figures in the ute. They seemed to be shouting at each other, their voices travelling in the breeze.

Liam tilted his head, examining me. ‘Guests?’ he said. ‘Who else is here?’

‘Three people, stuck here. Can you help us? We’re a little worried about the bush fires, and I need to get them to the nearest town.’

He nodded to himself, chewing his lip.

‘That is why you’re here?’ I asked, struggling to hide my growing frustration. ‘You patrol this stretch?’

Liam paused, only for a second. His face darkened, glaring at me. ‘I’m checking all of the properties in this area,’ he said. ‘My job. I need to come in, if I may, to see how prepared the house is.’

He stared at me, his eyes demanding, no hint of friendliness. Straight down to business.

I sighed, not particularly delighted at inviting him inside but seeing it as a means to an end.

‘And your friends …?’ I said, pointing at his passengers.

They saw me and climbed out of the ute, shuffling around next to Liam.

The guy was tall, a buff surfing stereotype on legs. His blond hair was so perfect I figured it might be out of a bottle, though his tan and general shaggy appearance looked authentic. Board shorts and an O’Neill T-shirt, along with chunky Vans trainers. Hard to tell his age, maybe late twenties, early thirties, the hint of a receding hairline threatening to ruin his good looks within a decade. His face was already weathered, too much sun, and his eyes were wide, dazed, darting around at his surroundings.

Next to him, leaning against the bonnet of the ute, was a woman of similar age, tanned, dressed in sandals, small shorts and a bikini top. She had a pixie crop and her dark eyes were heavy, glazed. She looked stoned, off her head.

‘You are …’ I said.

‘Idiots who got stuck on a beach,’ said Liam, before either of them had a chance to answer. Perspiration glistened on his forehead, and I marvelled how sweat could look so attractive on some people and so gross on others.

‘The local beaches are magnets for surfers, and there are a few illegal campsites dotted along the coast,’ he explained. ‘We’ve got roads closed and the ground is burning to the east and north of here. They were stumbling around like fools. I picked them up while doing my rounds.’

The surfer paused, looking offended and a little puzzled, before laughing it off.

‘Whatever, dude,’ he said, before turning to me. ‘I’m Harrison,’ he said, putting his right fist out for me to bump. I declined, trying to figure out the dynamic in front of me.

‘And this is Billie,’ said Harrison, unfazed, draping his arm around the stoned woman’s shoulders. She gave a thin smile, showing fine lines around her eyes. Her skin was blemished in a way I’d seen before – most in my profession had. I snuck a glance at her forearms. Sure enough, needle tracks on both.

My eyes dropped to her stomach. It was subtly swollen, the skin beginning to stretch. It might just have been her posture, and I had no personal experience in such matters, but Billie looked to be in early pregnancy. Skinny, but plump, a look some women – and most drug addicts – managed to maintain throughout their nine months.

I felt a horrible pang of judgement, of middle-class shock. I didn’t know anything about this woman, but she fitted the mould of one of the many by-products of the drugs trade my job followed, a trade that didn’t care one iota about the human cost of their business. I tried to keep my expression neutral.

Billie didn’t say anything, but responded with a yawn, gave me a vacant stare, a small nod.

‘We spend most of our time along this stretch,’ said Harrison. ‘Away from the crowds, back to nature. You know? Just enjoying this beautiful country. You’re supposed to encourage that, aren’t you, Mr Ranger?’ He said it with a teasing smile.

Liam stared daggers but made no reply. He turned to me, raised his eyebrows.

‘Fine,’ I said. ‘Check out the house, then you can help us. The gate’s open.’

The three of them clambered into the ute and Liam gunned the engine, the tyres kicking up a wall of dust that covered me as they passed. I resisted the urge to give him the finger, holding my breath until the air cleared.

I closed my eyes for a moment, keeping the grit out, before following. I noticed one of the telegraph poles to my right, standing clear of the trees. A detail caught my eye, a dark shadow running down its length. I shielded my eyes and approached, curious, and then disheartened to see the shadow was in fact the black telephone cable, hanging from the top of the pole nearly to the ground, the end of it frayed and broken. That was my landline, my Internet connection, severed in a mess of copper thread and plastic.

Not the fires, then, we were miles from them. Another cause. Wildlife? Possums, clambering across the cable? Could the extreme heat have weakened it? Weeks of high temperatures, low humidity? I examined the break – it didn’t look chewed, or sliced. Liam and his passengers had been parked not far from here, they could have hit the pole with the ute – or the next pole along. But the line had been down since yesterday, so that made no sense.

I examined the wire again, frustrated. Why now? Intact and working up to the point when I and several strangers arrived. I ran the thin wires through my fingers, tugged at the insulating rubber. The copper and rubber came away without too much difficulty, fragments falling through my fingers and into the dust. A tremor of unease permeated my body, but whatever the cause, I couldn’t repair it, and I had to rely on the mobile network being fixed before too long.

I walked back, continuing to scan the trees, the parched ground as it moved into shadow, still unable to shake the image of the brown snake coiled at the back of my wardrobe. The leaves took on twisted shapes, the early light elongating the branches, the heat haze creating a hundred snakes at the edge of the road, a thousand, all waiting for me, for one misplaced step.

Forced to re-evaluate my position again, my actions, my control. I had another group of strangers to face. More unwanted personalities, a bizarre gathering, curious timing, and an approaching fire to deal with. I considered the house I’d been tasked with caretaking, protecting – for that was the task I’d set myself. If I could do nothing else, I’d look after this damn house for Rupert, prove I could accomplish this small task before moving on with my life. And it was worth protecting – the sheer value of the building, the contents, the art on the walls, the grand piano, the lavish aquarium, not to mention the hidden vault. It was all mine to protect, and at this point, with my house full of strangers, I was struggling even to do that.

Instead I felt a fresh surge of eery disquiet, a constant background simmer of anxiety, as control slipped steadily through my fingers.
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Liam pulled into the driveway, slowly coming to a stop next to my Toyota. The trio climbed out, and I watched Liam with a sideways glance as we walked the path to the front door. He looked distracted, stressed, hurrying his two passengers along.

Any relief at seeing a government employee had soured the second he introduced himself. Maybe I’d been taken in by the fact he was in uniform, and I considered that somewhat sacred – if you don the uniform of a public service, you’d better give a damn decent public service. But Liam gave the distinct impression he lacked the interpersonal skills for such work. I hoped his professional skills were a little better.

His two recued surfers looked harmless, but my nerves jumped afresh at the thought of a drug addict and her boyfriend loose in the house. My house. More middle-class judgement, to be sure, but what if anything went missing? I wouldn’t know until the agency discovered it later. What would I tell them? That I let in a series of visitors who may or may not have pilfered a bunch of stuff? That would take some explaining.

‘Do you have a radio on you?’ I asked.

He shook his head. ‘I’m a ranger, not a soldier,’ he said. ‘I’ve got a mobile phone, like the rest of you. And no, I’ve got no signal.’

I thought the lack of a radio strange – it was surely a basic piece of safety equipment? And I wondered why he was patrolling beaches at first light – was that normal? I guessed it might be, if the likes of Harrison frequented them. But I wondered why he wasn’t more focused on the fires to the north of us, surely more pressing than a couple of bums looking for a lift home.

I held my tongue, a fresh wave of frustration biting. They’ll all be gone soon enough, I repeated to myself.

I showed the trio through to the living room. Billie stared up at the walls as we walked, tilting her head at the artwork, pausing, and swaying, before being dragged forward by Harrison. We found Marty, Carla and Jakob waiting. An odd mix of strangers, and an awkward few moments ensued as my assembled guests politely stared at each other. Marty was perched on a stool, watching the kitchen TV at low volume, but he caught my eye, raising his eyebrows. I shrugged, trying not to look exasperated. My chest was tight again, my fingers tingling.

Carla walked over, her expression one of calm and curiosity. Jakob’s manner was cold but standard – he ran his eyes over the newcomers, hovering in the hallway door.

Harrison, still with one arm around Billie – I think more to prop her up than as a sign of affection – stood awkwardly next to the dining table, smiling at everyone and no one.

Liam paced across the room, obviously examining my guests. He stopped at the glass doors, frowning, his shoulders drooping. I saw him and Harrison look at each other, a small shake of his head.

I cleared my throat, trying to conjure some moisture into it.

‘Liam Greco,’ I pointed at him, ‘is the local park ranger, checking out properties in the area. He has some news about the fires and getting us all back to –’

‘Wait,’ said Marty, who’d jumped off his stool, still watching the TV, ‘hang on. Sorry.’ He turned the volume up and stood back.

‘What?’ I said, but it quickly became apparent, the news scenes from earlier repeated – a blood-red sky and burning bushland formed a terrifying background to the anchor in her Melbourne Studio. A breaking news banner flashed across the bottom of the screen.

‘I think we need to watch this,’ said Marty.

The anchor confirmed that, as of an hour ago, the state premier had declared a state of emergency, ordering the evacuation of several regions, most to the north-west but dotted across the entire state. Safety couldn’t be guaranteed for those who stayed. The original fires could not be contained, and as of 5 a.m., the contingency plans had come into play. A fifty-kilometre stretch of the ocean road was being closed as a precaution.

‘Shit,’ murmured Marty, under his breath. ‘That’s never happened before. They must be worried about congestion backing up along the ocean road – holidaymakers and city dwellers getting stuck. It’s the only main road in or out.’

I thought of the road I’d travelled barely seventy-two hours ago, busy, scorching, the lifeline to all towns along the coast.

‘So what do we do?’ I said, eyes darting between Marty and Liam, my heart taking an involuntary leap. Had the threat suddenly become real? ‘We leave, right?’

We could get in my rental and Liam’s ute, but go where? The single winding road to the house stretched for many kilometres, first to the north, then east, then back to the ocean road, which was already closed. The engine had been spluttering on the way here. I didn’t like the idea of it breaking down in the middle of nowhere.

‘Liam?’

The ranger stared at the TV, chewing his lip again. He slowly shook his head.

Marty walked over to the table to check our paper map.

‘The general idea used to be,’ he said, ‘if you couldn’t leave well ahead of the fire, the safest thing was to stay and defend the house.’ He trailed off, staring at the TV, then back to the map. He traced it with his finger.

Carla wrung her hands together, glancing at Jakob, who hovered behind her.

‘I’m no expert,’ Marty continued, raising his eyebrows at Liam, suggesting he might want to chip in, ‘but nowadays we think leaving early is the only safe option.’

‘We can drive down there, take a look?’ I suggested, struggling to comprehend what it might be like. The pictures on the TV didn’t look real – raging walls of fire, the sky blanketed, darkness in the day, red and orange waves surging through the undergrowth. And then I looked out of our windows – unbroken sunshine, the gum trees swaying in the breeze. The cool deep of the ocean in the distance.

‘The wind has changed again, blowing north,’ Marty said. ‘Which means those pockets of fire should follow. We’re in an awkward position, perched here on the hills, an island on our own, but it might work to our advantage.’

He tapped the map, showing us what he meant.

‘So you’re saying we should leave?’ I said.

Marty frowned, again glancing at Liam. ‘I think so … with any luck – for us at least – they’ll burn north and keep going. We could head west and maybe get out that way.’

‘Liam?’ I said. The ranger remained silent while Marty talked, but I wanted his opinion, however brash. He should be the expert in this, surely?

Liam tore his eyes from the TV, his skin a shade paler than before. ‘You know as much as I do.’

My impression of Liam dropped another notch. Surely a ranger should be in possession of situational data before the TV stations got it, and he should be a bit more motivated to help us? As it was, he chewed his lip for a few moments before seeming to reach a conclusion, and offering the first sensible words I’d heard from him.

‘But I don’t think anyone here should be driving along those roads,’ he said, slowly. ‘Bush fires are unpredictable – we might not be in their path at the moment, but the peninsula is cut off. The fire crews have broken the line in the north, the wind’s in our favour. In a day or so the fire fronts might pass and they’ll clear the roads, cutting a way out. I’ll need a closer look, but this house seems well protected. Firebreaks, high ground, plenty of water. Until we hear the all-clear, you should all stay put.’

I hesitated. Liam spoke with authority and apparent knowledge – albeit with a heavy dose of disrespect and arrogance – and Marty appeared to be judging whether or not to argue. He hadn’t revealed he was a police officer to anyone apart from me, and by the look of it, he didn’t feel inclined to take the authoritarian route. But he was staring at Liam with a strange expression. The two men appeared to be sizing each other up.

‘I don’t know,’ said Marty, taking a breath, breaking eye contact with Liam, turning to me. ‘It’s Jess’s house. Maybe it’s up to her.’

‘I’ve been a ranger here for seven years,’ snapped Liam, ‘I know what I’m doing. Trust me, mate.’

‘But the house is under Jess’s stewardship,’ said Marty. ‘I think she decides who stays in it, mate.’

It sounded like a threat – odd, and empty as far as I was concerned, and surprising coming from him. I wasn’t about to kick anybody out if there was a risk they’d get stuck out there.

The comment had the effect of shutting Liam up, but I could do without any testosterone-fuelled alpha male arguments and any misplaced votes of confidence in me.

I took a deep breath. It was a simple decision, but I didn’t have enough data to make it. I had to rely on two people I hardly knew, each with unknown agendas beyond the immediate predicament.

‘I –’

‘We should leave.’ Carla’s voice, emphatic. ‘Marty’s right. You should get away from this place. We all should.’

‘Carla,’ I said, surprised at the way she spoke up in front of the group. ‘I –’

‘Safety comes first, Jess,’ she said. ‘You’ve seen the news, the way the fires tear through farms and houses. We wouldn’t stand a chance.’

She stared at Liam, then across at Harrison. ‘Time to go, fellas.’

Neither made a move. I waited, curious at her sudden decision, and her dismissive attitude towards me. A curious change of heart, although perhaps I was reading too much into it. And I didn’t want to keep any of them here, if it was safe to leave.

‘Marty,’ I said, ‘are you absolutely sure we should leave?’

He looked defiant for a few moments, staring at the flames on screen, glancing at the map. He scratched his jaw, scraping fingernails against the stubble. Then he stared at Carla, frowning for a moment before turning away. ‘No,’ he said, finally. ‘No, I’m not.’

Carla turned to Jakob, a frustrated stare between them. She whispered something inaudible to him.

The ranger puffed himself up. An unnecessary act, given his unnaturally broad chest. ‘I’m sure we should stay,’ he said, ‘based on my many years of working this bushland, and this peninsula. I’ll sit in the ute with these degenerates if you insist,’ he said, indicating Harrison and Billie, ‘but that would be rather uncharitable of you, wouldn’t it? Given the searing heat outside and the fact you have this –’ he gestured around the room – ‘air-conditioned mansion to bask in?’

I wasn’t sure whether to be offended or angry. I struggled to understand his mannerisms, his inability to hold a polite conversation with the stranger whose house he currently stood in. ‘I haven’t suggested anyone should leave,’ I said, defensively. ‘I merely asked for your opinions. I –’

‘Let’s stay.’ Billie spoke up from behind me. ‘The house is nice. Big. Safe. I’m not driving into that,’ she indicated the fires on the TV.

Harrison piped up. ‘Good idea, Bills. I’m staying if Mr Ranger says so,’ he said, casting his eyes around the room. He gave Billie’s shoulders a squeeze. ‘Not a bad place for us degenerates to hang out in the meantime, eh, babe?’

‘Well, that’s settled, yeah?’ said Liam, sniffing and heading towards the door. ‘I need to grab something from my ute. I’ll be back.’

I counted to ten, feeling all eyes in the room on me. I wanted to stop Liam, to assert some sort of authority, shocked at how he assumed he could strut around my house in such a fashion. But much as I hated to admit it, I agreed with him. I wished Marty had been more convincing, but he hadn’t offered a compelling reason to leave this house and venture into the unknown.

It began as a tentative three against three, but Marty’s uncertainty left me with the deciding vote. We had our group decision.

‘We stay,’ I said, feeling a crushing sense of anxiety at what this meant.

Trapped. The reality for the next twenty-four hours, at least.

‘We’ll all stay.’




13

I didn’t try to control everything at once, but my mind was running in overdrive at the unexpected cards I’d been dealt, scenarios repeating in my head – visions of being trapped here forever with these people, surrounded by fire, no way out. I asked the newcomers to keep to the living area or outside, for now – I’d figure out the sleeping arrangements later, even though the thought of strangers upstairs with me was unpalatable.

I said they could eat what they wanted, drink what they wanted, except alcohol. The latter instruction may have been directed towards Harrison and Billie, but I don’t think they noticed. I opened the cupboards and the fridge, worried at the amount of food we had. It would have lasted me a week or two on my own, but with six extra mouths to feed, that meant a few days at most. We had mains water and lots of bottled, so I wasn’t too worried on that front, but my mind churned at the thought of being cut off. No drinking water would leave us no choice but to head for the coast, or to town. Into the fire.

After my initial flurry, dodging Marty’s attempts to help, I slumped against the breakfast bar. The feeling of being trapped was new to me, but the adrenaline was tapering off. Marty handed me a cup of fruit tea, which smelt delightful and tasted of nothing. I thanked him, nonetheless.

Harrison and Billie eased themselves off one of the sofas. He turned to Billie, whispered something in her ear. Her dull eyes looked up expectantly, she nodded.

He ushered her towards the hallway. ‘Bathroom this way?’ he asked.

I half nodded, caught myself. Why was he taking her to the bathroom? Couldn’t she go on her own? Was Billie going to shoot up over my sink? ‘Wait,’ I said. ‘I –’

‘Don’t worry, we’ll find it,’ he called. Billie stumbled along behind him, eyes half closed.

I turned to Marty, mouthed, ‘What the hell?’

He shrugged. ‘Better that than being stuck with her going cold turkey?’ he whispered.

I wasn’t convinced, but nor was I surprised at his reaction. Marty must see this every day in his line of work. Australia had the biggest cocaine usage per head of population in the world. An unenviable title. I knew from my own work on cartel money that one gram of cocaine in Mexico costs around $10. Once it gets to the United States, it’s worth between $60 and $80. Once it gets to Australia, it’s worth around $300. Phenomenal growth over the last few years meant its use had spread out from the wealthy city dwellers in Melbourne, capturing the young working class who couldn’t afford it and spiralled down the usual path of destruction to satisfy their habit. The city gangs controlled it; the local pushers ensured it got everywhere. The honest population suffered. And addicts like Billie got the rap.

Should I barge through and stop them? And then what? If Harrison had drugs – cocaine, ice, whatever – they’d take it regardless. All I’d achieve was to alienate them. And it wouldn’t help Billie one iota.

I hated to think of the drugs seeping into her blood-stream, into the baby’s blood, creating all manner of toxic effects and lasting damage. But what could I do? Hey, Billie, we’ve only just met, but did you know that hard drugs might harm your unborn baby?

Why hadn’t Liam said anything when he picked them up? He must have seen the state of her, and yet he allowed the two of them to come here carrying their stash.

Carla spoke up from her place at the end of the bar. ‘Young fools. I’d keep away from them,’ she said, exchanging a look with her husband. ‘But seeing as we’re staying, I think I’ll go and lie down, if that’s OK?’

She walked off with Jakob and left us, just Marty and me. We endured a few minutes of awkward silence while I finished my tea before excusing myself, wanting to clear my head, to grab just a few seconds alone.

I sucked in a few breaths, trying to loosen the knot in my throat and chest, deciding that even the growing heat outside was preferable to the sudden claustrophobia of the house.

I stood at the edge of the pool, toes dangling, wishing I had the privacy to use it.

A few minutes later, Billie strolled out. She looked transformed after her visit to the bathroom, eyes wide, posture erect, like she’d had a thousand volts pulsed through her torso. The pharmaceutical equivalent, I guessed.

‘I can’t get TikTok,’ she said, cradling her phone like a lifeless toy. A brief flash of panic crossed her face before she pulled a broad grin. She looked at me as if she’d had a rapturous moment of revelation. ‘Can we use the pool?’ she asked.

I shrugged, couldn’t in the moment think of a good reason to stop her. ‘Of course,’ I said. ‘Just be careful, yeah?’

‘Help will come soon, won’t it?’ she said, kicking off her sandals, dipping her right foot to test the water. She turned to me, her wide eyes full of troubled innocence. Clueless, high and damaged, roughly the same age as me, and yet I felt I needed to reassure her like a child.

‘You heard them,’ I said. ‘We just have to wait it out. I have plenty of space, food, drink. It’ll be fine.’

She nodded, satisfied. ‘This is an amazing house,’ she said. ‘You’re lucky. Is it your husband’s?’

So much was wrong with the question I wasn’t sure where to start.

‘It’s … no, not mine. I don’t have a husband. I’m staying here a while. Alone.’

She frowned. ‘Then who’s –’ she pointed inside – ‘the guy you’re with?’

I looked through the glass, watching Marty in the kitchen, limping from one cupboard to the next, placing glasses on a tray. ‘A stranger,’ I said. ‘We just met. I …’

She followed my gaze. ‘Shame,’ she said. ‘He’s hot.’

I wasn’t sure how to respond, but felt my cheeks reddening. ‘You and Harrison?’ I said. ‘Have you been together long?’

She shrugged. ‘Long enough,’ she said, her face clouding over. ‘Perhaps too long for him. He’s a free spirit, a musician, a philanthropist …’ She shrugged, as if it explained everything, staring past the pool and the gardens towards the ocean, a faraway look in her eyes, mouth locked into a stoned grin. In this light her stomach looked more swollen, the rest of her body taut, thin.

I guessed philanthropist could be used to describe someone who gets other people stoned. But not if you get them pregnant and keep filling them with drugs. Asshole would be a better descriptive term.

On cue, the doors slid open for Harrison. He also had a fresh bounce in his step, and without asking, threw his T-shirt off, taking a running jump at the pool. He swam a full length underwater – some twenty metres, this was not a small pool – towards Billie and me, before pulling himself up and out by our feet.

Billie shrieked as he splashed her, dropping our conversation in a flash. ‘Don’t say anything,’ she whispered to me, before stepping towards Harrison, stripping off her shorts, revealing bikini bottoms so small they were hardly worth it, wriggling her hips in a manner that made me stare and blush. I looked on with surprise and embarrassment in equal measure.

‘Damn,’ said Harrison to me, slapping Billie on the rump, ‘will you look at that?’

I stuttered, unsure what the hell he expected me to say, but he’d already grabbed his drug-fuelled girlfriend by the waist and thrown her in the water, jumping in afterwards.

I looked around for escape, and spied Marty sneaking out of the glass doors. He glanced our way before heading along the side of the house, carrying two plastic containers and what looked like an assortment of baking trays.

‘Wait up,’ I called, following him, anxious to get away from the screams.

Marty stopped. The plastic containers under his arms were full of water, and sloshed over his feet as he turned. He looked embarrassed, caught in the act.

‘Wildlife,’ he said, shrugging. ‘Koalas come down from the trees in this heat, searching for water. The joeys can’t go for long.’ He swallowed.

‘Huh,’ I said. I’d forgotten to put the water out, but seeing Marty do it made me smile. A gruff cop who cared for the animals. Primal, protective, the hallmark of a decent human being. A person worth knowing.

He smiled. I smiled, unexpectedly, Billie’s comment repeating in my head. Except as soon as my thoughts followed, the walls came up, my mental alarms triggering.

Because I’d also thought the same about Charles.

Even on my first date with Charles, I should have sensed the lack of these fundamentally decent traits, or at least the presence of warning signs. After I’d accepted his offer of a drink, I promised myself I’d take it slow. And I broke my promise approximately six hours after meeting him at the riverside for our first date. The boat trip was … fun. The champagne flowed faster than the river, and he asked all about me. I told him as much as I could, careful to steer away from my job, struggling to sound interesting. I’m not sure I learned anything about Charles, but that was gentlemanly, wasn’t it? To ask about me, not talk about himself? He was attentive, respectful and polite, and under his expensive tailored suit he had a body I very much wanted to do some impolite things to.

We made it back to his place in Islington, just. I was awkward and fumbling, even more so when I saw how big his apartment was, although at least I’d had the presence of mind to wear my most expensive knickers and push-up bra, which I figured I looked passable in. No, screw that, I looked awesome in. Charles agreed. It all worked just as it needed to.

The sex was fantastic. He was masterful and confident, and I was putty in his hands – he certainly wasn’t in mine. I felt self-conscious against his body, which didn’t match his profession – or at least my naive impression of what a banker must look like under his tailored Vuitton suit. Muscular, rough, decorated with an array of tattoos, I ran my fingers around his upper arms, tracing the artwork, questioning what it all meant. He pulled my hands away, held them above my head, and made me forget I asked.

The best I’d ever had, or at least could remember. I hadn’t been in a relationship for a fair while, hadn’t had sex in six months – and that was with one of Rupert’s friends, a strange-but-fun guy from uni who I got horribly drunk with one evening and took back to my place because I figured I deserved it. If Rupert could have casual sex all the time, why couldn’t I? He was nice, but I wanted a proper partner.

And Charles was shaping up to be just that.

I did the walk of shame, insisted on it, even though he offered to drive me. I was testing him, and protecting myself – he had my number but not my address. Let him call, I’d play hard to get, I’d do a proper relationship workup from this point on.

He called within the hour and we had brunch. Then more sex – hungover coffee-and-croissant-flavoured sex. And afterwards … well. We were a couple. I was falling fast and hard, and a part of my brain got detached – working in parallel to my academic, ruthlessly analytical mind that ran the rest of my life and my job. The part that raised warning signs at anomalies in data, that extrapolated trends and made predictions, that could, and should, have given me some sort of clue as to what Charles was.

But it didn’t.

The data might have been there, but my insights failed me. My skills failed me.

‘You OK?’

Marty peered at me, brow furrowed. The cicadas chirped and the kookaburras laughed at me as my memory of Charles drifted, faded, his face replaced with Marty’s – not an altogether unwelcome sight.

But I think he took my awkward smile the wrong way, spinning on his feet, continuing out past the patio pathway, which ran all the way around the house, across the lawn towards the firebreak.

‘I’m fine,’ I lied, hurrying after him, feeling the burn of the hot concrete fade as I walked on to the scorched grass, scratching my feet over the edge of my sandals. ‘But completely out of my comfort zone.’

He nodded. ‘You’re a long way from the office,’ he said, scattering the trays along one stretch of the treeline, keeping them in the shade. The gravel firebreak crunched under our feet, the smell of the gum trees filled my nostrils, and I detected a dry, acrid aroma as before. I’m a long way from the office. But so was he?

‘No snakes in my office,’ I agreed. ‘Nor yours, I’m guessing.’

Marty raised his nose, took a sniff, looking to the north. The white haze was growing, darkening, grey plumes rising in the far distance. Marty licked a finger, put it to the air.

‘You know a lot about bush fire prep,’ I said, ‘for someone who isn’t an expert.’

He shrugged. ‘I’ve seen a few, been too close on occasion. We’re trained in the theory,’ he said. ‘Never fought my way through one, to be honest, but I remember what the textbooks said.’

I nodded. ‘And you think we’re doing the right thing?’

‘Yes,’ he said, after an unconvincing pause. ‘We’ll be fine.’ He poured the last of the water into a small cake tray, pushing it towards the trunk of a thick gum. ‘Liam was right – he’s an arse, but right – this place was built to withstand a decent onslaught, and with the wind in our favour, it won’t come to that.’

He straightened up, staring back at the house. ‘It must have cost a fortune,’ he said, ‘clearing the bush to this extent. It’s got large water tanks, the pool, hoses and pumps, plus the gravel firebreak running around the property. You have a generator. The house is well prepared. What’s the owner’s story?’

I shrugged, tearing my eyes away from the horizon, unsettled by the subtle shift in the sky, the colours blending, the vibrant blue tinged, damaged by the inferno beneath. The wind was still blowing north, but for how long?

‘He vanished,’ I said. ‘The house was confiscated.’

‘Oh,’ said Marty, pulling a sombre expression. ‘Well, that sucks. You knew him?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘Bill Drummond-Willoughby, of the Willoughby Diamond Company. He owes some money. A lot of money.’

‘No shit,’ said Marty. ‘Drummond-Willoughby? So this is his house.’ A statement, not a question.

I raised my eyebrows, curious. ‘You know him?’

Marty rubbed his chin, his eyes narrowed, keeping his gaze on the mansion. From here – a corner perspective – it looked even grander than from the front. The shrieks of Billie in the pool carried across the garden, the thumps as Harrison bombed the surface of the water like a raucous teen.

‘Marty?’

‘Oh,’ he said, hastily turning back to me. ‘No. Not at all, but he’s at the centre of one of the biggest investigations the AFP have ever launched. I mean, the tax issue is only part of it.’

‘The Federal Police?’ I said, intrigued. Bill was the owner of a precious gem company. So not just tax evasion? My mind whirred at the possibilities. It could be a dark business, dealing with stones worth that much money. It could lead the most honest and the best-intentioned people down into the criminal underbelly. Once you fell, the risks and rewards kept you under. Hard to escape.

‘What did he do?’

‘Who knows?’ Marty shrugged, his smile dropped, strain in his eyes. The same look as when I saw his police badge. Just a burnt-out cop needing a break – or something else?

‘Drugs?’ I asked.

Marty seemed to consider his answer, before giving a slow shake of his head. ‘Melbourne is drowning under our burgeoning coke epidemic,’ he said. ‘And if it isn’t coke, it’s ice. But people like Willoughby don’t get mixed up in all that. Not directly, anyway.’

‘Indirectly?’

Another shrug. ‘Isn’t it all?’

No, I wanted to say. A significant proportion of crime, sure. Any syndicate worth its salt had fingers in the local drugs market, but not all. It was a matter of perspective, though. If you’ve been touched by it yourself, you often can’t see anything else.

‘Maybe,’ I said. ‘What else could it be?’

Marty pulled a thin smile. ‘Above my pay grade. Last I heard, we hadn’t managed to get a warrant. It was blocked by the courts. I’m guessing, by your presence here, it still is.’

That tallied with Rupert’s account. But I wondered at Marty’s surprise on learning this was Willoughby’s house. He seemed at least distantly clued up about the case. Surely, he’d know it was around this area.

‘Blocked?’ I said, ‘Why?’

‘The Willoughby lawyers are better than the state’s. The walls of bureaucracy rose up around the whole thing as police departments fought it out. A mate of mine in the FP told me it was complicated – it always is, when rich white people go missing.’

So Marty had been keeping tabs on it. And yet he didn’t know this was the house.

I frowned, watching Marty’s face. The dry air caught in my throat, and I felt it taking the sweat off my skin before it had a chance to cool, the humidity dropping even further. Not a good sign.

‘Where do you think he is?’

Another shrug. ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ he said, dismissively. ‘I don’t much care. Billionaires are all crooks, as far as I’m concerned …’

Marty stopped talking, as if catching himself. He shook his head. ‘Anyway, like I said, above my pay grade.’ He paused, bit his lower lip, looked like he wanted to tell me something, but didn’t offer anything else. He kept his eyes averted, watching the horizon, the house, anything but me.

I kept watching him as we walked back to the house. Most hearts wouldn’t bleed at the disappearance of a diamond-dealing billionaire, but either way, Willoughby was mixed up in something more than tax evasion.

I paused at the doors, wondered what secrets were hidden in this lavish mansion on a hill.

My mansion, full of strangers, containing a sizable and mysterious vault in its basement, and currently cut off from the world.
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Marty pointed me at the TV. ‘We’re stuck here,’ he said. ‘Be patient. Relax.’

Impossible. I was struck by a low-level anxiety that churned with repetitive, spiralling thoughts, growing with every passing hour. For distraction I tried to read my guidebooks cover to cover, and took a visit to the library to grab a bunch of zoology textbooks – no harm in brushing up on the local wildlife. Perhaps I could review some of the offline research files on my iPad. My only source of new data was the broadcast TV networks. I was struggling.

On my way back through the hall, I heard Carla again, her raised voice emanating from the master suite. The door was ajar, a few inches, and from within I heard a short snap of anger. I knew I shouldn’t, but I couldn’t help but pause and approach the door, wondering if there was any way I could somehow quell their increasing arguments, for my sake as much as theirs.

But as I peered through the crack, I wished I hadn’t. It took a few moments to process, such was my surprise, and horror.

At the end of the bed, the couple stood facing each other.

I watched as Carla lifted her arm, her fist, and struck Jakob across the face. Not a slap, defensive or weak, but a closed fist, backhanded across his cheek. He offered no defence, his arms held limply by his sides, as his head snapped to the left. He turned to face her, only for her to strike again. I froze, holding my breath, watching as Carla raised her hand for the third time, threatening her husband, her face red, angry, but fully in control.

Jakob stared at his wife, shaking his head, only a fraction, a small movement. After a moment Carla lowered her fist, but offered no help as Jakob held his nose, the blood dripping from his hand on to his forearm. He pulled out a tissue, held it to his mouth and nose. Carla leaned in and whispered something in his ear. He listened, nodded, and slunk away out of my line of sight.

Shit, I whispered, backing away. Shit, shit! So that’s what was going on. Delightfully friendly to me, cold and distant with Jakob, blaming it on her marriage woes. Of course I assumed he was the problem – why wouldn’t I? Statistics supported me every time. But I’d just witnessed an edge case, a role reversal. She told me Jakob would rather stay in their room than mingle with the rest of us. Was that his choice? It seemed doubtful, after what I’d seen. Carla was the abuser, hitting Jakob, for whatever reason – I couldn’t fathom what, and didn’t care to find out.

I took another breath, torn about what to do. Storming in and confronting the couple wouldn’t offer any solution to their problem – exposing it might make matters worse for Jakob. So did I just ignore it?

I stepped back, hitting a creaky floorboard as I did so. I heard footsteps, heading quickly across the bedroom towards me. I spun on my heels, making it appear that I was heading straight past, towards the stairs.

‘Jess?’ Carla poked her head out of her room as I passed. ‘Is that you?’ She stepped into the hall, pulling the door closed behind her. ‘What’s up?’

‘Nothing,’ I said, trying out my best poker face, ‘I’m heading to the pool with these –’ I indicated the pile of books I was carrying – ‘to relax.’

She cocked her head, cheeks still flushed, the exertion showing through the veins in her neck. Pumped, angry. I held my breath, ignored the hammering in my chest. I watched her, looking for any sign she knew what I’d just seen.

She stared at me, unblinking, sending the hairs on my neck prickling.

‘OK, darlin’,’ she said, her mouth assuming its familiar huge grin. ‘Don’t let me keep you.’ She backed into the room, closed the door behind her.

I heard the lock slide into place.

I forced myself to sit by the pool. Lemonade and forty-degree sun. There was no way I was stripping into a bikini in front of strangers, so I’d found some modest shorts and hiked my vest top up over my midriff, ready to pull it down if anyone approached. The exposed bits of my skin burned under the factor 50 lotion, and my head swam.

When I saw Carla, I’d say nothing. Still in shock at what I’d witnessed, I resolved to pretend I bought her story – they were a normal couple looking for a therapeutic holiday, out of their comfort zone, looking to me to get them through this minor crisis. Jakob had my sympathy, but what could I offer? All being well, they’d be gone in another twenty-four hours, and while I felt guilty for thinking it, I didn’t want to get involved in anyone’s relationship problems. For my own sanity I needed to steer clear.

Unfortunately, and as if sensing my unease, Carla appeared some thirty minutes later, without Jakob. She scanned the garden before heading in my direction, where she stood over me, blocking out the sun. My heart skipped several beats.

She nodded at the pool. ‘You going in?’ she asked.

‘Maybe later,’ I said, uncomfortable at her presence, but knowing I must deal with it.

Could I still like Carla? Perhaps not, but I must tolerate her. Confronting her would achieve nothing. I couldn’t decide my feelings, after what I’d seen. Was her attitude towards Jakob the result of something else? I thought, perhaps naively, that violence towards women had simple roots. From women towards men – I was out of my depth.

Carla nodded, grabbed a spare parasol and wheeled it over, spinning the handle until it covered me.

‘You’re burning,’ she said, taking a seat, ‘though with a body like that, you could give those two a run for their money.’

I wasn’t sure how to respond, glancing down at the pinkish glow to my white skin, then across to Harrison and Billie, who were straddling an inflatable flamingo. Wrapped up in a bikini-clad water fight, their exuberance hadn’t dampened, though I didn’t need to guess where they got their endless energy from. I wondered what would happen when the drugs filtered out of their bodies and they crashed.

‘I hope Billie is careful,’ I offered.

Carla frowned. ‘Why?’

‘Well –’ I stopped. Carla hadn’t seen it. Not my place to say anything, or start rumours. ‘Just … she looks fragile.’

Carla snorted.

‘How’s Jakob?’ I said, keeping the emotion out of my voice.

‘Jakob’s Jakob,’ she offered. ‘He hates crowds. Gets one of those new-fangled phobias – social anxiety, the doc calls it. People make him angsty, nervous, and his social skills are a little rusty as a result. I think he’s going to wait things out in our room. I grabbed him a few paperbacks from the library to read. You don’t mind?’

I shook my head. All lies, or part truth? If Jakob got anxious in crowds, I could sympathize, and it might explain why he seemed anxious to go back to the camper van rather than stay in the house. Or his hiding away might simply be because of the violence directed at him.

‘I guess being stuck here isn’t making your marriage repair project any easier,’ I said, regretting it as the words tumbled out.

Carla chuckled, cocked her head at me, a hint of coldness behind her eyes. ‘Oh, it’s irreparable, Jess. But we’ll keep going. Sydney to Perth, that’s what we promised.’

I paused. Something came to mind, a question forming in my mind, but disappeared as Harrison ran past, leaping into the air before landing on the flamingo, sending Billie flying. The water droplets hit the hot tiles, a few splashing on to my legs, pleasantly cool. I watched them evaporate from the ground within seconds, sucked into the dry air, whisked away in the mild breeze.

‘I saw you with Marty earlier,’ said Carla. ‘Across the garden.’

She said it as a judgement, exactly like my mother would.

‘We were putting water out for the joeys,’ I said, defensively, unsure why I needed to explain myself, certainly not to her. Marty was a stranger, nothing more. The primitive parts of my brain might gradually be clocking him as a looker, perhaps even a decent person, but I already sensed he had too much baggage. And he was a cop. So that ruled him out.

‘Has he said what he’s doing here?’ she asked.

I frowned, turning to her, but she kept her eyes on the pool.

‘What do you mean?’

She sniffed, her expression darkened, a flicker of something I couldn’t read.

‘Hiking?’ I said. Did Carla know he was a cop yet? I doubted it. But it wasn’t my place to tell her. Yes, I questioned the coincidence of Marty appearing at the Willoughby property and denying he knew who owned it, despite him appearing to have so much background knowledge on the federal case and Willoughby’s mysterious disappearance. I was still questioning it now, but whatever troubled Marty, I didn’t know why Carla should concern herself with it.

She placed a hand on my arm. ‘It’s nothing,’ she said.

‘What’s nothing?’ I said, trying not to flinch, but gently removing her hand. It annoyed me that she was getting under my skin. I didn’t like what I saw in her, and yet her behaviour towards me was pleasant, protective, even.

Her mouth quivered at the edges. ‘He was a little rude to me. I’m not precious, I can take it, but it doesn’t say much about the man, is all.’

I was surprised. Marty was straight-talking. A little sarcastic, but I wouldn’t call him rude. ‘In what way?’ I said, curious. ‘What did he say?’

‘Oh, he suggested we should stay in our van, rather than the house. I mean, Jakob wanted to, but if it’s a choice between the two, I’ll take the house. You are OK with us staying inside, aren’t you? You didn’t ask Marty to have a word with us?’

It was an odd thing for Marty to suggest. Perhaps she’d got the wrong end of the stick. Unless he’d seen the same thing that I had, or heard it? His room was a lot closer to theirs, after all.

‘No,’ I said. ‘I didn’t. You can all stay until it’s safe,’ I said. ‘I mean it. Marty got it wrong.’

She smiled. ‘Thank you, Jess.’ She tapped my arm again, excused herself and headed back inside. I watched her leave, puzzled, but pleased she’d gone. I’d talk to Marty about it, carefully, ask him what he meant.

I let my gaze and attention drift, past the pool and the gardens, out towards the ocean. Listening to the shrieks from the water, watching their adolescent behaviour, reminding me of a youth I’d forgotten, or lost.

Another splash nearby, the water raining down on me. Harrison stopped on his next run past.

‘Jess,’ he said, eyeing my midriff. He tensed his stomach at the same time, ensuring his six-pack caught the sun. ‘Join us in the water?’

I sighed, tugged my vest top lower. ‘No, thanks,’ I said. ‘But don’t let me stop you.’

He made no attempt to hide his second pass over my body, before shrugging, staring past me towards the gardens.

‘This house is a beaut,’ he said, sniffing.

‘That it is,’ I said, wishing he’d leave me alone. Was it too much to get a few minutes to myself?

‘I don’t suppose you’ve seen anyone else around, have you?’ he said. ‘I mean, other than that couple, and the hiker fella.’

I paused, thinking it a distinctly odd question. Who else would be out here? Did he have other friends along the coast, more fun-loving layabouts looking for big waves and bigger highs? ‘What do you mean?’ I said. ‘Like who?’

He shrugged again, staring across the pool at Billie, who was making her way towards us.

‘Doesn’t matter,’ he said, sniffing again, holding one nostril. A delightful sight.

‘Are there more of you?’ I asked, curious what he meant. His question was offhand but serious, his eyes darting. Who did he expect to be out here?

‘Forget it,’ he said.

‘But –’ I wanted to quiz him, but he stepped away as Billie pulled herself out of the pool, scraping her knees against the side.

Her eyes were serious. All women know that look.

‘Leave her alone,’ she said, hands on hips. Her voice slurred.

‘We were just talking,’ said Harrison, hands up in mock defence.

‘Don’t listen to his shit,’ she said to me. ‘He hits on every fucking girl we meet. The girls at the beach, at the bar, at that burger joint along the highway. That fucking Lola who you claimed you didn’t know.’

She spat the accusations, suddenly on fire. Her mood change was drastic and unstable, though unsurprising. Addicts can be full of love one minute, hate the next. I wanted to think it wasn’t her fault. Either way, I wanted no part of it.

‘Look, I –’

‘Not cool, Bills,’ protested Harrison. ‘I’m not hitting on her. What the hell’s wrong with you?’

I could maybe tell him that stuffing your brain full of drugs can cause behavioural problems. I started to get up.

Billie’s eyes widened. ‘Don’t fucking turn this around on me. What’s wrong with me? You’re the one dragging me along on this wild fucking goose chase.’

A wild goose chase. I raised my eyebrows at the pair of them. Chasing what?

‘Jesus, Billie, will you shut up?’ Harrison’s voice thundered up a level, and an octave. ‘You’re embarrassing yourself.’

She opened her mouth, closed it again, pointed at me. ‘She’s not going to sleep with you,’ she hissed. ‘She’s smart, this one. Too smart for a bum like you –’

She stopped, eyes defiant but blinking rapidly as Harrison advanced until he was towering over her.

‘Then what does that say about you, you skank bitch?’ He screamed at her, his face inches from hers. His aggression was sudden and startling, and his voice echoed off the side of the house.

Billie recoiled, face twisting in anger as I scrambled up from the lounger.

‘Stop!’ I shouted. ‘Enough. Speak like that again, mate, and you’re out of here, bush fires or not. Don’t take another step.’

Harrison glared at me, but stopped. His eyes were the same as hers – wide, dangerously so. Both high, coming down by now, the euphoria giving way to anxiety, fogginess and a decent dose of aggression, depending on what they were on. The old hippie-surfing era of mellow weed had long since given over to coke, then crack for a cheaper hit, then speed for your squeeze-every-minute-out-of-the-weekend, towards meth. Marty said there was an ice problem. I suspected Harrison was part of it.

I saw the rage inside him, pent up and ready to unleash. I met his stare, trying to keep my breathing steady, knowing I could call for help if I needed to. Marty, Jakob and Liam were all around here somewhere. But my heart hammered.

Harrison’s eyes flickered; his face broke into a grin.

And he switched, just like that.

‘It’s cool,’ he said, his voice adopting the slow surfing rhythm. ‘I’m kidding. Billie knows I’m just kidding. I love you, babe, yeah?’

Billie walked off, picking a sunlounger on the other side of the pool. She pulled her bikini top off, threw it to one side and lay back, closing her eyes. ‘Fuck you,’ she said. ‘Just, fuck you.’
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‘Trouble?’

Marty looked up from the dining table. I slammed the door behind me and took a breath. He had a new bag of frozen peas draped over his ankle. His white T-shirt was stretched a little out of shape – though still tight over his chest and arms – and his trousers were rolled mid-calf. His hair hadn’t seen a comb, nor his face a razor. I wondered if I should offer him my hairbrush.

‘Our surfers having a spat,’ I said. ‘They’re higher than kites,’ I added, sighing, feeling my heart rate begin to settle after the confrontation. ‘I want them gone.’

He nodded. ‘We owe you.’

‘I haven’t done anything.’

‘For letting us stay,’ he said. ‘All of us.’

‘Did I have a choice?’ I said.

He smirked, narrowed his eyes. ‘I guess not.’

‘How is it?’ I asked, pointing at his foot.

‘Much better,’ he said. ‘The swelling has reduced.’ He leaned back in the chair. ‘Are you sure you’re OK?’ he asked.

The searching look of a police officer, fixing me with a stare that made me feel oddly exposed.

‘What do you think?’ I said, trying not to snap. I matched his gaze for a moment, before lowering my eyes. ‘Deadly creatures in my bedroom, and a bunch of …’

I didn’t say unwelcome strangers in the living room, but I think my expression did the talking.

‘I’ll be fine,’ I said, not sure if I meant it.

My eyes rested on the map, still unfolded on the table. I traced the peninsula, the contours narrowing towards our position, the dark green showing no indication of isolated properties like ours, their gardens carved out of the bush.

‘I’m going for a walk,’ I said.

‘Where?’

‘You said there was a cabin at the north end of the gardens? Near the perimeter? I might go and check it out, see if there are some provisions, a radio, anything. It’s the highest point for miles.’

He nodded. ‘I’ll come with you.’

I hesitated. I’d rather have gone alone, but I guess he wasn’t the worst company to have. And it might give me a chance to ask him to explain the comment he’d made to Carla – without her in earshot. My eclectic and unwelcome group of visitors were already teetering on the edge, if Harrison’s behaviour was anything to go by. I could do without any more infighting – and Marty should really know better.

He pushed his weight against his foot, testing it before standing straight.

‘Now?’ he said.

I shrugged. ‘We’ve got nothing else to do. Trapped, remember?’

That earned me another small smile, his eyes narrowing a fraction, darting at me before down at his feet. He had a strange way of making those small expressions special yet distant.

We exited through the side door off the pantry. While the front door and gate had elaborate key codes, the others made do with normal keys and deadbolts. On my way out I spied a ring of keys hanging near the door, unlabelled. Wondering if they might be for the cabin, I pocketed them and followed Marty.

We climbed the hill to the north, past the garages. The afternoon sun picked us out like ants under a magnifying glass, targeting us with an unreal blast of heat, a solid wall of thick air we had to wade through. Marty strode ahead, testing his leg out, unperturbed.

‘Carla seems upset,’ I said, jogging to keep pace.

Marty didn’t slow his pace. ‘Carla?’

‘With you.’

He turned his head, kept walking. ‘Me? Why?’

‘Your suggestion she sleeps in the van, not in the house.’

He stopped, put his hands on his hips, looked bewildered.

‘I’ve barely spoken to her,’ he said. ‘Or her husband. She grabbed me in the kitchen, as it happens – told me as soon as I my ankle was OK, it would be best if I left. She said …’ He tailed off, scratching his chin.

‘What?’

‘She said I made you feel uncomfortable.’ He fixed me with his piercing gaze, cheeks flushing. ‘Do I?’

‘No.’ I shook my head, realizing my own cheeks were flushing. So perhaps he did, but not in a way that meant I wanted him gone.

‘Then I think there’s been a misunderstanding,’ said Marty, seeming genuinely surprised. ‘I never said anything of the sort.’

He kept walking.

‘You didn’t talk about anything else?’ I said. ‘Or hear anything?’

He stopped again. ‘Like what? Hear what?’

Did I tell Marty what I’d seen, or keep Carla and Jakob’s business private? I didn’t like the thought of gossip about such a sensitive subject – if only for Jakob’s sake – and decided to hold my tongue.

‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘Perhaps she’s just being overprotective. Woman to woman. Her marriage is –’

‘By making me feel like a sleaze?’

‘I …’ My cheeks burned afresh. I couldn’t tell if he was serious. I suspected not, but he was so damn hard to read.

‘I’ll talk to her again,’ I whispered, knowing I’d do nothing of the sort.

We’d reached the top of the hill. He nodded, pointing forward. The land dipped, not dramatically, but enough to hide this part of the property from the main house. The treeline continued, neat, carved out of the forest in a sweeping curve, with the gravel firebreak snaking its way alongside.

The log cabin stood a few metres in from the gravel. A decent-sized dwelling carved out of rough-hewn wood. Its roof was pitched with corrugated metal, mottled from the sun and dust but by no means run-down. Built to withstand the heat, it looked every bit as sturdy as the main house.

‘Do you want me to stay?’ he said. ‘At the house.’

‘I … what do you mean? I don’t have any choice, do I?’ It came out wrong, too harsh, my voice catching. The heat didn’t help. My lips were parched and I licked them.

‘That is, I want you to stay, to be safe. That’s why I’ve allowed my house to fill up with strays and addicts, isn’t it?’

‘Good,’ he said, smiling.

I caught his eye and we both lingered a little too long.

‘You’re all welcome,’ I clarified, overcompensating. ‘Even Liam.’

The smile became a chuckle. Then Marty paused, glancing at me. ‘What happened to you, Jess?’ he said. ‘Why are you really here? What are you running from?’

The wall came up before he’d finished his sentence, my throat tensed.

I shook my head. ‘Nothing. Nobody.’

‘Nobody?’

I nodded, desperate to deflect. To lead the conversation away from me.

‘What about you?’ I asked him.

‘What about me?’

‘You’re on a break. From the police. Why?’

I saw the same reaction in him. A wall. No entry. Not for strangers.

‘I told you,’ he said.

‘No, you didn’t.’

‘We’re talking about you.’

‘No, we’re not,’ I said, as firmly as I could, starting down towards the cabin. I didn’t look back, sensed Marty hesitate for a minute before following.

Up close, the cabin looked newer than I’d thought, the wood barely weathered, the expected signs of birds and other critters absent. The building was secured – shutters closed, the heavy door locked. There was no porch, no shelter.

The heat radiated from the ground, from the heart of the bush. The hot air swirled through the branches at the treeline, bringing with it the muted calls of the birds and insects – even they seemed to be weary. I’d never felt anything like it.

The door was locked. I pulled out the ring of keys I’d taken from the pantry, gave it a shake, but despite trying each one in turn, none of the eight keys worked. The last one got rather stuck, and I had to yank hard to release it.

‘I guess that means we’re not supposed to go in,’ I said, stepping back, but as I did so, I heard a thump from behind the door, shuffling, footsteps. The creak of floorboards, the scrape of metal on metal – a key in the lock.

I stepped back in shock, putting my hand out, finding Marty. ‘What the hell?’

We glanced at each other, and I approached, leaning in.

‘Hello?’ I called. ‘Is anyone –’

The door kicked outwards, too fast for me to react, slamming into my forearms, which by sheer luck protected my face. I fell backwards into the dirt, crying out in surprise.

A man stepped forward, looming over me, one hand raised above his head, grasping a short-handled hammer.

‘I said I needed time,’ he screamed at me, before faltering, face twisting in confusion as he saw me. His arm dropped a fraction.

Tall, gangly, with a mop of dark hair, the stranger was dressed in a smart shirt and chinos, dusty, but expensive, finished off with tan brogues. He had a graze under his left eye, a bruise on his chin. He quivered, as if in panic.

‘You’re not –’ he started, but got cut off as Marty launched himself at the man, a blur to my side as he grappled his torso, easily bringing him to the ground. Whatever I wasn’t was lost as the two of them rolled in the dust in the doorway, Marty slamming the other man’s hand into the frame. He shrieked and let go of the hammer, which thumped to the floor next to his head.

‘Stop,’ I heard him say, cowering. ‘Please.’

Marty stopped, but not until he’d rolled the man over, face down on the floorboards, arms locked behind his back. An easy job for someone of Marty’s size, cop or not.

He turned to me. ‘You OK?’

I pushed myself up. My arms throbbed where the thick edge of the door had hit them. The bruises would last a few days, and physically I’d be fine. But no, I wasn’t OK. Another stranger on the property, violent from the outset, and this time directed at me. My heart hammered in my ears; my breathing was frantic. At the same time my mind spun. Time, he’d said. From what, or whom? What the hell was going on here?

‘Right,’ said Marty. ‘Up.’

He didn’t give the guy a chance to protest, heaving him upright, hand at his chest, bunching his shirt into his fist, pushing him against the door frame.

‘Who the fuck are you, mate?’

The man swallowed, stared at Marty, searching his eyes. I waited for his answer, examining him in more detail. Soft, was the word that sprang to mind. Though ruffled, this guy spent his time indoors – I knew the look well – and was groomed like a preppy banker. His mop of hair was styled, his shirt expensive fabric, his chinos cut to fit, clipping the top of his Barker brogues. London-made, a few hundred dollars’ worth.

His eyes darted to me again, narrowing. His nerves seemed to settle.

‘Can you take your hands off me, please?’ he said, voice calmer.

Marty shook his head.

‘Nope,’ I said. ‘Not until you tell us who you are and why you’re hiding in this cabin.’

The man pulled a thin smile, still wary, but he’d clocked something, reached a conclusion about the two of us that seemed to calm him a fraction.

‘Who were you expecting?’ I said.

His eyes narrowed, but nervously, darting. ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ he said. ‘Who are you?’

Marty chuckled. ‘You’ve got a nerve.’ He turned to me. ‘Jess, see if you can find some rope.’

‘Wait, wait,’ said the man, eyes widening once again, trying to move but finding himself pinned by Marty’s solid grip. ‘No need. Please.’

‘Name,’ Marty demanded.

But the man’s eyes remained defiant. His lips trembled but didn’t give up anything.

Marty wrenched his arms behind his back, and began frogmarching him towards the main house.
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Marty forced the man into a chair at the end of the dining table in the main house. He had vehemently protested, wanting to stay at the cabin, but Marty’s insistence was delivered with a bunched fist and the kind of impatience I guess he’d learned from interviewing suspects over the years in small, hot rooms. No wasn’t an option.

I’d insisted on taking a quick look at the cabin interior – a kitchen and living area, with a single bedroom and bathroom tucked away at one end. Dirty plates and food wrappings were piled on the kitchen worktop.

His presence almost certainly explained the flashing light I’d seen from my balcony. The right direction and elevation. A torch bobbing around in the cabin, occasionally in front of the window, would cast just enough light to have been visible from the house. He clearly wasn’t very practised at hiding out. But the realization only increased my unease – knowing he’d been here, inside the fence, while I’d been lying by the pool in my bikini.

The cabin itself was minimalist, two chesterfields and a wall lined with empty bookshelves, bar a small pile of folded maps. The wooden floorboards were sealed, with several thick hessian rugs dotted around. It was stifling, and within seconds I felt claustrophobic, the sweat dripping under my arms, my hairline tickling with moisture. I couldn’t see anything useful – I’d come back later and do a proper search.

‘A break,’ I said, repeating his hurried explanation of why he was hiding out in the family cabin, in the midst of a sweltering heatwave, with bush fire warnings all around.

‘You needed a break. A break from what? You said you needed more time. What for? Who are you?’

He struggled to maintain his composure, which had improved somewhat with air con and a glass of iced water nursed between both hands. But his gaze had an edge to it, a darkness, his eyes taking in Carla, staring at her like he had at Marty and me, calculating. His nerves were fried but still cooking. He looked scared.

Liam and Harrison weren’t around. I wondered where they’d got to – walking the perimeter, sitting in his ute? – but figured they wouldn’t go far. Billie remained topless on the sunlounger, showing no interest in our new guest. I didn’t have the energy or inclination to protect her modesty. Jakob had appeared briefly, long enough for an exchange of wary examination between the two of them.

The background hum of the air con mixed with the faint whisper of the fish tank, as the bubbles emerged from the bottom, reflecting the light and colours as they rose. The aquatic plants swayed in a lazy arc; the sight of the crystal water was probably intended to create a calming effect, a living sculpture to soften the harsh lines of the architecture.

He shrugged, eyes darting. ‘Work.’

I made a point of running my eyes over his clothes again, his shoes. Wherever he’d come from, he’d left in a hurry.

‘Where’s work?’

He raised his head a fraction, enough to look down at me with slight disdain, despite his nerves, giving the impression my questions were impertinent.

‘Look, I’m a friend of the family,’ he said. ‘I mean, practically speaking. This is a family house. I don’t owe you an explanation of my affairs. They let me stay here, whenever I need to.’

His voice cracked as he said it, but he swallowed, jutting his chin out. I judged his words, watched his fingers scratching at each other. He was upper class, wealthy, used to getting his own way, and not being questioned by some awkward woman with a British accent, in denim shorts. But he’d picked the wrong woman to take that attitude with.

‘Unlikely,’ I said. ‘And this house is being held by the state. Perhaps you knew that, which is why you were staying in the cabin? Your reaction when I tried to open the door –’

‘The state …’ he said, shifting in his seat, adjusting his collar. He looked confused, but shook his head. ‘I already apologized. You surprised me, that’s all.’

‘You still haven’t told us your name.’

The mention of it seemed to elicit a flicker of fear in his eyes.

‘Grayson,’ he spluttered, the word catching unnaturally on his tongue. Made up on the spot, I reckoned.

‘Grayson what?’

He shook his head. ‘I don’t need to give you my particulars. This is a friend’s house, and you’re a stranger. Sorry.’

‘How did you get here?’

He shrugged. ‘Taxi.’

‘The Mercedes in the garage isn’t yours?’

Grayson shook his head. ‘Nope.’

‘When?’

He sniffed. ‘A week ago.’

‘But you decided to stay in the cabin, with no luggage. Not in the luxury of the house.’

Another shrug.

I waited a beat. ‘And I’ve been here, the lights have been on at night. You saw all of that yet remained hidden. Were you watching me?’

‘You can’t see the house from the cabin,’ he said. ‘I was keeping myself to myself. No, I wasn’t watching you.’

Lying again, or at least hiding his reasons for being here, but this wasn’t a police interview room, and I had no hold over this guy. But, at the same time, I wasn’t about to let him hide out in the cabin, even if I accepted his story about being friends with Willoughby. I couldn’t verify it until we had access to the outside world. Until then, this house was my responsibility, which extended to those within its grounds.

I took a few deep breaths, holding back the fresh wave of anxiety from taking over, staving off the loss of control. Trapped, with no facts, no easy reference, no comfortable research I could take solace in. My mind spun, the repetitive thoughts circling. Strangers, bush fires, no way out. I closed my eyes for a second. Marty put his hand on the back of my chair, his presence reassuring.

I took a different tack.

‘You know we’re trapped here, right?’ I said. ‘On this hill you say is your friend’s. A friend who, as it happens, is also wanted by the state. The bush fires are causing havoc across the region – the roads are closed.’

I saw the surprise in his eyes, but if he was concerned, it didn’t show. In fact, he looked relieved.

‘For how long?’ he said.

‘Maybe a day or two. We’re not sure. Until the police and fire service get here.’

His eyes flashed at the mention of the authorities, but again, he hid it well.

I paused, before continuing.

‘We don’t have any comms either – the landline is broken, the mobiles too. You don’t know anything about that?’

He frowned again. ‘What? Why would I?’

I stared at him until he lowered his eyes. I couldn’t quite see this man scaling the telegraph pole and cutting the line. Not in those brogues.

‘Let’s empty your pockets, shall we?’ said Marty, stepping forward again.

Grayson put his hands out in a conciliatory fashion. ‘I don’t have anything on me.’

Marty ignored his protests, made him stand, shoved his hands into Grayson’s front and back pockets. No keys or wallet. The only items were a bunch of identical navy-blue cards with white text on them. ‘Blue Rhino?’ I flicked one of the cards over. It had a phone number and street address.

Marty took the card. ‘You work there?’ he said. ‘Melbourne?’ He sounded impressed, though it was muted.

Grayson shook his head, swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing in his neck. ‘No. I think I’ve been there once or twice,’ he said. ‘Must have worn these pants.’

Marty nodded. Whatever his thoughts, he didn’t share them. But Grayson was lying.

‘Marty?’

He shook his head. ‘Nightclub chain. Top end. Big business.’

I kept watch on Grayson, his eyes darting nervously. The club was evidently important, and he was bothered that we’d found the cards.

‘It has nothing to do with your friend?’ I said. ‘Willoughby?’

A flash of anger crossed his face. He opened his mouth then closed it again. ‘My affairs are my own,’ he snapped. ‘And Willoughby’s are his. Neither are yours.’

I’d hit a nerve. Worth pushing. ‘So you don’t know where he is?’ I said.

Grayson narrowed his eyes at me. ‘He spends a lot of his time abroad,’ he said. ‘He’s rarely here, and I couldn’t say where he might be now.’

I watched a bead of sweat form at his hairline and run down his forehead. He caught it, wiping his face with the back of his arm.

How long did I intend to question this man? How much did I care? Should I ask him about the federal investigation? And then what?

His shoulders were sagging, face falling under my gaze. He stared at the water glass, spinning it between his fingers. He suddenly looked pathetic – another tax-dodging rich kid who needed time out from his money and privilege. Obnoxious and wealthy, Grayson’s story was paper thin, and I trusted him even less than our drug-fuelled surfers. But I didn’t have a whole load of options.

‘You’ve got no choice but to stay on this property,’ I said, ‘but it’s in the house, not the cabin. Stay where we can see you. I will be reporting you to the police when the roads open. What you did was trespass – breaking and entering.’

He looked ready to retort but kept his mouth closed, appearing to reach a decision, giving me a small nod of assent. I wondered what other options he was possibly considering.

I looked up as the bifolds slid open. Harrison entered, back from his walkabout. He padded forward a few steps and stopped, taking in the stranger at the table. His eyes darted to me, then back to Grayson.

‘Something we can help you with, Harrison?’ I called.

He shook his head. ‘Nope, just forgot something. Back in a minute,’ he said, before disappearing through the door and out of sight.

The dust and sweat of the day were caked to my skin, and I took a few moments to run upstairs and change, leaving Marty in the kitchen, watching over Grayson. We couldn’t keep him under surveillance all day and night, but I wanted our newcomer to at least feel the pressure of a little scrutiny for his first few hours. We’d feed and house him, but as far as I was concerned, he’d broken into my house. That put him at the bottom of the food chain.

I remembered Harrison’s comment by the pool – asking if I’d seen anyone else around. No, I hadn’t. Not until Grayson stumbled out of the cabin.

I was halfway down the main staircase when Liam entered through the front door. He looked hot, flustered, dark patches around his armpits. Harrison trailed behind him.

‘Where have you been?’ I asked.

He sniffed. ‘Checking the road.’

‘And?’

He shrugged. ‘Too dangerous. We stay put, just as I advised.’

Dangerous? But he didn’t look concerned. Not as worried as Marty. I struggled to calculate the actual threat to me, to the house. My throat and chest remained tight, my body struggling, my mind whirring like a hornets’ nest. That’s the thing about OCD – it fills your head with unwanted, repetitive thoughts, catastrophic visions of the future. All I could picture were worsening scenarios over the next few hours and days: grotesque caricatures of these strangers facing me, against a backdrop of fire, dancing in an ever-tightening circle, their faces locked in laughter as they pinned me down. Trapped, unable to move.

Enough, Jess, I murmured, wresting back control of myself, forcing my eyes to open and focus.

Liam frowned, giving me a curious look, before making his way towards the back room, just as Grayson entered the hallway. The two men stared at each other for a second. Liam frowned, examining Grayson, peering at him, checking him from head to toe.

‘Uh. Who are you?’ Grayson’s voice trembled. He backed against the wall.

Liam paused, took a breath, glanced at me before replying.

‘I’m the local ranger,’ he said. ‘Who are you?’

Grayson’s Adam’s apple jumped again as he swallowed. ‘Grayson,’ he said. ‘A friend of the family. I was staying in the cabin.’

‘The cabin?’ said Liam, his brow furrowed. ‘I see.’

Grayson flicked his eyes in my direction. He looked desperate, the tension thick between the two men.

‘Is this who you were looking for, Harrison?’ I said, unsure what to make of the strange dynamic. I didn’t say what I thought – that Grayson was a liar and his reason for being here suspect.

Grayson coughed, a small splutter, a sudden intake of breath. Liam snapped his head towards Harrison, before quickly composing himself. He smiled at me, moved to one side as I approached.

‘We’ve never met,’ said Liam, turning to Grayson. ‘But if you know the owner – a Mr …’

‘Willoughby,’ I said.

‘Right, Willoughby. If you’re friends, then there are a couple of things I’d like to discuss about the property, if that’s OK? How about we get a drink outside?’ Liam put his hand out, indicated Grayson should go first, back the way he’d come. Grayson glanced again at me, then turned without a word, walking ahead of Liam. I thought they looked very much like a prisoner and his warden.

‘Wait,’ I said. Liam should be speaking to me about the property, not Grayson. That was clearly not what this was about. ‘What –’

‘Jess,’ Harrison stepped in front of me. He looked nervous, but blocked my route. ‘Let them talk, yeah?’

‘Talk?’ I snapped. ‘What the hell’s going on here, Harrison?’ I watched his bloodshot and dilated eyes darting around, struggling to maintain contact with mine. ‘Do you and Liam want something with that man? Was he hiding from you?’

Harrison shook his head, indifferent to my frustration. ‘It’s nothing,’ he said.

‘Doesn’t look like nothing,’ I said, voice cracking, infuriated at his obstructive behaviour.

He shrugged. ‘It really is,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t make a big deal of it, if I were you.’

I squared up to him. ‘I’m not making a big deal of anything,’ I said, ‘but Grayson was hiding in the cabin, and you three rock up shortly afterwards. Do you know each other or not? You’re in my house. And I –’

‘It’s not your house, though, is it?’ said Harrison, smiling, though I saw steel in his eyes, the image of the cool surfer beginning to crack.

I paused. ‘It’s my responsibility,’ I said, trying to stay calm. ‘For now. And –’

‘Chill out, Jess,’ he said, his smile hardening. ‘I’m sure this is nothing you need to worry yourself about. Maybe just leave them to it.’

He looked imploringly at me, though his expression might have been more to do with his inebriated state than anything else. He stepped back, out of my way. I made a point of walking straight past him into the living room, but stopped at the kitchen. Liam and Grayson were seated at the furthest table, at the far end of the pool. They sat opposite each other, leaning in, talking.

‘What the hell is going on out there?’

Marty appeared beside me. He held a thick sandwich in one hand, TV remote in the other. I realized I’d skipped lunch, and now dinner. My stomach grumbled; my hands trembled.

‘Something messed up,’ I said, trying to keep my voice calm.

Marty straightened. ‘Like what?’

‘Like Liam’s a liar. And so is Grayson. I’m not sure if his ranger act about checking on houses has any truth to it, but he and Harrison know each other, and I think they were looking for Grayson. That’s why they came here.’

‘He said that?’

‘No. But Grayson looked terrified of Liam. Harrison tried to give me the heavy treatment.’

Marty dropped his sandwich on to his plate. ‘He what?’

I shook my head. ‘Don’t worry, he didn’t touch me, just urged me to stay out of it. He was quite polite, for a dumb druggie.’

Marty crossed his arms, staring through the glass at the two men. I glanced at him, could see his mind whirring away. ‘So what do you want to do?’ he said. ‘That’s messed up, if Liam was lying about his reason for being here. He’s supposed to be a state official. But I’m not sure it changes much for our current predicament. He wasn’t wrong about the fires.’

‘So you think we’re in danger?’ I couldn’t shake the uncertainty, the lack of a clear answer from anyone.

He shook his head. ‘Not at the moment,’ he said. ‘If we stay put.’ His face twisted with indecision. ‘Those two,’ he said. ‘What do you want to do?’

‘Storm out there and ask them?’

‘We could …’ Marty twisted his face, clearly disagreeing.

‘You don’t sound convinced.’

Marty sighed. ‘And do what? If Liam’s the local ranger, maybe he knows the family. Perhaps Willoughby cut a tree down he shouldn’t have – breached the zoning rules, something like that.’

‘That’s crap,’ I said. ‘And why take it up with some distant friend of the family? Why would Grayson care about a zoning law? He looked scared as hell. And what has Harrison got to do with it?’ I also couldn’t fathom why Billie was tagging along. She’d mentioned something about a wild goose chase. I guessed this was it.

‘OK,’ said Marty, ‘and if it is something else, something more serious, then my last question still stands. And do what?’

I bit off my first response, which was that we intervene in some way. Marty was a local cop, this house was at the centre of a massive police investigation, and here was one of Willoughby’s friends with a couple of strange thuggish locals, who had clearly showed up with an agenda.

But at the same time, he had a point. There wasn’t much I could actually do about it, other than ask what the hell they were doing – about which they’d certainly lie – or kick them out.

‘Maybe that’s what we do,’ I said. ‘Kick the four of them out. Off the property.’

Marty nodded, looking sideways at me. ‘They’re only talking,’ he said.

I watched the two of them, then glanced towards the hallway, but Harrison had gone. Was that the right move? Ask them to leave, force them if necessary? And how would I do that? Ask Marty and Jakob to physically evict them? If things turned nasty, I didn’t fancy our chances. And they had Billie – I felt extremely uncomfortable at the thought of kicking her out into the bush in her condition. Unless she wanted to stay on her own.

And could I really kick the three men out into the bush when there was nowhere to go? If the fires approached – and I still couldn’t figure out if they would – I’d hardly sit here and let them burn, whatever the hell they were doing here. Which brought me to the same conclusion as Marty.

‘Shit,’ I said. ‘I don’t know.’

Marty grabbed his sandwich, finished it and washed it down with a bottle of water.

‘What if we play it by ear?’ he said. ‘I don’t know why they’re here, and I don’t much care, if I’m honest. But if they misbehave, we’ll deal with it – the roads might be clear in twenty-four hours and they’ll be gone anyway. OK?’

I didn’t see another realistic option, and at least he made it clear it was my decision. I gave him another point for that.

‘Fine,’ I said, letting my shoulders sag. I grabbed a drink from the fridge, perched next to him while the ice-cold liquid cooled my body, and my mood. ‘But I’m not happy about it, and we keep an eye on them. This is my house and I’m damn well going to hand it back in the condition I found it.’

Marty chuckled. ‘I guessed as much. But you’re doing OK, Jess. Calm under pressure. Must be a British thing.’

‘Thanks.’ I may be practised at hiding my anxiety but I was far from calm. But I was starting to owe him. I fixed myself some food and picked at it, pulling up a stool. ‘I’m Australian – not British.’

‘I know. Your accent’s pretty good, though, and you look calm and fresh,’ he said, making a point of picking at his own T-shirt. ‘I still look like a hiker lost in the bush.’

‘I brought more than one change of clothes with me,’ I said, screwing up my nose at him. ‘And you’re allowed more than one shower, you know? You can wash the T-shirt at the same time.’

He chuckled again. ‘Noted,’ he said.

An awkward silence followed. We perched at the kitchen worktop, not quite relaxed, not quite ready to leave. He peered at me again, sideways, not sleazy, but enough to make me conscious of it. He looked at my hands. My left hand. What was he looking for, a ring?

No need. I wasn’t married. Charles and I never made it that far.

But we did get engaged faster than I’d ever imagined. As fast as he could get away with, I think, at the time.

Six months ago. But the ring mark on my finger had faded fast.

My friends were shocked at the time. Getting engaged? To whom? Have we even met him yet?

And no, I hadn’t met any of Charles’s friends, not one. He worked long hours, didn’t have much of a social life. He was born in the Netherlands, I think. Moved to London after university – straight up the ladder, and already a VP with his own funds. The apartment in Islington suggested he was happy to spend some of his earned wealth. But no, I hadn’t met his friends … or his family.

That should have been a warning sign, shouldn’t it? But it didn’t register with my newly irrational love-and-lust-filled mind. No. Not at all.

The first crack appeared when I suggested setting a date. I saw his reaction and back-pedalled furiously. Six months from first date to engagement ring was quite an achievement. I should have known better than to push for a wedding.

‘The actual marriage needs some thought. It has to be perfect,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to rush the biggest investment of my life.’

That should have been a red flag in itself, but I let it go, made promises to myself to not even mention it for another six months. We said no more, had a lavish dinner, went home for lavish sex. It was wild, urgent and passionate. I figured if my life from this point on consisted only of these moments, wedding or not, I’d die happy.

But that’s also when the cracks widened. And my rational brain started to knock on the door, alerting me to a data anomaly.

Warning, it said. Things may not be as they seem.

Need more data.
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‘Can I ask you something?’ I said.

Marty poured himself another juice, peered at me. ‘Sure.’

‘Grayson. You recognized the nightclub. Blue Rhino. Any particular reason?’

Marty shrugged, appeared to think about it. ‘The usual reasons, from a cop’s perspective. The clubs are squeaky clean, except we know they aren’t.’

‘Anything specific? Or the usual?’

‘I told you, it’s always the same.’ He smiled.

‘The club has a problem?’

‘More than most. Nasty group of people. Serious crime – not my thing any more.’

I think he let slip the last comment, and I let it go.

‘Grayson carrying the business cards. That’s something an employee would do, not a visitor?’

Marty paused. ‘That’s a leap, Jess. He might be telling the truth – he just happened to have the cards on him.’

‘Right,’ I said. ‘Telling the truth about that, but lying about his name and his reason for being here. Hiding out in the bush. What do you think his connection to Willoughby really is?’

Marty turned to me. The humour had left his face. He appeared to consider something, for a fleeting moment, but shook his head. ‘I don’t know, Jess. And it’s not our job to find out.’

He walked off, heading outside. I followed, again frustrated at the way he clammed up. I wondered why he was so reluctant to get involved or engage. Perhaps he was just a few levels less impulsive than me, and being off the job, he saw this as none of his business. He said there was nothing we could do right now, either way. He was probably right.

It still bugged me, but whatever I wanted from Marty would have to wait, because we opened the doors to a commotion outside. Not Liam and Grayson, as I might have assumed, but Harrison and Billie, facing each other by the pool, their shouts carrying across the gardens.

‘What the hell is the matter now?’ I asked, incredulous. These people were tearing each other apart. I couldn’t take much more.

‘It’s nothing,’ said Harrison, shaking his head, eyes fixed on Billie, whose face was red, blotchy, eyes wild. She’d covered up with an oversized T-shirt, already soaked through. Her bare feet shuffled back and forth, her hands were bunched into fists, hanging by her sides. Water dripped on to the ground, snaking its way into the grout lines, seeing how far it could get before the heat claimed it.

Liam and Grayson remained on the other side of the pool, at the far end. Liam was staring in our direction. Grayson kept his eyes down, facing the table.

‘You promised,’ she said to Harrison, the spit gathering around her mouth. Her nose was wet, bubbling, and she wiped it on the shoulder of the T-shirt.

‘Bills … it’s not what you –’

‘Don’t lie to me!’ Billie screamed, her hurt and anger fuelled by whatever chemicals she’d snorted or pumped into herself. ‘Stop fucking lying!’ Her voice was croaky, at its limit, her body tense.

‘You and that fucking Greco. Be a real man, Harrison. Deal with this.’ She pointed with both index fingers at her belly, pushing it out as she did so.

Harrison’s eyes narrowed. ‘Not now, Bills,’ he said, arms folded. ‘We’ll talk about this. But not the fuck now.’

Billie started pacing, staggering as she did so. She approached Marty, slid her arms around his neck before he could stop her.

‘You’re a real man, aren’t you?’ she said, pulling him close, gyrating against his body. ‘Fancy taking care of me? I’ll make it worth your while.’

Marty carefully removed her arms. I watched the way he did it, calm, gentle, like a consummate professional. I’m sure Billie wasn’t the first inebriated woman to throw her hands around him in the course of his duty. He held her shoulders until she slumped away from him.

‘You’re making a fool of yourself, Billie,’ said Harrison. His voice had cracked, I could see the anger bubbling. ‘I would cut it out, if I were you.’

Billie took a few breaths, her expression changed. I thought she was going to cry, but it was hard to tell. Her pupils, while not at the earlier level of cornea-exploding dilation, were still wider than natural, eyelids drooping over them. She finished the conversation. ‘You’re a bastard,’ she said, decisively, her voice firmer but no less manic. ‘You’re all bastards,’ she said, before she turned and stormed off down the side of the house and out of sight.

‘Billie,’ I called, but she ignored me. I moved to follow her but Marty put his hand out.

‘Give her a few minutes,’ he said. ‘She’s not in a good state.’

‘No shit,’ said Harrison, who was rubbing both nostrils. He sniffed before erupting in a coughing fit.

Marty and I flanked Harrison, but he waved it off.

‘No big deal, folks,’ he said. ‘Nothing to see here.’ He slid between us and strode off.

I went to stop him, but Marty blocked my path.

‘Leave it,’ he said. ‘It’s none of our business.’

‘I disagree.’

‘I know, but … getting involved won’t achieve anything.’

My exact thoughts about Carla and Jakob. Why was this any different? I knew he was right. This wasn’t even about Liam and Harrison’s dubious reasons for being here. But seeing Billie in that state caused a protective surge of emotion in me.

‘She needs help,’ I said.

‘I agree,’ said Marty. ‘But she needs to ask for it.’

I raised my eyebrows.

‘I’ve seen a hundred women like that,’ said Marty, ‘and much as it pains me to say it, most don’t break out. It’s just the way it is. She’s chosen her path.’

I watched him for a few moments, defiantly, before letting out the breath I’d been holding. I doubted that Billie had chosen her path any more than the majority of women forced into addiction by the dregs of the drugs trade and the people who ran it. I rubbed my eyes, feeling the heat and the remnants of my jet lag clouding my thoughts.

I swallowed my frustration, couldn’t believe I was dealing with this, in the middle of everything. A gust of hot wind blew across the garden. I caught another faint taste – bitter, harsh. My control was slipping further, my data incomplete. I couldn’t cope with much more of this.

‘You’re wrong,’ I said, needing to do something to get control. Anything. If Billie could be helped, then I must at least try.

‘I’m going after her.’

It took three circuits of the house and the best part of an hour before I found Billie. My growing panic that she’d headed into the bush was thankfully dispelled as I approached the small courtyard by the rear entrance, directly across from the generator building. I could hear a distinct whimpering coming from around the side of the house. I turned the corner to find a railing and concrete steps, hidden behind a row of huge tree ferns. I hadn’t noticed the staircase before, but I guessed, by its position, it led to the basement level.

At the bottom of the stairs sat Billie, back against the door, legs splayed in front of her.

‘Billie,’ I shouted, taking the stairs two at a time. ‘Are you OK? I –’

I stopped short when I saw what was in her right hand – a long kitchen knife, point resting on her thigh, a drop of blood where it had broken the skin. Her clenched fist gripped the handle. She turned to me, her tears and shallow breaths giving me her answer.

‘Hey there, Billie,’ I said, creeping forward, lowering myself to her level, keeping a sensible distance. I swallowed, watching her eyes, but I saw fear rather than anger. My own heart raced; muscles tensed.

‘Please,’ she said, whimpering. ‘Make it stop.’

I looked at the knife, the way her hand trembled. It must hurt, but she watched in fascination as the drop of blood turned into a trickle, running down the outside of her leg.

‘Make what stop, Billie?’ I said, trying to keep the tremor out of my voice. This was new territory for me – a manic phase of Billie’s drug-fuelled high, playing out in agonizing self-harm.

She frowned, lifted the knife away from the skin, stared at the point, as if she didn’t understand why it was there.

‘I’ve done it before,’ she whispered. ‘I’ll do it again. They’ll see.’

‘Do what?’ I said, but her eyes rolled and the knife dropped to her thigh, the point nicking the skin, providing a fresh flow of blood.

‘Why don’t you give that to me?’ I said, extending my hand. I had no idea what was going through her head, but she couldn’t lunge at me very easily with her back against the door. Besides, her expression remained one of fear and confusion, not violence. A drug overdose, or a bad reaction; Billie was wired.

She nodded, short staccato movements, but lifted the knife from her leg. She stared at the bloody point for a few seconds before dropping it like a hot iron on to the ground.

‘My head,’ she said, rocking back and forth, putting her hands over her ears. ‘Please make it stop.’

I moved fast, closing the space between us, taking the knife and throwing it behind me.

‘It’s OK, Billie,’ I said. ‘I’ll make it stop.’

She gulped a few breaths before throwing her arms around my neck, shuddering and sobbing into my chest. I tensed, trying to find a comfortable position to hold her. I gave up, half crouched, half knelt.

‘What have you taken, Billie?’ I said, keeping my voice calm, soft. Don’t accuse, just ask.

Billie shrugged.

‘Ice?’

She shook her head. ‘Yes,’ she whispered, ‘but not … not for a while. Something else. Harrison’s …’

‘What else? Coke, pills? It’s important, Billie.’

She nodded, sniffing. I could feel her tears soaking through my T-shirt. Despite the heat she was shivering. Shock perhaps. A bad trip? I needed to get her inside, hydrated. Proper medical attention would have to wait.

‘Molly,’ she said. ‘I think.’

Molly. Street name for Ecstasy. Perfect.

‘Let’s get you up and inside,’ I said, leaning forward to grab her left arm, swearing under my breath as I lifted her dead weight. Billie wasn’t the easiest patient to stand upright. It took a few false starts and several grunts and groans to get her to the top of the concrete staircase. Billie made a few retching sounds, and I prayed she wouldn’t vomit all over me. Her head lolled to one side. ‘Dizzy,’ she whispered, before mumbling something else inaudible.

‘Marty,’ I called, as I dragged her through the house to the back room. I laid her on the sofa, fetched a bucket from the kitchen, and a cold compress. Marty took in the situation in one practised sweep.

‘What did she take?’ he asked.

‘Ecstasy,’ I said. ‘Maybe something else.’

He nodded before striding across and hammering on the bifold doors. He beckoned for Harrison, who was skulking alone at one of the tables.

‘Ecstasy?’ said Marty, pointing at Billie, as Harrison approached. ‘Really? Great choice, you fucking idiot.’

Harrison’s face fell as he raced over.

‘Babe!’ he said. ‘What the hell?’ Harrison shook his head, dabbing Billie’s brow with the compress.

I couldn’t tell if his concern was genuine, but he certainly played the part.

Billie seemed to settle; her breathing was OK, steady and no longer manic. She curled into the foetal position and closed her eyes, rocking her head back and forth.

‘It’s not my fault,’ said Harrison. ‘A bad pill, that’s all.’

‘That you gave her,’ I said. ‘In her condition.’

‘Billie’s her own woman,’ he said, with a flash of anger. ‘She does what she wants. I didn’t force it down her. We’re on holiday – just having fun.’

‘You’re not on holiday, Harrison,’ I said. ‘Cut the crap. Whatever else you’re doing here –’ I glanced towards the doors, at the growing darkness outside, the likely whereabouts of Liam and Grayson – ‘you need to look after her until it’s out of her system.’

Harrison followed my gaze across to the doors, the pool, contemplating being stuck in here for the next few hours, nursing his sick girlfriend. He appeared to temper his anger, nodding. He turned to Billie, face full of sympathy, gave the cold compress a squeeze, dripping the cool water over her forehead. She shivered, opened her eyes, tried to focus on him.

‘There ya go, Bills,’ he said. ‘You’ll be right.’

‘What’s going on?’ Liam startled me, appearing behind us from the hallway, his huge frame looming, back from one of his disappearing acts. He dabbed his own face with a towel, still sweating all over. ‘What’s wrong with her?’ he said, pointing at Billie.

‘Why don’t you tell me?’ snapped Harrison. ‘This is your shit.’

Liam took a step forward. ‘She looks OK to me,’ he said, staring straight at Harrison. ‘And maybe you don’t want to say anything you’ll regret, mate.’

Harrison swallowed, his throat jumping. He remained crouched, watching Liam like a wounded animal. They stared at each other for a few moments.

Marty and I glanced at each other. Marty gave a small shake of his head, which I chose to ignore.

‘This has to stop,’ I said, squaring up to Liam, conscious the ranger was roughly twice my bodyweight. ‘Whatever you –’

Liam stepped forward. I caught a waft of body odour, fetid and disgusting. His face dripped with moisture, his lips were cracked, spittle at the edges. My heart began to race.

He took a deep breath and let it out, over my face, his stale breath causing me to flinch. I continued to stand my ground, but he laughed. ‘Your hospitality is appreciated, Jess,’ he said, ‘it really is. This place is wonderful. The gardens are great, the pool is great. I’ve spent a bit of time in your library, and watched a movie. Your generosity knows no bounds. But,’ he said, his smile fading, eyes narrowing. ‘Don’t go poking your nose in. We’ll be gone soon enough, and you can forget all about us. OK?’

‘Easy, mate,’ said Marty, ‘watch your tone.’

Liam’s smile widened. He kept his eyes on me. ‘It’s all good, mate,’ he said. ‘No trouble here. But let’s just leave things be. That girl will be fine. And we’ve got bigger things to worry about, yeah? Along this stretch of the coast, things could get nasty real quick.’

My heart thumped; my chest was ready to explode. I clenched my fists, my fingers slick with sweat. I looked pleadingly at Marty, but his eyes gave the same warning as before, a small shake of his head. Liam glanced at both of us and, seemingly satisfied, walked off without another word, heading through the kitchen, before exiting through the pantry.

I heard the door slam behind him.
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Harrison kept his eyes on Billie, whispering soothing nothings to her. He pulled himself to his feet, took a few deep breaths. When he finally looked at us, his face was composed, his dopey smile back again.

‘I’ll sit with Billie,’ he said. ‘All night if I have to. But first I need to drain the main vein and grab a soda. OK?’

He stepped away, heading to the kitchen.

‘No,’ I said, finding my voice, unable to stop it trembling, ‘it’s not OK. You need to explain.’

He paused, turned. ‘Why?’

‘Because …’ I stuttered, glancing at Marty.

‘Like the ranger said, it’s nothing,’ said Harrison. ‘We love the fact you’re letting us stay here, Jess. You’re cool. But leave it there, yeah?’

I could have tried to stop him, Marty could have. But do what? Again I looked to Marty.

‘Let’s leave it, Jess,’ he whispered. ‘How about you try and grab some sleep – it’s getting late.’

I wanted to scream. At Marty, at the rest of them. But the adrenaline was already fading, my muscles beginning to shake, the aftershock of the moment. It was all I could do to stand there and not cry.

Marty excused himself, said he needed to re-ice his leg and rest it, leaving me with Billie. I sat with her, holding a compress against her forehead while Harrison made a lengthy detour for food and drink. She was quiet, curled up on the sofa. I hoped the drugs would exit her system quickly, that she’d be in a more rational state soon. Her hands were bunched under her chin, one finger picking at a cut. She had several scratches on her neck, around her ears, her hairline, a few of them bleeding. I hadn’t noticed them before.

‘You’ll be OK, Billie,’ I said, trying to convince both of us, although the act of caring for her, even if only to hold a damp cloth to her face, had the simple effect of distraction. My mind slowed and my body followed. The gallop of my heart rate reduced to a canter.

Her eyes were unfocused, looking into the distance, through the TV, towards the aquarium.

‘Hey,’ I whispered, crouching in front of her, kneeling on the thick rug, feeling it tickle my legs.

She blinked a few times, sniffed, tucked her knees closer.

‘Can I get you something?’ I said. Beyond basic first aid, I wasn’t equipped to help her. She needed a doctor, a therapist, not a douche boyfriend who pushed drugs into her body.

Billie shook her head, clenched her jaw. ‘Nothing,’ she whispered. ‘I want nothing.’

She looked at me, gave a small chuckle. It had no humour in it.

‘Don’t worry,’ she whispered. ‘He’ll be back. And he’ll get his. Always owing someone. It’ll catch up with him.’

I considered what she’d said. I didn’t want to entertain any irrational spiral into revenge. I’d already seen what she could do with a knife. The last thing we needed was Billie going on some sort of rampage where she’d only hurt herself even further.

‘Why are you here?’ I asked, wondering if she actually knew, or whether she could tell me, given the state she was in.

She sniffed, but shook her head. ‘Harrison thinks he’s a tough guy like the others. But he’s just a lackey. Clueless. He’ll get fucked up in all of this.’

‘And what about Liam?’ I said, pushing gently. I wasn’t sure how much of the truth I’d get, but she knew something. ‘He said he rescued you at the beach?’

She snorted. ‘Collected us, sure. Told Harrison to go with him, told me to fuck off. My darling boyfriend persuaded him to let me tag along. Can you fucking believe it? Like his bitch on the side. Why didn’t he tell Liam to fuck off?’

More tears dripped down her face. She wiped them away.

‘How do they know each other?’ I said.

She glanced up at me, this time with a frown. ‘Best you don’t ask, lady,’ she said. ‘It’s a job, that’s all. Greco clicks his fingers, Harrison jumps – he takes what he can get.’

‘Who is Liam Greco?’

She snorted. ‘Even he has his enemies. He’ll get his too.’ She closed her eyes for a moment, a flash of pain crossed her face. ‘I hope,’ she added.

‘And Grayson?’

‘Who?’

I sighed. ‘The guy Liam strong-armed outside to talk. What’s the deal?’

But I could see her lips thinning. Even in her inebriation, she was toeing the line. Fearful of what Liam might do, or simply a misguided loyalty, I wasn’t sure, but she turned away.

‘They’re just here to collect, that’s all.’

‘Collect what?’ My head spun. The house, the contents. The vault. ‘What do you mean, Billie?’

She shook her head. ‘I’m tired,’ she said.

I wanted to push, but Billie was spent. Why couldn’t I be like Marty – just leave these idiots to themselves? Perhaps it was because of her age. Late twenties, perhaps, same as me. And yet Billie already looked done – worn out. Years of drug-taking had stolen her youth.

‘Do you want to talk?’ I said. ‘About anything else?’

She sniffed. ‘About what? You don’t know me.’

‘Anything. Your parents, friends. Your health?’

She squeezed her eyes closed, twisted her mouth. ‘My health?’

I shrugged, looked at her stomach. She sucked it in for a second, then gave up, buried her face in the pillow.

‘Don’t do it, lady,’ she said.

‘Do what?’

‘Don’t say it. Don’t give me your middle-class judgement on my situation. You know nothing.’

I nodded. I agreed. I had nothing useful to offer except an ear, and yet I wanted to help. An entrenched duty of care, perhaps, a standard reaction from years of being taught that some people can’t protect themselves, that’s why I have a job. But I also felt more than that. Billie was already trapped before she arrived here, and now in a much more literal sense. We all needed to survive this, didn’t we? Billie was surely the most vulnerable member of the group, and therefore needed the most help. Whether she wanted it or not.

‘Is it …’ I stopped myself, but too late.

She chuckled. ‘Harrison’s?’ she said. ‘It’s mine, Jess. And I’m keeping it. Don’t try and tell me otherwise.’

‘Whoa, Billie. I would never …’

She cradled her stomach, looked scared, her response defiant.

‘Wait,’ I said. ‘Has he suggested you …?’

I watched her eyes. She shook her head, her voice cracked. She whispered, ‘He’s got plans. He won’t hang around. How can I expect him to?’

‘If he’s the father, then you can except him to man up to his responsibilities.’

She chuckled again. ‘Shit, Jess, you’re cute but dumb. What cave have you crawled out of? Oh wait, a privileged one. I bet your biggest struggle as a mother will be deciding which organic decaf soya latte to buy at your local artisanal fucking coffee shop. Full of responsible men for you to pick from.’

I took a breath.

‘Billie, I –’

‘I was in juvie while you were getting straight As in some posh fucking Catholic school, Jess. I’ve hurt people, I’ve hit them, stabbed them, done fuck knows what to them. I didn’t even listen when the judge read out the charges. That’s how I end up with people like Harrison, and people like Greco. They’re my type of people, and always will be. You’ll never understand, so please spare me.’

I managed to keep my mouth shut. Her anger was so entrenched it would take more than a well-meaning chat to change it. I was dumb, and naive. And shocked at her open admission of violence. Didn’t stop me caring, though. I just had to hope we escaped from this place fast and Billie got home. I hated to think of her as another statistic – one of Marty’s, having lost her personal war on drugs, mother and baby spending years pushing through the system until the damage was irreversible, and the cycle started all over again.

I never saw the individual impact, in my line of work. I played with statistics, dollars, deals affecting huge numbers of people, entire countries. Billie was from Marty’s world – the depravity of the human condition, one poor soul at a time. See the trauma low down and personal. Perhaps that explained the darkness in his eyes.

I stood, stretched my legs. ‘Try to sleep,’ I said. ‘If you can. If you can’t, please just stay here and know it’ll pass. It’ll be OK, Billie.’ I didn’t say I’d force Harrison to come back and watch over her. That might have been the final straw.

I crept away, although I needn’t have – she hardly noticed, burying her face again in the pillow, rocking herself to sleep.

Midnight. Exhausted. I grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge and strolled along the hall in a daze. The air con was blowing, a constant breeze, and the structure of the house creaked and whispered, like it was alive, breathing. It unnerved me, even without my guests, without the fires. It was lavish but too practical, industrial even, a self-sufficient retreat. The Willoughby Company didn’t want anybody here, particularly not the police, but not even little old me. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but the thought of being here alone, when this was all over, no longer appealed in the same way as before. This might have been a family house, but it wasn’t a home.

I headed back to the hall, passing the cinema room on my right, and the chapel to my left. I stopped, heard talking from within, the sound echoing in the empty space. Mumbling, a deep clearing of someone’s throat.

I poked my head in, to find Jakob, kneeling next to the front pew, head dipped in prayer.

He glanced up.

‘Sorry,’ I whispered, glancing at his nose, his upper lip. A slight swelling, nothing obvious. ‘I’ll leave you to it.’

‘It’s OK,’ he said, standing. ‘I’m done. Please, come in.’

He backed away, making the sign of the cross.

I stepped tentatively over the threshold. I’d had a pretty secular upbringing, and never found any reason to believe later in life. But my mum had instilled in me a healthy respect for those who did.

Jakob’s presence here would be curious, if I didn’t suspect what he was going through. I’d been listening to Carla’s account of their marital woes, while he’d stoically – or forcibly – held his tongue. I guessed a little prayer wouldn’t hurt his situation. Or mine.

‘What brings you here, Jess?’

He shuffled around the pews, not making eye contact, staring past me, through the doorway, looking keen to get away.

‘I was going to ask you the same,’ I said, smiling, but my attempt at levity causing him to frown.

He stopped, fixed me with a curious gaze.

‘I apologize,’ he said. ‘I can pray in the bedroom, if it’s an issue.’

‘No, no,’ I said, keeping my smile to hide the awkwardness. I didn’t want to force him away, not if he needed to escape Carla, even for a few minutes. I guessed she allowed him this much. ‘Use this room whenever you like.’

He nodded, cleared his throat.

‘And you?’

‘Me?’

He indicated the pews, the altar, the large cross on the wall.

‘Do you –’

‘Oh, no,’ I said. ‘No. But please, you’re very welcome. As is everyone else.’

He smiled, a hint of relief in his eyes. Perhaps he was worried a shared faith might mean more conversation with strangers. Which might elicit anger from Carla.

I let him go. ‘Perhaps you could put in a good word for us all,’ I said, as he walked past me, head bowed. He seemed keen to get away. ‘Send the bush fires elsewhere.’ It sounded crass as I said it, and Jakob frowned.

‘I’m sure there’ll be a reason for them,’ he said, ‘that will make itself clear. Nothing happens on this earth without a reason.’

I wanted to offer my objections to that little nugget of theological wisdom but managed to bite my tongue. Jakob kept nodding to himself, a strange mannerism, or a tic. But his eyes focused elsewhere and he kept walking. I watched him all the way until he reached the door to the master suite. He gave me a brief glance, tipped an imaginary hat to me as he opened the door and ducked out of sight.

Marty’s door was closed, and I guessed he was resting. I envied his ability to switch off, feeling exhausted myself but fearing I’d struggle to sleep. I retreated to the private lounge, frustrated, anxious, more pissed off than I’d initially thought at Marty for not pushing it with Liam and Harrison, pissed off at myself for following his lead. He was right – whatever their reasons for being here, any confrontation was undesirable, given we were stuck here.

I needed information, I craved order, and I could get neither.

The TV news channels offered no reassurance. I absorbed as much as I could from one of the armchair experts. The fire crews were working flat out, battling to spread their resources over such a huge area, holding the containment line. Our peninsula remained cut off but untouched. Surrounded by fire, and without any way of contacting the fire crews, we must ride it out.

The next twelve hours would be critical, the expert said, and she explained the difficulty of predicting the behaviour of large, well-developed fires in eucalyptus forest. The flame front doesn’t move across the bush at a regular speed, and eucalyptus fires have an erratic spotting process, so an area as much as ten kilometres downwind can be ignited in a few minutes. People leaving their homes can find themselves surrounded by fire in unexpected areas, making evacuation tough, and dangerous. The news anchor asked about comparisons to Black Saturday – a lethal weekend in February 2009 when over two hundred people lost their lives. A tragedy, agreed the expert, during which almost four hundred separate spot-fires ignited to produce a deadly firestorm. But we’re not there yet, she emphasized. With luck and hard work, we might escape a disaster of that scale.

I heard the door open, turned to find Grayson nervously poking his head through the doorway.

‘Hi,’ I said, turning the TV volume down. I wasn’t sure what to say to the man, but my tone was rather abrupt. I wanted peace, a chance to settle my nerves before attempting to get some sleep. I didn’t have the patience for more games.

‘I was …’ he started. ‘I’ll leave you be.’

I saw the fear in his eyes, the persistent startled expression he couldn’t shift. ‘No,’ I said, sensing the opportunity to question him again. ‘Come in. Sit down.’

Grayson looked uneasy about talking to me, but stepped around to sit on the sofa opposite. He swallowed a few times, pushing his mop of hair off his forehead, glanced at the door.

‘What’s going on, Grayson?’

He kept staring, not responding.

‘You could tell me your real name,’ I said. ‘Might make conversation easier.’

His eyes narrowed. His knees trembled, hands clasped in front of him. I tried to soften my tone. Why not go for it, Jess? You won’t sleep until you know. He’s here now, and might be the easiest to break. My frantic mind started up again, spinning, presenting all manner of scenarios. I couldn’t stop it.

‘Why are they after you? Liam, Harrison, Billie. And what’s your connection to Willoughby?’

He stared at me for a few moments. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I can’t.’

‘Why not?’ I said. ‘You’re trespassing, lying. You’ll have to tell the police, when they arrive.’

His eyes flashed.

I pushed some more. ‘What’s your business with Blue Rhino?’

He shook his head, pulled the worst poker face I’d ever seen. Why did Marty have to be right? Everything is about bloody drugs. And yet everything about his appearance screamed something different. This was no dealer, no lower echelon pusher. Grayson wore the clothing and carried the pedigree of someone much further up the pecking order.

His fidgeting increased.

‘What have you done, Grayson? What do you owe them? And why did it bring you here?’

Too much. I was no interrogator. Grayson pushed himself shakily to his feet, backing away towards the door. He didn’t run, or threaten me. But at the door he turned.

‘Please,’ he said. ‘It’ll all be OK if you just keep quiet. I’ve sorted it.’

‘Sorted it?’

He nodded, glancing out of the door into the hallway, then back again. ‘We cut a deal … I mean … I promised to sort it out when I get back to Melbourne.’

‘Sort what out? You’re not telling me anything, Grayson. This morning you were hiding in the cabin,’ I said. ‘You were terrified.’

I saw his eyes widen again. A memory, a secret. His hands shook and he clasped them together. ‘I’m sorry you had to see all of this, I really am. But please don’t push it, and please stay away from those two. They’re bad news.’

I saw a flash of honesty in his face. Weary, the adrenaline giving way to exhaustion.

‘Why here?’ I said. Was he expecting help from Willoughby, and genuinely didn’t know where he was, or was this just a handy retreat in the wilderness?

Grayson’s face hardened at the question; his eyes narrowed. The mention of Willoughby seemed to conjure a flash of anger, something deeper. He shook his head.

‘I’ll leave you alone, Jess,’ he said, his voice low. ‘Please … leave me be.’

I felt a wave of tiredness, my own overwhelming fatigue catching up with me. Once again, I saw that Marty was right. Sticking my nose in would achieve nothing. Whatever had happened was over.

‘I won’t cause trouble for you, Grayson,’ I said, meaning it. ‘Whoever you are. Why don’t you take the sofa in the cinema room – get some sleep?’ It was more than I’d offered Liam and Harrison. They could stay put – the garden or the shared living room was good enough for them.

Grayson nodded and left, his footsteps echoing in the hallway.

I decided to go to bed. I’d speak to Marty in the morning, confirm what I suspected he already knew – we were dealing with a bunch of lowlife drug pushers and their debts.

Let them argue it out, then disappear in a day or so. Liam might be a small-time heavy, or a kingpin, but there was no reason for him to pick a fight with anyone else if we left him alone. I’d never see them again. Marty could follow it up, if he was so inclined.

A firestorm outside, a shitstorm inside. Way to go, Jess. You really know how to pick your holidays. Rupert would bloody well answer for this.

I turned off the TV. The locked confines of my bedroom suddenly seemed attractive, and necessary. I wanted this night to be over as soon as possible.

I walked upstairs in a daze, thankful I’d brought clarity to at least one aspect of this mess I found myself in. The main staircase was faintly lit, the moon and stars washed out by the hazy sky, the spotlights in the ceiling far above dimmed low. I climbed the final stair to find Marty walking across the landing. He looked flustered, hot, despite the air con. He didn’t see me until he lifted his head, almost sending us both crashing over the banister.

‘Shit, sorry,’ he said. ‘I was looking for you.’

I smiled. He stayed close, and I left my hands where they rested – one on each of his shoulders where I’d grabbed hold of him to stop myself falling. My head felt muzzy, my vision soft, my carefully erected walls of protection swaying with fatigue.

It was absurd, animal, almost, the way we stared at each other. Was he thinking the same as I was? And what was that, exactly? Complete strangers. He looked at me in all the right ways, and I looked back. I knew almost nothing about him, and what I did know bothered me. A cop who appeared to do the right thing one moment, then made some comment that threw my growing trust back into confusion.

And as usual, I was overthinking it. But you can’t just turn OCD off. Not the obsessive part. The thoughts would present themselves regardless, repeat until I had no choice but to acknowledge them, do everything I could to alleviate them. It was part of me, and it protected me – at least, I like to think it did.

Was Marty what I needed? I was full of a growing, griping anxiety – spasms of tension in my gut, the very worst of my symptoms from the previous year threatening to rise up and consume me – the thought of letting it all go in a burst of passion was tempting. And I wanted to, I did. In this moment. I could hear Rupert’s voice whispering in my ear. Grab him, Jess, have yourself a bit of mindless fun, God knows you deserve it.

‘Are you OK?’ he said, peering at me.

I nodded, trying not to say anything, trying to prolong the moment, give myself more time to make a decision. But what if he didn’t feel the same? What if he didn’t want a random encounter with a damaged police analyst while trapped on a hill surrounded by deadly bush fires? It wouldn’t be unreasonable of him. What if I lunged at him and he pushed me away? That would add another layer of impossible awkwardness – stoking the fire, to use an inappropriate metaphor.

And I waited too long. Marty stepped back, far enough so I could no longer feel his breath on my forehead, enough that I had to release my hands, let my arms fall by my sides.

I could picture Rupert’s disappointed face. I think mine matched it.

‘Yes,’ I lied. ‘I’m OK.’

With the moment gone, I told Marty about my conversation with Grayson. Not exactly conclusive, but enough to stop me pushing.

He nodded along. ‘The detective work is my job. Was my job,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘But yeah. I’d reached the same conclusion.’

I paused. His behaviour still bugged me, and I needed to know why.

‘You didn’t challenge Liam, or Harrison,’ I said. ‘Downstairs, when we found Billie. You warned me off. You looked … why did you back off so quickly?’

‘Why?’ He frowned. ‘I thought I’d been straight with you. Because I’m not on duty, Jess. Even if I was, I’m unarmed in a secluded location with no backup. I don’t know who Liam is. I mean, he’s a ranger, but what else is he? Or Grayson, for that matter. But the arseholes who run the gangs in this part of the state are heavy shit. If there is any connection with Blue Rhino – we’ve got biker gangs, European mafia, Asian and Chinese traffickers. These are not people you want to mess with. You heard his veiled threat about things along this stretch of the coast – his stretch – turning nasty real quick. He was telling us to stay the hell out of his business, Jess, and I heeded it. I’m not in a position to do anything about it, and neither are you.’

I swallowed, realizing my natural impulsiveness had been borderline dangerous. Grayson was right. Marty was right. Shit.

‘It’s why they keep me behind a desk,’ I said. ‘Kept me behind a desk. Past tense.’

Marty shook his head. ‘We lost the drugs war a long time ago, Jess. Even if I was on active duty, I’d ask myself: why bother?’

I heard the resentment in his voice, the frustration firing again in his eyes. Another snippet for me to file away. But I got it. A drugs case in his past, maybe more than one. Once you lose it, it’s hard to go back. I should know.

‘Our plan stands,’ he said. ‘We sit tight, wait for a road out. If the phones come back, we call the fire crews, let them know we’re here. That’s all we do, yeah? We keep it calm. We don’t let things escalate more than they already have.’

I nodded, wanting more, but sensing whatever more was, it had once again passed us by.

‘Night, then,’ I said, a little sarcastically. ‘I guess I’ll try to sleep.’

‘Yeah,’ he said, taking the first step. ‘Night, Jess.’ He padded down the staircase in bare feet, pausing at the bottom, peering up. I was quite prepared to have another staring match, but he only held my gaze for a second before disappearing out of sight.
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I woke with a start, lurching upwards. Something had woken me. Outside, or in? As the room came into focus, I felt the scratching of my throat. Sore, rough. I wondered how long I’d screamed for, and how loud. Would anyone care?

‘Hello?’ I called, realizing I was holding my left hand, my ring finger. If I imagined it carefully, I could still feel the indent of the platinum band of my engagement ring. The weight, the feel of being loved so absolutely. The gaping hollow void of Charles’s absence.

‘Marty?’ I padded across the room, unlocked and opened the door.

I still wonder if Charles ever intended to do it, actually do it. It was one thing to dupe me into believing in the future, another to live it.

But he didn’t. We didn’t.

The accident changed everything. And I lost everything.

One instant in time, the universe righting itself, correcting the anomaly, stopping me from going any further.

That didn’t make it any less devastating.

The landing was empty, the stairwell too. The soles of my feet felt rough, and I crouched, again finding fragments of red earth, sand-like in its consistency. Dirt from my sneakers, perhaps, or from Marty’s feet when he was up here looking for me last night?

But nobody here.

The morning of the fifth day, and the first thing I noticed was the heat, despite the air con. I pulled the balcony door open, felt a light breeze. The sweat was already tickling my forehead as I pulled on my shorts and T-shirt – I’d shower later – straightened my hair, checked the time. Seven a.m. – still early.

Downstairs, Harrison and Billie were on the sofa, staring at the TV. Billie was sitting up – a good sign – and I guessed they’d slept there. If Liam had been with them, he was gone now. The rest of the group were absent, the room empty.

I took a bottle of water from the fridge, rolled it against my forehead for a few moments, listening to my stomach rumble. It was cooler down here, but heating up fast. I turned up the air con a notch. I rummaged around for a bowl and started to fill it with cereal when I heard the pantry door slam. Marty traipsed in. We stood each side of the breakfast bar, facing each other. He’d changed into fresh clothes, looked good, a light sweat on his brow. But his expression was tense, the usual cheeky smile absent.

Last night came back to me. Our awkward encounter on the landing. I felt I needed to clear the air, make it plain that any signals I’d given were in error, that I’d been tired, not thinking straight.

‘Marty,’ I said. ‘Last –’

‘Have you seen Grayson?’

‘I … no. Not since last night. Why?’

Marty scanned the room, peered at Harrison, before lowering his voice.

‘I can’t find him anywhere, Jess. I’ve been looking for over an hour. He disappeared in the night. Grayson’s gone.’

We started outside at my insistence, scanning the gardens, checking the garages and generator building again. No panic. We didn’t shout – not yet – tacitly deciding to do a calm sweep together before jumping to any conclusions.

‘You checked the cabin?’

Marty nodded. ‘I checked most of the house, and the gardens. I reckon he’s legged it. Down the road or into the bush. Stupid bastard.’

I wondered how far he’d get. He didn’t look the outdoorsy type, and there were a whole load of dangers in the bush before he even reached the fires. The heat was already intense, dehydration would set in unless he’d taken plenty of water. He could hit the coast, but then what? Swim home?

‘Did you check the stores?’ I said. ‘Anything obvious taken from the pantry?’

Marty shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t know if anything was missing.’

The morning sun sensed our angst and mercilessly blasted us with heat. Dry, intense, hotter than yesterday, and with a stronger wind. Or a change of direction?

The light seemed odd; a new haze blanketed the sky to the north and east. I could taste it – no mistaking the bitter flavour. Were the ground and sky burning in the distance, still out of sight? The lush gum trees gave me a sense of protection – perhaps false. A wall around us. But would that wall burn within hours if the fire front approached?

Where was Grayson?

We stood at the gate, calling his name, both of us trying to hide the frustration in our voices, and in mine a sense of desperation. I hardly knew the man, yet I felt a level of responsibility which had been drummed into me during academy training. Civilians got our protection – it’s what we did. I’d left the force, walked out, run away, but I couldn’t shake the ingrained impulse. Whatever transpired, the urge to pursue the truth persisted, and the desire to protect the innocent. Grayson might or might not qualify as the latter, but I didn’t think he deserved to be exiled in the bush.

Marty turned towards the northern sky. ‘Things aren’t looking great this morning, Jess. The news reports were inconclusive, but the wind …’ He licked a finger and held it up.

His admission tore at my nerves. ‘It’s swinging around,’ I said. ‘What does that mean, Marty?’

I appreciated him playing it down, so far – the reassuring gesture, to keep me from worrying. But I wanted the truth, even if I feared I couldn’t handle it.

‘It means I need to check the water storage tanks this morning, the hoses, fill the baths, get some towels ready to soak and use as smoke barriers for the doors.’ He shrugged. ‘There should be a checklist in the house information pack.’

There was, I’d seen it. ‘Do we hose the ground? Can’t we soak the grass, the treeline …’

He shook his head. ‘We save the water,’ he said. ‘If the worst happens and the fire front hits, then I’ll put the sprinklers on …’ He stopped, looking at me. ‘But we’re getting ahead of ourselves. The wind may change again.’

He was trying to be reassuring, but it felt like a step change – he was no longer playing down the chances of the fires reaching us. I’d looked to him, primarily, as my reliable source on this, using him as my barometer for anxiety. He’d seemed comfortable, and therefore so was I. The bush fires were distant, and I couldn’t even picture them being anything other than that. Had he been wrong? Was Liam wrong? Was I wrong to keep everyone here? The consequences of my actions were about to become apparent.

My decision, my fault. My legs tingled; my chest tightened. The clock was ticking. We needed to know where Grayson was. On or off the property. I had to be sure.

‘I’ll search the house again,’ I said. ‘He might have hidden away.’

But in truth I wondered if he’d had a further run-in with Liam, if they’d reneged on the deal, resulting in a change of plans. He could be running or hiding, depending on his level of desperation. Should I have pushed him further last night? Got him to confide in me, ask for protection? But then what? Could I have offered any, given Marty’s assessment?

‘I expect he’s gone,’ said Marty, watching me carefully, but his expression suggested he knew better than to argue. ‘But go ahead. I’ll head to the garages and check the fire equipment.’

I kept walking, towards the side of the house, fingering the ring of keys in my pocket. I wondered about the basement. Not a great hiding place, if that was his aim, but Grayson probably knew about it, with his family connection, and it was certainly more sensible than fleeing into the bush. He might be trying to wait it out there, wait for the rescue teams, hoping for a distraction enabling him to run. It was cool, quiet. There were at least two ways down, from what I’d seen, and there was no reason Liam or Harrison would know about either.

I entered through the study off the main hallway, tiptoeing past the desk, towards the metal door. I felt a little bad for sneaking through, but I wanted to check the basement alone, and I didn’t want Carla or Jakob hearing me. They might get a fright if I discovered Grayson hiding out under their bedroom – with easy access to it – and it might inflame matters. I figured it would be easier if I dealt with that eventuality without them knowing.

I opened the metal door and closed it behind me, taking a few preparatory deep breaths, switching the light on as I went.

‘Grayson?’ I called out at the bottom of the stairs. Loud enough to create a decent echo, but restrained enough so those on the floor above wouldn’t hear me. There was no answer, except the shadows dancing on the walls as I moved under the first light bulb.

Edging past the wine racks, I couldn’t resist a glance at the workbench to my right, the sheets covering it, fully expecting the huge huntsman to be waiting. I had a surreal vision of it sitting cross-legged, tapping its knees impatiently.

‘Grayson, are you down here?’ I called, finding the next light switch, turning it on. Each switch, in turn, illuminated more of the basement, until it was clear – he wasn’t down here.

Only the vault loomed in front of me. At the centre of the house, on the hill, at the end of the peninsula, a rock-solid container of secrets at the core of my current nightmare. I approached the door, the metallic smell from before hitting me, catching in the back of my throat. A contrast to the growing taste of ash in the air upstairs; a definite putrid odour. It lingered. My eyes watered.

I tapped the screen again. The glass sprang to life, backlit, showing the twelve-digit entry panel and a digital clock.

Except this time the clock was different, its importance propelled to the fore.

The PIN had been entered. The clock was counting.

Counting down.
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My head spun, all manner of theories and assumptions springing to mind, jostling for position among the emotional reactions I tried to suppress. Facts first, conclusions second, Jess. What was I looking at?

The safe would be one of two types. Fail safe, which opens if it loses power, or fail secure, which locks if it loses power. The timer delay mechanism starts when the correct PIN code is entered, and is designed to stop people opening the safe under duress – for example, during a robbery, when the bank manager might be coerced into entering the PIN. In that situation, the safe wouldn’t open for a pre-set time – usually twenty-four or forty-eight hours later, sometimes even seventy-two. Far too long for the perpetrator to hang around with the engine of a getaway car running outside.

I couldn’t tell which type it was from looking, or when the clock had been started, but it was reading a little over twenty-four hours remaining.

Less than a day until the vault opened. Somebody in the house had been here, entered the PIN, the correct PIN, since I’d last been down here, and started the countdown.

I ran my hands over the glass. Smooth, polished, wiped clean after use.

Grayson?

It had to be. A friend of Willoughby’s. A close friend? Close enough to know about the vault and its contents? Shit. Is this the deal he struck with Liam? Not, in fact, back in Melbourne, but right here. Was this his plan all along? Escaping to the family house along the coast, to hide out, but also to plunder Willoughby’s vault?

Marty had said the police were struggling to get a warrant, that the company lawyers were holding things up. Were they intending to stall long enough for Grayson to empty the vault? Was Grayson, and Willoughby by extension, a bigger crook than I ever imagined?

A vanished billionaire and his vault, hidden away in the middle of nowhere. Wealth that should find its way into the state coffers, unless an associate got there first and emptied it.

Or was Liam in the know all along? So Grayson had no choice but to hand over the contents?

My heart thumped, my body failing me; I couldn’t stop it. My stomach lurched, twisted as I tried to constrain the visions in my head. They danced again, all of them, closing in on me, laughing as the fire engulfed us all. I shook my head, forcing the thoughts away, the expletives rolling off my tongue.

Where are you hiding, Grayson? Why disappear now?

I left the vault as I found it, exited the basement, running up the stairs two at a time. Carefully through the study, out into the hall. The heat was intensifying in the house, but that wasn’t the only reason I was sweating. I needed my heart rate to settle, for some sense to return.

I couldn’t pretend I hadn’t seen anything, or forget the timer etched into my vision, the ticking at the back of my head – twenty-two hours remaining, maybe? I’d pursue it with the police as soon as we were out of here – with or without Marty. I couldn’t let it lie, the plundering of Willoughby’s vault while the property was frozen by the state. Grayson might be in financial strife with some dodgy characters, but using state-confiscated money to settle it was a crime I couldn’t ignore.

But I must stick to what I’d agreed with Marty – for now. Don’t stir things up, don’t cause trouble and put myself and everybody else in danger – more danger – by confronting Liam.

I took the stairs to the first floor, pausing at the top. The windows in the roof were electric, and I pressed the switch on the wall. A fresh breeze flowed across the landing, and two of the doors slammed shut as the air caught them. It startled me, and I looked up to see Marty walking towards me from the end of the corridor.

‘Marty,’ I said, ‘Guess what –’ I stopped short, puzzled at Marty’s expression.

He looked surprised, flustered, his T-shirt sticking to his chest with sweat. I glanced past him. The only rooms at that end were an unused bedroom, a bathroom and my room.

‘What are you doing up here?’ I could hear the challenge in my voice, it came out bluntly. But my nerves were shredded, my internal alarms firing.

‘I was checking our exits,’ he said, ‘and the upstairs balconies.’

‘For what?’

He shrugged. ‘To see how easily we could escape from here. But they’re too high. No easy way down. We can’t seek refuge up here, and you should think about moving your stuff downstairs.’

It was good advice, but I could have figured it out for myself. Marty swallowed, averted his eyes, turning towards the stairs.

‘I have a few other things to check,’ he said. ‘But how about we grab a drink? Take a break?’

He didn’t wait for an answer, didn’t wait to hear what I was going to tell him. He headed down, his boots squeaking on the polished steps, leaving a few clumps of dried earth behind. I watched his back for a second before going to my room. He’d been in here, clearly. I’d caught him coming out. Should he have asked me first? Even if it was a cursory check as part of his preparation for evacuation, I think he should have mentioned it – I felt I was still entitled to some privacy, as the only occupant supposed to be living here.

I’d caught him up here before, hadn’t I? Last night. Said he was looking for me, and in the moment, I didn’t ask what for. What had brought him back?

I frowned, scanning the room. My possessions were largely hidden away, most in the wardrobe, a few left in my suitcase, a few on my bedside table. Messy, clothes strewn where I’d rifled through them. My laptop tucked into the beside drawer. It was closed, switched off, the power light lifeless.

I looked at the bed, equally messy, dirty clothes and underwear tossed at the end of it. I half wondered what Marty thought of the sight, but dismissed it.

My eye caught the chest of drawers on the far wall. One of the drawers was open. Only a couple of inches, but I hadn’t used any of the drawers yet, and was sure they’d been closed when I arrived. I pulled the empty drawer open, then pushed it all the way in. That would have been an invasion of privacy, as well as downright odd. I checked the other drawers, my bedside table and the bathroom. Nothing was missing, nothing obviously moved.

I forced myself to do another quick sweep of the wardrobe – lights on, case kicked to one side. The floor was, thankfully, empty.

My shoulders sagged. It appeared everything was as I’d left it. If Marty had been poking around, then he would have left disappointed. I carried everything important inside; my worldly possessions were distinctly average, and, looking around, quite pitiful in quantity.

I stepped on to the balcony, seeking the outside shade, wondering how to settle my nerves. Had anyone else noticed Grayson’s absence? Had Liam and Harrison? Or was that the deal – he opened the safe and got to leave? Even without anywhere to go.

I gripped the handrail, stared towards the ocean, the blue skies to the south. I scanned to the west, watching the haze thicken, the clear air higher up increasingly masked by what must be smoke from the distant fires. Would they reach us or pass us by? If the worst happened, was Marty confident we’d survive it? My natural thirst for data remained unquenched, and the knot in my chest continued to tighten, hour by hour.

I dropped my eyes to the treeline, let them relax, searching nature for solace. Anything to take my mind off things.

But what I saw confirmed that everything had inextricably changed.

An anomaly in the otherwise perfect landscape, a shadow of uncertainty at the treeline, camouflaged by the leaves and bark of the bushland floor. A man sitting against the trunk of a gum tree, hat dipped over his face. Not moving.

Grayson.
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I trod carefully, the gravel of the firebreak sharp, pieces stuck between my bare toes. Having raced through the house, across the fifty metres to the treeline, I forced my eyes down, looking at Grayson’s body, swallowing, trying to conjure some moisture into my mouth. Grit cracked between my teeth. It tasted bitter and harsh, carried by a wind that blustered through the branches above.

I’d recognized him clearly from the balcony, but up close I saw his expensive chinos were now grubby and ripped. His London brogues red with dust. The shirt was creased, ingrained with dirt, hat tipped over his face.

I took a breath, grabbed the hat, tossing it to one side. Grayson’s eyes were open, his mouth twisted into a grotesque smile, his swollen and blue tongue hanging to the right. The bile rose, hitting the back of my throat, but I swallowed several times, accepting the burn, managing not to vomit as I crouched, leaning towards him.

He hadn’t been dead long. No flies, not yet. I reckoned a few hours, six at most in this heat. My knees wobbled, my legs throbbing in the crouch as I shuffled backwards.

I paused with indecision, struggling as reality gripped me.

A twig cracked in the undergrowth, further to my left, then another. I searched, but the trees were densely packed, the colours merging into a sea of browns and greens. The wind made my eyes water, the dust causing my vision to flicker and lose focus. My hands shook, but the sound had merged with the cacophony of insect and bird sounds, the fauna protesting my intrusion. Their unrest was palpable, perhaps uncertain about the approaching threat, puzzled at the smell and alien taste carried on the breeze.

I jumped at movement behind Grayson’s head, a spider crawling across the trunk, resting several of its legs on his hair. The sight made me shiver. Smaller than the one in the basement, legs spanning my hand’s width. It froze as I moved, sensing danger, but we were both harmless to each other. Another huntsman – I recognized the marking and proportions. A bite from one of those was certainly not the cause of Grayson’s demise.

But to Grayson’s left, further behind him, I could see a trail on the ground, leaves scattered, running parallel to the edge of the treeline – like he’d dragged himself this far and stopped, propped himself against the tree. And died.

I pushed myself up and away, berating myself as I shivered, tried to conjure some rational thoughts and processes. It was what I did, wasn’t it? Analyse, predict, alert. I’d built my personality and career on it. But I’d been too slow to see this coming. Was this my fault?

I needed to regroup, pull my thoughts into some semblance of order. I turned and ran, heading away from the scene, across the sharp gravel of the firebreak, wincing as sharp stones cut the soles of my feet. Around the side of the house, to the pantry, pausing at the door.

The sky to the north was closing in, I was sure of it. A subtle change, before my macabre discovery and after. The smell was pungent, no denying it now. Even through my tears the colour shifted before my eyes, deepening. The tranquil blues were fading, hiding behind the fury of the fires.

A flock of birds took flight in the distance, their wings silhouetted against the new orange glow, dipping out of sight before surging upwards, escaping the red sky that followed.

I forced my breathing to slow. The pantry was cool and I hid between the shelves, listening to my heartbeat echo off the walls. I pulled out my mobile phone on impulse, stared at the screen: no signal, no connection. Nobody was coming. We were on our own.

My pulse thumped in my ears, but I was angry as well as scared. At myself as much as anything. I’d panicked when I should have stayed at the scene, gathered more data, tried to establish cause of death.

I owed Grayson nothing, but nobody deserved death as a punishment, and self-preservation required me to figure out how he’d died. Could I do that alone?

With difficulty.

Footsteps approached outside the door. I held my breath.

Marty hurried through the pantry, put his hand on the outer door. He turned.

‘Jess!’ he jumped, startled. ‘I …’ He took his hand off the door, peered at me. ‘What’s wrong?’ he said. ‘Why are you looking at me as if you’ve seen a ghost?’

I had a fleeting thought of lying, of keeping what I’d found to myself. Could I trust Marty? Did I trust any of them? No, if I was honest, but what choice did I have? If I’d seen Grayson’s body from the balcony, it was only a matter of time before one of the others did – one of whom might already know about it.

I shivered at the thought of a killer amongst us. A secret vault and a body, and Marty in front of me – a man who was a dark horse, who let me in just enough to be likeable, but kept all the important things inside. Like a mirror, I thought; and if I was being rational, he probably thought the same about me. Except he’d been the one snooping in my room, not the other way around. And I was the one who’d just found Grayson’s lifeless body.

‘Jess?’ he asked. Open, curious.

I swallowed, watched his face, wishing his eyes would give me some sort of window into what lay inside. He appeared calm, but worried. I chose to believe it was genuine. He was still a cop, and carried his badge – that had to mean something. I didn’t need him to take control, but I did need his help.

Grayson had dragged himself to his final resting position. I needed to find where he’d started, look for clues, build a picture of his last moments. Then, examine the body for cause of death, establish whether it was accident, suicide or foul play.

I wasn’t trained in forensics, but as a field officer Marty would be trained in the basics. We could at least look for the obvious – a stab wound or impact trauma – though the state I found Grayson in suggested something less overt. We would have heard a gunshot, assuming it wasn’t silenced. I didn’t see any blood, but I didn’t look very closely before the panic took hold of me.

I let out the breath I’d been holding. ‘Worse than a ghost,’ I said. ‘Come with me.’

Marty stood a few feet from Grayson’s body, eyes searching the immediate area. I watched him carefully, saw his professional assessment, taking in everything, adjusting his feet, carefully placing them around the scene. I envied his composure, and couldn’t maintain my own. I found myself falling to a crouch, on my knees, trying to draw air into my body. It was hot, thin, and I gasped.

‘Jess …’ He looked up at me, tensing his muscles as he pushed aside a branch. ‘Jess. Breathe. You’re hyperventilating.’

I nodded, stared at the red earth, forced myself to take a breath, hold it, counting to four, then slowly let it out. It took me a few seconds until the dizziness was manageable, until I could feel my lungs filling.

Marty stayed quiet, waited. ‘It’s OK, Jess.’

‘It was Liam,’ I said, unable to stifle the emotion in my voice, the tremor. ‘It must have been. They killed him.’

Who else had treated him like prey, brazenly squaring off against us all when challenged? Was this it, or were there more bodies to come? I’d hardly done as Marty told me – advising me to stay out of it. I pushed and I stuck my nose in. I quizzed Grayson when he pleaded with me to stop. Was this my fault? Would Marty wake up tomorrow to find my body against the next tree?

The conclusion was obvious, but flawed. Because if Liam and Harrison were here to kill Grayson, they surely would have done so the moment they arrived. Why wait until now? They were here to collect, in Billie’s words, and unless they had already collected – which, if the vault was their target, they hadn’t – then doing away with Grayson was curious, particularly leaving him alive to crawl this far, within sight of the house.

But, on the other hand, the vault timer had been started; the PIN had been entered. Perhaps Grayson had outlived his usefulness after the deal was struck. He ran, but Liam, with his dog Harrison, pursued him through the bush and killed him. More ruthless than I had imagined.

Marty’s earlier warnings echoed in my ears. These are not people we want to mess with. Breathe. Four in, hold. Four out.

Should I tell Marty about the vault now? I was going to, until I caught him coming out of my room. A completely innocent recce of the first floor, like he claimed, or was he checking me out? Searching for something – perhaps an insight into Jess, what made me tick? My recent experience of men and their secrets did not endear me to that sort of behaviour.

I trusted Marty enough to help me with Grayson’s body. Beyond that, I wasn’t so sure.

‘Did you move him?’ he said, pulling out his phone, taking photos from various angles.

I shook my head, unwilling to admit I’d run away, but needing to be honest about the scene. ‘I took his hat off, it was covering his face,’ I said. ‘Other than that, I stood in front of him, there,’ I pointed to the disturbed leaves, ‘then I returned to the house.’

Marty glanced at me. No judgement. He was calm, composed. So composed. How could he be this professional in such a screwed-up situation?

‘Good,’ he said, continuing to take pictures, stepping around the side of Grayson, close-ups of his face and neck.

‘He dragged himself here,’ I said. ‘Away from something. Someone.’

Marty nodded. ‘Maybe. But the cause of death isn’t obvious.’ He pointed at Marty’s mouth, his neck. ‘It looks like he was struggling to breathe – convulsions maybe? But there are no marks on his neck.’

Marty crouched and started to pull at Grayson’s clothing, exposing the skin at various points. While he worked, I made myself useful, distracting myself. I stepped to the left of the body, following the rough trail in the bush. There wasn’t much wind deep in the treeline, and no moisture, so the leaves and scrub remained pretty much where they’d been disturbed. After only a couple of minutes, the trail shifted towards the treeline and the house, ending at the gravel firebreak. Beyond, the grass gave no hints as to how Grayson had entered the trees, or where he’d come from. With a full forensics team we might trace a route back to the house, but the wind across the lawn was already blowing the detritus. I scoured the immediate area, down on my knees on the scratchy grass, but couldn’t see any tracks, any signs. I knew any clothing fibres or hairs would have been lost in the breeze.

I returned to Marty, shook my head.

‘I can’t do a proper examination,’ said Marty, sitting back on his haunches. ‘Normally I’d call it in and wait for forensics, but we can’t do that, and we can’t leave him here.’

Even twenty-four hours would mean a lot of chemical and biological changes to the body, and there were plenty of creatures on the bushland floor who’d be pleased to scavenge a fresh body. Second, if the fire front hit us, he’d be incinerated. Hardly a proper burial, and it would destroy the crime scene, if that’s what we were looking at.

‘Then what? We can’t take him into the house.’

Marty glanced up at the tree canopy, the sky, shaking his head. ‘There are two storage freezers in the garage complex,’ he said.

‘We can’t freeze him,’ I said. ‘Can we?’

I patted my pockets, looking for the garage keys. I must have left them back at the house, although I was pretty sure the garage was left unlocked.

‘No,’ said Marty, ‘but we can turn the temperature down, leave the freezer lid open – we chill him, like a morgue locker. Hand him over when the police arrive.’

‘If the power holds,’ I said. ‘And if …’ I glanced again at the sky. It was closing in, the wind increasing.

Marty leaned towards the body, taking one of Grayson’s arms, wincing as he pulled the torso away from the tree. ‘Give me a hand?’

I squeezed my eyes shut for a moment, trying to sift through my brain’s many objections to such a request.

‘I’ll take his legs,’ I said.

Between us we half carried, half dragged Grayson’s body along the treeline, aiming for the quickest route across the sun-scorched open space towards the garage. I was also conscious of the need to stay out of sight of the pool area and living room.

The garage door was open and we placed Grayson inside, positioning him carefully at the base of one of the freezers. His clothes had ridden up his arms and legs, and I noticed his skin was grey, mottled. His limbs were stiffening, not quite full rigor mortis, which suggested my initial estimate was correct – he’d been dead for a matter of hours, less than eight.

I moved his legs closer to the freezer. As I did so, a key fob fell out of his trouser pocket. It had the Mercedes logo on it.

‘Well I …’ I said. ‘Check this out.’

It was new, polished; I assumed for the car in the garage he said wasn’t his. ‘Where has he been hiding that? He must have stashed it somewhere. Check his other pockets.’

Marty glanced at me as he retrieved a thick wallet. He flipped it open, rifling through the contents.

Several credit cards, a couple of hundred dollars in cash, and a photo driver’s licence.

‘Shit,’ said Marty, examining the ID, holding it against Grayson’s face.

I read the name, checked the photo. ‘Shit indeed!’ I said, reading out the name on the card, unable to hide my shock.

Gabriel Drummond-Willoughby.
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Marty rubbed his face, staring at the body. Gabriel Drummond-Willoughby. Not a friend of Bill’s, but flesh and blood.

‘So,’ said Marty. ‘You were right.’

‘About what? That he was a liar? Now a dead liar. I don’t feel like celebrating. One Willoughby vanished, another dead.’

‘But now it makes sense.’

‘What does?’

‘I should have clocked this earlier,’ said Marty. ‘Stupid, stupid …’

‘What? Marty?’

I stared at him, but he kept his eyes averted. Deep in thought, or just avoiding my gaze?

‘This is Bill’s nephew,’ he said. ‘I remember his name from an old case. I was only involved on the periphery. Blue Rhino. This man doesn’t work for Blue Rhino. He owns it, the whole chain.’

I tried to process it, to fit this latest revelation with what I already suspected. Gabriel ran a high-class joint, and high-class customers expect top-notch pharmaceuticals. Rather than run it himself, he put it out to one of the big players. Let them deal out of his clubs and take a slice. Turn a blind eye, collect a percentage.

‘But Gabriel was above it all,’ said Marty. ‘No charges. High society. Just like Willoughby senior. Didn’t save him, though.’

No, I thought. Something went wrong. And he ended up out here, on the run from a collection crew, at his uncle’s mansion.

‘Which means my hunch about Liam is still right? This is a debt recovery gone wrong?’

I didn’t add that the debt might be located in the bowels of this house, locked away in a vault. I would expect most associates of Bill’s – family or otherwise – to keep their distance from this house, busy hiding behind lawyers and accountants, getting their finances ready for the inevitable federal audit.

Except for those close enough to know there was something special about this house, and what it contained. And to have the means to retrieve it. Although still none of that explained where the hell Bill Willoughby was.

Marty closed the wallet, tucked it into his own pocket, rubbed his face. I sat back on my haunches.

‘What are you thinking?’ said Marty, peering at me.

My brain was in overdrive, but I was relatively calm. The frantic processing of information did that to me. And I wished I could trust Marty fully, to talk through the vault and what it might mean. But I couldn’t shake the image of him sneaking out of my room. Too much about Marty was hidden, and I resolved to keep my guard up a little longer.

‘Let’s get him into storage, shall we?’ I said.

He stared for a moment longer – I could see his mind whirring in response. Did he know I didn’t trust him? Did he trust me?

As we lifted the body together, I kept my eyes lowered, avoiding Marty’s. In doing so I noticed a pronounced patch of discoloration on Gabriel’s left ankle. The trouser leg shifted under my grip, and my eyes were drawn to the middle of it, two red pin-prick puncture wounds.

‘Wait …’ I said, dropping Gabriel’s legs, crouching down.

‘What?’

‘Look here,’ I said.

Marty crouched next to me, twisting the leg for a clearer view.

‘He’s been bitten by something,’ I said, trying to hide the shiver, but also experiencing a blinding flash of hope. This could change everything – or at least, the terrifying conclusion of the last half an hour. I leaned in, examining the leg, my head inches from Marty’s.

‘A spider?’ I asked.

I wanted it to be true, in a horrific, perverse way. That Gabriel had been bitten, died from natural causes – grotesque, bizarre, but natural. My heart thumped in anticipation.

‘Very few spider bites are fatal,’ said Marty, keeping his eyes on the leg, turning it this way and that, squeezing the flesh. ‘And this isn’t one.’ He pinched the skin together near the puncture wounds.

‘Then what the hell is it?’

He paused, bit his lower lip. ‘This is a snake bite, Jess. I’ve seen a few like it. I can’t be certain what type, but around here probably a tiger. Or …’ He let it hang for a second. ‘A brown.’

A brown. My calmness evaporated and my throat clamped shut. I shivered, couldn’t stop it, the revulsion kicking me like a mule. I found myself drawn towards the leg, the tiny wounds. Two pin pricks, perhaps a centimetre apart.

‘How …?’ I said, realizing the absurdity of my question. Thinking how easily this could have been me. Except I’d be dead in my bedroom, on the floor, or the bed. I wouldn’t have crawled to the bush, unless I had another reason for doing so.

But there was still something so wrong with the picture.

‘But he looks beaten up,’ I said. ‘Dragged through the undergrowth. I –’

‘But that could have been his own doing,’ said Marty. ‘I didn’t want to mention it before, for obvious reasons, but the venom from either of those snakes is nasty – convulsions, internal haemorrhaging. Death is very rare, but it can happen if left untreated.’

‘Right,’ I said, swallowing the bile. It wasn’t me. It could have been, but wasn’t.

‘But if he’d been bitten,’ I said, forcing my rational brain to take over – I needed it to apply some sense, to keep me from hyperventilating again, ‘surely he’d drag himself towards the house? He would have called for help?’

Marty frowned. ‘Maybe.’

‘So perhaps he was running,’ I said, drawing deep breaths. Then my theory about Liam’s pursuit was still correct, except they didn’t catch him. ‘He ran,’ I said, ‘was hiding out in the bush near the house – because there’s nowhere to go – and got bitten by a snake. He stayed out here and died rather than face Liam.’

Marty shrugged. ‘Or he wasn’t running at all. You might be jumping to conclusions here, Jess. Quite reasonably, given the circumstances, but not necessarily correct.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Gabriel might have simply gone for a walk, been bitten and thought nothing of it. The brown snake bite doesn’t hurt much, if at all, and at night he’d never see it. He might have mistaken it for a scratch or an insect bite. He’s a city boy, remember.’

Marty prodded the wound, winced. ‘But the damage was done – the venom acted over the following minutes and hours. When he should have immobilized his leg, he carried on, pumping the toxin into all the wrong places. By the time he realized, it might have been too late – delirious, he dragged himself in the wrong direction.’

I felt sick.

Marty winced. ‘Sorry,’ he whispered.

I stared at the wound, the puncture holes already faded; what would have been bright red was already purple, grey and pasty, the colour of death.

‘So we still preserve the body? Then what?’

Marty stared at the freezer. He took a few deep breaths before turning to me.

‘Listen, Jess. Gabriel was bitten by a snake, and I’m pretty sure that’s what killed him. Whatever else you think led up to that, whether he was scared and running, whether Liam was complicit in some way … we don’t know, and we can’t prove. You need evidence. Or rather, the police would need evidence. You’re not the police.’

It hurt. A little. He was right, but it hurt.

‘And neither are you.’ Childish, but I wanted a reaction. Needed one.

He frowned, visibly clenched his jaw.

‘Why did you leave?’ I asked, pushing. I wanted to trust him. ‘Or were you booted out?’

‘I didn’t say I’d left.’

‘You did. As good as. But you still have your badge with you. What’s going on, Marty? You’re either a cop or you’re not.’

‘Like you?’

Touché.

‘I’m an analyst,’ I said. ‘I’ve never pretended otherwise.’

‘Oh, so you think I’m pretending?’ said Marty, raising his voice.

His anger seemed to flash then fade, but he met my stare and held it.

‘We don’t know what happened here,’ he said, lowering his voice. ‘And neither of us can go storming into that house interrogating anyone. Whatever you think Liam did, what can we do about it? Arrest him? Overpower him? Does he or Harrison have a weapon? A firearm? Do you? Because I don’t …’ He paused. ‘Liam hasn’t threatened us directly. He just told us to stay out of it.’

‘And so you do what he says? Even with a dead body at our feet?’

‘No, but …’ I could see him biting down his frustration. ‘Whatever was going on, it died with Gabriel, who was killed by a snake bite, Jess,’ he said, before turning, pointing out of the doors towards the sky, ‘and right now we have bigger problems. The wind is turning. The fires are approaching from the north. We’re going to be in a world of pain very soon, and we need to focus. We can’t go stirring up trouble when –’

‘Stirring up trouble?’ I said. ‘Is that what you think I’m doing? I’m trying to do the right thing, Marty.’

I didn’t add how scared I was, flipping between obsessive analysis and utter panic. I couldn’t confidently say how this man had died, but I needed to, for the most basic of reasons. The answers I wanted weren’t just to satisfy my obsession for the truth, but to protect us. To protect me.

Marty bit off his next response. Whatever he wanted to say, he stopped himself.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘Bad choice of words. I didn’t mean –’

‘I wanted your help, that’s why I brought you out here. Maybe I shouldn’t have bothered.’

I could tell that cut him a little. After a few moments he placed his right hand on my shoulder. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I’m being an idiot. I’m strung out.’

‘We both are,’ I said. ‘But you’re saying we shove his dead body in the freezer and pretend we didn’t find him?’

He held my other shoulder, and we stood face to face.

‘For the next twenty-four hours, Jess. I’d say we do exactly that. We don’t provoke, or scare, or create a problem we can’t solve. If we tell everyone we found his body, it’ll create an atmosphere we can’t control, and can’t escape.’

I had an urge to do exactly that – to announce what we’d found. To look Liam in the eye and see the truth. I didn’t buy the simple explanation that Gabriel went for a casual stroll of his own accord, ending up dead against a tree. But I didn’t have a whole lot more to go on.

‘I know what you’re thinking, Jess. But we certainly don’t storm in there and accuse Liam of foul play. With Gabriel dead, he might not get what he wanted, and he might reasonably deduce that we’ll point the finger at him when we get out of here. We can’t be sure how he’d respond. I’m trying to protect you, Jess, to get us all through the next day and night. This is the way to do it, OK?’

I held his stare for a few defiant seconds before nodding. I got his message loud and clear: preparing for the bush fires, keeping things stable until we could get help, was his primary focus. At least it was tangible, a straightforward threat, to be faced head on.

I accepted, uneasily, but the secrets were mounting up, and I doubted I could stick to his simple plan. I wanted the truth, and I didn’t have the type of personality to be denied the dogged pursuit of it.

‘I have one more question,’ I said, as he turned to leave.

‘What?’

‘How common are brown snakes?’

Marty narrowed his eyes, reading my thoughts. ‘What are you saying?’

I shrugged. ‘What are the chances of there being two of them in or around a house like this?’

Marty sniffed, considered the question, frowned as he delivered his answer. ‘I don’t know what you’re getting at, Jess, and I don’t know what answer you want to hear. In this weather, maybe several. The bush could be full of them. Honestly, it’s impossible to say.’

He shrugged apologetically and walked off.

Impossible to say. Did I believe him? What choice did I have?
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Marty insisted we keep to our plan, keep quiet, switch our focus. He wanted to gather everyone together to talk about the fires. I told him to grab Carla and Jakob and I’d meet him in the living room, that I needed a few minutes, the aftershock of finding Gabriel still kicking in, still hurting.

Our conversation played over in my head.

Don’t risk provoking anyone. Cornered, with no way out, desperate people do desperate things. They’re all strangers to you, Jess. What do you care?

I wished I didn’t. And I wished I didn’t have an image of the vault and its ticking clock burned into my retinas. Or a snake in my room that shouldn’t have been there – and perhaps couldn’t have got there on its own?

Heading to my room, I closed the door and slid on to the bed, pushing aside my laptop, staring at the small pile of zoology books I’d taken from the library and left by my bed for light reading. A necessary distraction, another of my self-help methods, approved by my therapist. Reading non-fiction, science-heavy reference books, was a proven way to settle my thoughts, to give my obsessive brain something to feed on while my body recovered.

I grabbed the first, flicked through random chapters until I found the ones on venomous snakes. I paused, flicked back, started reading.

Perhaps my subconscious knew what I was looking for, but after several minutes absorbing facts about the world’s serpents, I was left staring at an old photo of puncture wounds on a man’s calf. South America, in this case, the viper managing to make his leg swell to twice its previous size. The bite looked like Gabriel’s; no question our guest had been bitten by a snake, and not a spider. But if I was looking for answers to settle the nagging unease in my gut, I found none. It was a rare but horrible way to go, and there was no subheading on people who had been murdered with snakes. I read a little more on the subject of anti-venom, medical care in the event of a bite, but none of it was useful. Even if we had access to medical care, I’d found Gabriel several hours too late. Anyone bitten by a brown snake out here would have to rely on luck for survival.

I headed downstairs, around the back of the house, approaching from behind the pool. Weaving between the sunloungers, I found Billie and Harrison, facing each other across a table. Their voices were low, hushed and unfriendly.

I wasn’t sure if I was angry or disappointed to see Billie’s wide, wild eyes and flushed skin, her fidgeting fingers and trembling legs. She’d recovered from one bad trip and jumped straight on another.

‘Can I get you both inside, please?’ I said, watching Harrison as I did so. Did he know about Gabriel? That he’d gone, that he was running, or that he was a cold, lifeless body?

Harrison was hard to judge, the drugs making his personality ricochet between extremes. One thing I was sure of – he was a different breed to Liam. Muscular but clueless. Hired brawn, brains not required.

‘What’s up?’ he said, showing no concern. I couldn’t judge anything by his eyes. Two black saucers in a web of blood-red vessels.

‘We need to talk about the fires,’ I said.

‘Again?’

I nodded. ‘We might not have long. We need to check the news again. Prepare. Get everyone safe. Even you.’

I spat the last comment out, regretted it.

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

I smiled, pointed at the doors. ‘Come on, Billie. You look like you could do with a drink.’

She sniffed, walked next to me. I could see her trembling with anger, her head dipped, mouth locked.

‘It’ll be OK,’ I whispered, as we opened the doors.

She snorted, without humour. ‘It’s too late,’ she replied.

The TV blared on the kitchen wall, all eyes on the screaming flames, the scrolling news ticker across the bottom listing the areas being evacuated. All of the towns along the coast – the ones I’d passed through, and the ones further to the west. Our peninsula was locked in a ring of fire, and the message from the anchor and gaggle of experts behind her was clear: if you haven’t already left, then prepare to defend.

My chest tightened again, twisting with pressure. I glanced at Marty. The decision to stay, my decision. ‘How long have we got?’ I said.

‘Not long,’ he replied. ‘Within twenty-four hours.’

Carla and Jakob stood at the head of the table, and I took the opposite end, keeping my distance. Was I being too obvious, avoiding her? She locked on to me with a curious gaze.

‘Did you find Grayson?’ she asked.

I forced a smile and shook my head. It was all I could manage. She nodded and turned away, whispering something to Jakob.

Liam sat alone at the far end. Red-faced and clammy, he shook his head slowly at the news. I caught his eye; he stared at me for a few seconds before frowning, turning away. His jaw was clenched. Angry? Frustrated? Scared? Impossible to tell. What have you been up to, Liam?

Harrison and Billie took seats separately. Harrison glanced between her and Liam, rubbing his face.

‘Fuck, it’s hot in here,’ he announced. ‘What’s wrong with the air con?’

‘Then fuck off back outside,’ whispered Billie, her defiance rearing up. ‘There’s nothing you can do now, anyway. It’s all fucked up.’

‘What is, Billie?’ I asked, ignoring a warning glare from Marty.

She shrugged.

‘Shut it, Billie,’ said Liam, leaning across the table. ‘Harrison, keep your broad in check.’

Harrison opened his mouth, his face reddening. Billie snorted but held her tongue, as Liam stared them both into silence.

‘What I mean is,’ he said, smiling at the room, ‘let’s listen to Marty and his news. I, for one, am not dying on this fucking hill.’ He waved to Marty, as if urging him to continue, seeming to forget that he was the one who’d been adamant we all stay here. If he’d argued differently … would we have found a way out, regardless of the road closures? Found a way to escape this place?

‘You’ve seen it yourself,’ said Marty. ‘The wind has shifted, the fire front is approaching. If these news reports are accurate, it’s going to sweep right over this bluff within the next twenty-four hours.’

He left it hanging for a few moments – the certainty. Few words, but with such impact.

The room fell silent, the heat rising, the sound of expanding metal creaking in the walls and roof. I realized Marty’s steely resolve and focus – that whatever else might be going on, bush fires were a personal threat, a lethal force which might kill us all. We all knew the stories, read the news. Bush fires were no joke, rumour or inconvenience. They were deadly, relentless and indiscriminate.

‘Are you serious?’ Billie hissed at Harrison. ‘You said they were miles away. And you,’ she pointed at Liam, ‘you told me I was safe here until you were done. You said they’d pass.’

Liam didn’t respond but glared at her, a clear warning in his eyes.

Marty tried to calm her. ‘Nobody has a crystal ball, Billie. This house was cut off early. We were right to stay.’

‘Bullshit,’ she said. ‘We could have left, run to safety. The beach was better than this, wasn’t it?’ She looked to Harrison for support.

He shook his head, hands out, urging her to calm down. ‘No, Bills,’ he said. ‘You –’

‘I saved your bloody life,’ said Liam, hissing across the table. ‘I could have left you at the beach, on your own, and I wish I had. This was the safest place for miles. Now shut the fuck up and let the adults talk.’

Billie gulped but kept silent. She folded her arms, staring daggers at Harrison, who whispered something to her I couldn’t make out. A warning, by the look of things. I saw fresh tears bubbling in her eyes.

‘So give it to us straight.’ Carla’s voice.

She made a show of taking Jakob’s hand, holding it. I stared at the gesture of affection, glancing at Jakob, then Carla. My expression must have revealed my thoughts, because her eyes suddenly narrowed, a cold stare, directed straight at me.

It made my skin tingle and I quickly looked away, trying to seem indifferent, before glancing back at her. But she still stared, holding my gaze for another few agonizing seconds before pointedly turning to Marty.

I felt a chill, exposed; a glimpse of Carla’s true nature directed my way. It scared me.

‘What can we expect, Marty, dear?’ said Carla. ‘What exactly happens when the fires hit this house?’

Marty glanced at Liam before he spoke. Two alpha men sizing each other up, blank faces, both doing well to hide whatever emotions and calculations filled their heads in this moment. But out of the two people who understood the danger the most, it was Marty who took control.

‘I need you to follow instructions,’ he began, ‘because if the fire front reaches us – and I’m still saying if – things will get serious pretty fast. There will be no time to explain during the event, so listen up …’ he paused. ‘Jess and I can handle the building prep –’ he glanced at Liam – ‘and perhaps anyone else with experience can help, if it comes to it.

‘You asked what to expect, Carla? I’ll tell you. First, the winds will pick up – strong gusts carrying intense heat. Thick, heavy smoke will flood the area, stinging your eyes and obscuring your vision – it’ll be difficult to see and to breathe, you’ll tire easily. Does anybody here have asthma?’

Everyone shook their heads, though I’m not sure what we’d do if anyone said yes. Billie put her hands to her mouth. Carla turned to Jakob, whispered something. All eyes were wide, watching Marty with increasing concern.

‘It’ll be loud,’ continued Marty. ‘That tranquil ocean and birdsong you can hear right now will be replaced with the deep roar of the wind and the fire consuming its fuel, racing through the air. We’ll have to shout to make ourselves heard, and we will need to – because glowing embers will be raining down – past the firebreak on to the grass and the house, causing spot fires all around. I’ll need your help with the hoses. The house has several pumps and a fire tank, we have the pool. In short, we have plenty of water, but it’s not a guarantee of safety. The pumps need power, and if that fails, the pumps will stop, the lights will go out and it’ll be dark and noisy – physically and mentally exhausting just to figure out where you are. I’m not saying this to scare you, but to prepare you.’

He paused again, gauging the reaction – one of continued silence.

‘Mains water or tanks?’ said Liam, sniffing.

‘Mains until it fails,’ said Marty. ‘We don’t know how deep the pipes are, or where they run. They might burst beyond the property somewhere. There are also some CO2 and powder fire extinguishers dotted around. We’ll leave them where they are – use them if we have to.

‘Now, the biggest thing I need you to be aware of,’ he said, ‘the main cause of serious injury and death during bush fire is from radiant heat. It’s intense, you’ll never have experienced anything like it. It cooks the air, ignites fences, furniture, car bodywork, even cracks glass. It travels in a straight line from the fire, and you can’t jump into a pool to cool down – the air you breathe will cook your lungs, burn the skin right off any exposed flesh.’

‘Fuck … fuck, fuck.’ Billie started hyperventilating, head down.

Harrison nudged over, tried to put his hand around her shoulders, which she shrugged off.

‘I’m saying it as a warning,’ said Marty. ‘If the fire hits, we stay inside the house – no more prancing around by the pool in your bathers.’ He glanced at Billie. ‘Cover up. Cotton clothing – no polyesters. I’ll see what they’ve got in the stores in terms of face masks, hats and gloves.’

‘But where do we go?’ said Harrison, pointing at the wall of glass behind us. ‘This house is made of fucking glass.’

‘The basement,’ whispered Billie. ‘Down to safety. That’s where I’ll go. You go where you fucking like.’

My heart skipped a beat. Billie knew there was a basement – I’d found her collapsed in the external stairwell. If the others didn’t know before, they did now.

But Marty shook his head. ‘No way. You never hide somewhere you can’t easily get out of. Basements are a no-no. If it comes to it, we’ll all gather in the downstairs hallway, doors closed. Solid walls and surfaces are the best defence against the heat, but you also need exits, should the worst happen and we have to leave the house.’

‘How could it get any worse than that?’ said Harrison. His smile had faded, his anger flaring. ‘And where would we go?’

Marty didn’t answer that one.

I watched a fire crew on the TV screen, battling its way through to a farm, the owners waving at them. The farm was lost, but their lives didn’t need to be. The road was a tunnel between two walls of flame, a dark smoke-filled corridor with death chasing behind.

‘Why haven’t they come for us?’ I blurted out what was surely on everyone’s mind. Liam’s reason for being here probably meant he viewed rescue as a risk, although now, with a choice between that and death, perhaps he wouldn’t be quite so reticent.

‘I thought the fire service would be here, evacuating people,’ I said. ‘That’s what they do.’ The brave men and women firefighters onscreen hammered home my point, hurtling through the danger zones, getting the family to safety, before the cameras cut away to a fresh blaze somewhere else.

Marty took a few breaths, a flash of confusion crossing his face. ‘Two possible reasons. One, they don’t know we’re here. Two. They can’t get here.’

‘People know I’m here,’ I said, conscious I was the only person supposed to be. ‘The agency, my friends, my mum.’

Marty nodded. ‘Then we’ll assume it’s the latter.’ He let that sink in, grimaced as he said it.

My thoughts lingered on them. Rupert hadn’t heard from me for three whole days. Would he be sulking or calling someone? Sulking, for sure. When we last spoke, I promised to call in a few days, but if I didn’t, it wouldn’t count as an emergency to him, or even a cause for concern. Jess going silent was a pretty regular occurrence.

My mum was another matter, and she would have seen the news, called the authorities in a panic. I wondered if my other visitors had the same – Jakob and Carla must have friends or relatives at home, watching as the fires consumed the state. It was hard to imagine Liam having a family, and Marty had never mentioned his. Surely Billie had parents somewhere looking out for her?

But the authorities would be powerless if they couldn’t get to us, only able to give the official line on evacuation – there must be thousands of properties at risk. Many would have been evacuated, many more, like ours, wouldn’t.

Much as it hurt to think of my mum worrying, there was nothing I could do about it, except try to survive the next twenty-four hours. To give my mum her daughter back, unharmed.

‘Look,’ Marty continued. ‘The fires move fast, but there is quite a distance between us – the news reports are still clocking them at a few dozen clicks north. There are choppers out, and water bombers slowing it down – they’re throwing everything they’ve got at it. In the meantime, we prepare, sit tight. Continue as we are.’

Continue as we are, I thought. Until we can’t hide Gabriel’s body any longer. Or the vault opens.

Then we’ll see how quickly this group of strangers falls apart.
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Marty’s speech left me freshly rattled, but he knew a lot about bush fires, and his motives on this matter were simple. His ability to compartmentalize – to put aside Gabriel’s death, and focus – was something I envied. Maybe that’s what life on the front line taught you, what we analysts missed out on.

The others dispersed, heading outside while they still could. Harrison tried to talk to Billie, who curled up on a sunlounger and cried. Nobody seemed to want to talk. The atmosphere of the group had taken on a different aura – suspicions blanketed with a unified threat. Would it bring them together or divide them further?

Carla took Jakob outside in the shade to eat and drink, suggesting loudly that if they were soon confined to the house, getting some fresh air – however hot – might be desirable. Jakob took the paper map with him, said he was studying the area again – perhaps giving him some sense of security and escape.

‘Jess?’

Marty peered at me, waving his hand in front of my face.

‘What?’ I said, blinking away the haze. I realized how tired I still was, and hungry. I’d zoned out again.

‘Didn’t you hear that?’

‘What?’ I listened out, but all I could hear was the air con and the TV.

‘The electricity supply just tripped, I heard the generator start up.’

I frowned. ‘Tripped?’

‘Yeah, to the generator,’ he said. ‘And I’m guessing, given that everything is still on –’ he indicated the TV – ‘this house also has UPS.’

Uninterruptable power supply. High-capacity batteries, was what he meant, like the type in computer data centres, to keep all the servers running in the event of a power cut, covering the few seconds it took for the generators to kick in. Impressive. And rather over the top for a residential property.

I paused, cocking my ear. Now he mentioned it, I could make out the background drone of the diesel generator, from one of the outbuildings by the garages. At the same time, I felt another flutter in my stomach, processing what it meant.

‘That’s a bad sign,’ I said. ‘Mains power out. It means the fires have progressed even more rapidly than we thought?’

Marty watched me for a moment. ‘Not necessarily,’ he said. ‘It might be a long way from here. We have the generator.’

I wasn’t so sure. I grabbed the black folder from where I’d stuffed it into one of the drawers, flicking through until I found the right page.

In the event of a mains power outage, the UPS and generators (located in building #3) will provide equivalent power output to the main house and outbuildings for approximately 72 hours under normal use. Please consider turning off non-essential high-power appliances such as air conditioning and pool heating.

I turned to the main air con controls on the wall. Marty raised his eyebrows. ‘Seventy-two hours,’ he said. ‘Let’s leave it on for a while longer? The house will become a sweatbox with no air con. The freezer with Gabriel’s body …’

I scanned the page. I was supposed to inform both the electricity company and the agency. ‘It says here we should check the fuel levels,’ I said.

‘It’s only been running thirty seconds,’ said Marty. He bit off his next comment, perhaps sensing the anxiety in my obsessive rereading of the main points. ‘But OK. I’ll come with you.’

Outside I felt a fresh breeze and the beat of my heart. I thought of a hundred ways the generator could go wrong. The agency might not have fuelled it, or it might not have been serviced recently. Animals might have caused damage – chewed through a cable, or made a nest inside, which would catch fire as soon as it heated up. Was I overthinking this? Probably, but it wasn’t unreasonable of my subconscious to start obsessing.

Darkness without power, while not catastrophic, caused another somersault in my gut. We’d lose the TV, our only connection with the outside world, albeit one-way. How would we find out about the bush fires without it?

I rattled the door of the generator building, a squat brick shelter across the driveway from the main house, near the garages. Hidden from the ocean view, sandwiched between the house and the bush, the air was thick, stifling, the breeze carrying over our heads.

The generator hum was deep, throbbing, an irregularity in the otherwise natural sounds of the bush. Up close it drowned out the wildlife. Only the rustling of the dry leaves at the treeline competed, the gums swaying as the wind picked up. I tried to gauge the direction, but it seemed blustery, the hot blasts coming from all directions. Marty followed my gaze, frowned as he turned back to the large double doors.

I sorted through the ring of miscellaneous keys I’d plucked from the utility room off the pantry. I inserted each of them in turn until we heard a reassuring click.

The doors swung outwards to a blast of noise and foul air – fumes from the exhaust combined with the assaulting smell of diesel fuel.

I headed for what looked like the control panel, noted two yellowish transparent tubes to the left of it – fuel gauges. I tapped them, one after the other.

‘Does that read the way I think it does?’ I said to Marty.

He leaned in, rubbed his finger across the glass.

‘Less than half a tank, give or take,’ he said.

‘Not good,’ I said, assuming the documented seventy-two hours was on a full tank. That meant we had maybe thirty, at best.

‘There are more fuel cans over here,’ said Marty, pointing at a shelving rack next to the main tank. ‘Diesel, regular gasoline and also some aviation kerosene – I’m guessing they have regular helicopter visits.’

‘The generator will use diesel,’ I said. ‘Check what spare we’ve got.’

Marty ran his hands along the rows of tanks, knocking a couple with his hand, feeling the weight and hearing the sound of thousands of litres of fuel sitting there in wait. He repeated the action, tapping the red cans near the entrance, before shaking his head.

‘Plenty of kerosene, some gasoline. No diesel.’

‘Shit,’ I whispered. Gallons of highly flammable liquid, stored within metres of the house, and yet none of it useable.

‘If the bush fires reach this building …’ I said.

Marty looked around. ‘It’s cavity wall – thick bricks, metal roof. The building is surrounded by concrete, the treeline is twenty metres or so away.’

I nodded. ‘I hope you’re right.’

He turned to me, placed one hand on my shoulder. It felt heavy but soothing. I gently shrugged it off, stepping outside into the shade. Marty pushed the doors closed. I could smell him, musty, the scent of heat and dust. I figured I probably smelt the same. He didn’t move away and neither did I. Instead he turned and leaned against the bricks, staring towards the bush.

The sun was low, the shadows long. I’d lost track of time, but the hours were racing past. The sounds of the bushland night shift began to take control of the airwaves.

‘Frogs,’ whispered Marty, cocking his ear, smiling at me. ‘That’s what you can hear. And nocturnal insects. The ensemble changes at this time of day. Listen.’

I listened, aware Marty had moved closer, his arm rubbing on mine. My heart thumped in my chest. Bad idea, Jess, my brain screamed at me. Tiredness, vulnerability through stress, pheromones, whatever the hell the heat was doing to me, I needed it to stop. Hooking up with a stranger like Marty was not in my plan before the threat of bush fires, and it sure as hell wasn’t now. I took a good step back, wishing the flutter in my stomach would go away.

‘Sugar gliders,’ he said, pointing in the air. ‘Now that’s a possum. And that’s a koala – distant, calling in alarm. I think the other call is a nightjar – the monotonous chonk, chonk, chonk.’

Marty’s face lit up as he listened, as he pointed out the individual sounds. The nocturnal insects created a calming wash of noise, and the hypnotic calls of what Marty identified as tawny frogmouths blended with the soft chirruping of crickets. I marvelled how he could appear so calm, so unperturbed, taking pleasure in the sounds of the bush when we had a dead body in the garage and an approaching inferno. Was it his training, his ability to detach? Why couldn’t I conjure it? Why did I feel as if my chest was about to explode, my throat constricted, cutting off all oxygen to my body. I wanted to curl into a ball and scream. And Marty was talking about the bloody frogs.

He stepped forward again, closing the distance between us, turning to me.

‘Jess, do you –’

I shook my head, instinctively, intent on killing the moment in one fell swoop.

‘We need to get back to the house,’ I said. ‘The air con needs to go off, the pool heater, anything with a big drain on the generator.’

Marty nodded, twisting his mouth in amusement. His expression jarred, again. How could he appear so calm? He took a breath, the smile faded.

The darkness advanced, and we walked along the path to the house in silence, the hot air radiating off the ground.

In the far distance, the emerging stars were dappled, hazy. A whitish cloud began to fill the night sky. It caused a tremor in my chest, a sinking sensation in my gut. Marty saw it too, his brow furrowed, deep in thought.

I tried a few deep breaths, focusing on what we faced. I wasn’t a cop, not over here, not anywhere. But I couldn’t shake my instincts, honed by years of training and experience, and I couldn’t ignore my role here – to protect the house. A house in the middle of a federal investigation, an owner AWOL, and a collection of strangers, most of whom I didn’t trust one iota. I was the caretaker, wasn’t I? My internal alarms were on rapid fire and they wouldn’t be quenched by ignoring it all.

I had no way of researching my way out of our predicament, no access to the terabytes of help online, my usual refuge in times of stress. My electrical devices were useless to summon help, impotent to satisfy my craving for new data. My laptop remained by my bed – I hadn’t even opened the lid since arrival. I had gigabytes of data saved, but I couldn’t recall any of it being relevant. It was just another gateway. To the world. To my life.

My old life.

An unpleasant memory sprang to mind. A reminder of what happens when you don’t have all the data, all the facts.

The first time I came home to find Charles on my laptop, I thought nothing of it.

‘Mine is broken – I’ve asked IT to look at it,’ he told me hurriedly, closing the lid, pushing it to one side.

I didn’t mind. It was my personal laptop. My police laptop was protected with layers of security, passcodes and phrases known only to me. We weren’t idiots in the intelligence branch. Well. Most of us weren’t.

We didn’t talk about my job. He knew now I worked for the police – not the civil service, as I’d claimed in my panicked introduction on our first date – but he never asked further. As far as he was concerned, I had some boring desk admin job. I didn’t even get a uniform.

I didn’t take it as disinterest – I didn’t ask about his job either.

Why didn’t you ask about his job, Jess?

It still gets me, eats away at my pride, my professional dignity, the ease with which he’d introduced himself and wormed his way in. A date, a boyfriend, a lifelong partner. All of these things he knew I wanted. Did he read me from the outset? Did he see it in my eyes at that bar? An object of prey – perfect and vulnerable. This should be easy. He saw a way in and took it.

My training warned me – laid it out in glossy detail, that the privilege of our position exposed us to certain risks – but most of us skimmed over that bit, because it wouldn’t happen to us. Who would be dumb enough to get seduced by a duplicitous crook, become lovers, agree to marry them? Only me, as far as I knew.

I really was that dumb.
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Marty headed off to check on the hoses and pumps, to start distributing them around the house. I had a list of items to grab from the garage, agreeing to meet him back here in a couple of hours.

Before I forgot, I headed back to the kitchen, then the pantry and the cupboard where the Internet router and phone line were fixed. With the mains out, we needed to save power, and save fuel. On the wall behind was the main power switch panel. I opened the door and scanned the switches. Much like a consumer unit back home, it had rows of RCD circuit switches that could be used to isolate any circuit in the house. I found the air conditioning and switched it off, immediately struck by the silence – the constant hum ceasing. The pool heater and pump also went off, and the laundry room. The lights would need to stay, and power for the fridge and TV – and the garage power for the freezers. A few other switches were unlabelled, so I left them on.

I hoped the house would stay cool for a while, but I couldn’t be burning diesel we didn’t have. This was still my house, and I didn’t know how long we needed to stay in it.

Outside, I could taste fire in the air, the acrid hint of the last couple of days now in every breath, scratching my throat. My lungs would be filling with fine particles, irritating the delicate airways, causing damage at a microscopic level, creating scars that would never heal.

The garage door was ajar, and I nudged it open, before stopping in my tracks.

Standing over one of the freezers, peering inside, was Liam.

I paused, my legs tensing, ready for flight.

But Liam turned, stared at me, indicated for me to enter. He wasn’t surprised. He turned back, staring downwards at Gabriel’s pale body.

‘I had to check for myself,’ he said. I noticed he’d pulled Gabriel’s trouser legs up, exposing the calves and ankles.

‘What do you mean?’ I asked, my throat in my mouth. I could still run, scream for Marty; we could confront him together.

Liam sniffed, rolled the trouser legs down and dropped the lid shut.

‘You made quite a bit of noise,’ he said. ‘You and your boyfriend, dragging this man through the bush and across the garden. I decided to let you finish, wondering if you’d tell us all what you’d found. I thought that was why you’d gathered us in the dining room. Imagine my disappointment when all you wanted to talk about was the bloody bush fires?’

Was he toying with me? Is this how he wanted to play it? He was calm, but his voice had an edge to it.

‘What do you think killed him, Jess?’

My chest hammered, but I stepped forward. That’s the way he wanted to do it? Fine. ‘Why don’t you tell me?’ I said.

‘No,’ Liam’s voice boomed in the confines of the building. ‘I’m asking you, Jess.’

I stopped my approach a few feet away from him, close enough to feel his huge frame, his smell, his presence.

‘You’re the one who was interested in Grayson,’ I said, aware of the pitch of my voice, and the tremor.

He nodded. ‘His name’s not Grayson, but I think you know that. And I told you in no uncertain terms to stay the fuck out of it.’ His voice snapped with venom.

‘I did stay out of it,’ I said, trying to give my voice equal weight, ‘but this is my house, and –’

‘It’s not your fucking house,’ snapped Liam. ‘And it’s not matey-boy’s house either,’ he said, tapping on the freezer lid. ‘But I had business here, and I want to know what happened.’

‘What happened? I …’ Was this a game, or had I read it all wrong? Did he really not know? How could I be sure one way or the other? I chose to give him the honest answer, watching him as I did so, looking for even a glimmer of guilt.

‘He was bitten by a snake,’ I said. ‘The mark on his ankle. We think a brown or a tiger.’

Liam frowned. ‘You think that fucking bite killed him?’ he said, turning away for a moment, scratching his head. He looked genuinely confused.

I swallowed, unsure how to respond. ‘He must have been outside after dark.’ I said, pushing it. ‘Scared. Running from someone.’

I struggled to wind in my tongue, but Liam pounced on it.

‘He should have been fucking scared,’ he said. ‘He fucked over people he shouldn’t have, and there are very few ways out of that. But this –’ he rapped his knuckle on the lid – ‘this is fucked up.’

He stepped forward, more rapidly than I thought possible for a man of his size. Right up close, in my face, he leaned in.

‘I’ll ask you this once, Jess. Why were you hiding him?’

I stepped back, but he reached out and grabbed my arm, his fingers like a vice, and yanked me towards him.

‘I … I wasn’t,’ I stuttered, my bravado slipping away. He could snap my arm like a twig, my neck just as easily. His breath flooded my face, and he grabbed my jaw with his other hand, squeezing my mouth. My teeth cut into my cheeks, and I tasted blood.

‘He’s useless to me dead,’ he hissed. ‘Do you understand?’

I didn’t understand, not this turn of events, not his reaction. But I tried to nod, pull my arms away. He held fast.

‘How do you know him?’ he said. ‘Tell me now.’

I tried to shake my head. He squeezed my jaw to the point where I cried out, before relaxing it enough for me to speak.

‘I don’t know him,’ I insisted. ‘We found him, that’s all.’

‘And hid him? Why was Carla talking to him yesterday?’

‘Carla? I … I don’t know …’ I’d paid scant attention to Carla’s whereabouts, and was carefully avoiding her. I didn’t loathe the woman, but honestly couldn’t figure out how to act around her after what I’d seen. Perhaps she was socializing with the others more than I’d thought. But I had no idea what she might have been talking about to Gabriel, of all people.

‘We’re preserving the body,’ I said. ‘For the police.’

‘The police?’ He got even closer, his lips almost touching mine. His eyes bored into mine and I couldn’t look away. He held me for several seconds before abruptly letting me go.

I opened and closed my mouth a few times, clenching my fists, tensing my thighs, wondering whether to attack or run. But he stepped back, waved me away.

Turning to the freezer, he thumped both palms on the lid. ‘Fuck,’ he announced.

‘You’re saying this wasn’t you?’ I said, backing towards the door, needing to hear it, needing to close this off. If I was reading this correctly, Liam was as surprised and suspicious as I was, and Gabriel’s death could be explained by natural, if bizarre, causes.

Gabriel’s untimely death had evidently screwed up whatever plan Liam had, which meant Gabriel couldn’t have told him about the vault, even if he intended to hand over the contents.

Which meant there would be nobody there when it opened. And, provided the house survived the fires, I could hand the contents to the authorities when they arrived. All I had to do was stay quiet, stay safe.

‘I’m saying stay the fuck out of my business, and out of my way,’ said Liam, turning round, sneering at me. ‘You’ll regret it if you don’t.’

I left the garage without any of the equipment I came for, trembling, adrenaline still coursing through my body. I wasn’t proud of how I had handled myself, submitting to his bullying, not fighting back, but I’d got what I needed. I’d got my answers, and my pride would heal. Let him think he’d scared me off, that I was inconsequential.

I headed inside, stopped in the hallway, unsure where to go, which way to turn. I was supposed to be helping Marty, but right now I wanted to check the basement again, in secret, note the time, figure out what to do when the timer hit zero.

As I passed the hallway bathroom I heard a tapping sound coming from inside. The door was ajar and I nudged it open. Billie stood over the sink, forehead against the mirror. I watched as she brought her head back and then forward again, hitting the glass. Small, repeated movements, disturbing to watch.

‘Hey,’ I said, stepping in and closing the door behind me. ‘Billie.’

She didn’t acknowledge me at first, stared straight ahead at her reflection, swaying her head back, before hitting the glass.

‘Billie, please,’ I said, placing a hand on her right shoulder. ‘Stop.’

She turned to me, eyes full of tears, cheeks red and puffy. She’d been crying for some time.

‘What is it?’ I said, wanting to ask what she’d taken, what she was coming down from. What on earth might help her.

She looked at the toilet bowl, then back at me. I let her go and peered into the bowl. The water inside was pink, not deep-red; enough to signify a few drops. I took a deep breath, nodded, trying to compose myself, to ensure that whatever I said was calm, helpful.

‘You’re bleeding?’ I said.

She nodded, small jerking movements.

‘Do you know how much?’

She squeezed her lips together, trembling, shook her head. ‘A little. It’s stopped, I think … but …’

She faced her reflection in the mirror, narrowed her eyes. ‘I know it’s my fault,’ she whispered. ‘I deserve it.’

Her head moved forward, again, repeatedly hitting the mirror.

‘Listen,’ I said, grabbing her by both shoulders, pulling her away from the glass. ‘It’s not your fault, and you don’t know what’s causing it. Lots of women bleed during pregnancy.’ I said it with a large dose of ignorance. I had no idea what you were supposed to do about it, other than call your midwife. Did all the drugs she filled herself with contribute to the risk? Without access to clinical staff, I assumed the usual care and caution applied.

‘Here’s what we’re going to do, Billie,’ I said. ‘Rest, wait until this is all over, then we’ll get you an ambulance. As a precaution. But I’m pretty sure your baby is fine.’

She nodded, clawed at one of the scabs at her hairline.

‘I need a little …’ She swallowed, winced. ‘Can you get Harrison for me? I need a little something to take the edge off.’

‘No.’ It came out with more ferocity than I planned, but if she thought I would help fill her body with more shit while it struggled to create another life, she had the wrong person. ‘I’ll make you some food,’ I offered, ‘some tea. I’ll –’

‘Tea,’ she whispered. ‘No, Jess. I need something stronger. Stronger than tea. Tell Harrison. I need something to relax me. Just a vallie or something. You heard Marty. It’s all gonna get fucked up in here very soon.’

‘No way, Billie.’

‘Some weed? He’s got hash. He was smoking it at the beach. Liam gave it to him, part of his payment.’

‘Billie,’ I tried to guide her to the door, pulling her by the elbow. ‘Get some rest.’

She shrugged me off. ‘He couldn’t even get paid like a proper man, could he?’ she said, twisting her mouth. ‘And now his big payout is fucked, isn’t it?’

I waited. I didn’t need to push it. But I couldn’t help myself. ‘How much was he getting?’

She rubbed her eyes hard, shook her head. ‘I need a fix, Jess. Fucking hell. That bastard is gonna leave me. And then what?’

‘Harrison was expecting a lot of money?’

She moved her hands, tried to focus on me.

‘Oh, he’s always expecting.’ She rubbed her nostrils, scratching until the skin turned red. ‘He said this is his last job, that he’s going to screw the fat fuck over. Wanted me to help him do it. No way I’m going back inside though. I told him that. I’m not doing what I did before.’

‘Liam? Screw him over how, Billie? What did he want you to do?’

‘But he says a lot of shit, haven’t you noticed? It doesn’t matter now, anyway, does it?’

‘It does matter, I –’

‘No, Jess.’ She shook her head. ‘Do you know what I gave up for him? I’m an artist … was, anyway. I started a college course. Sculpture, metals … I was good, real good.’

I watched her, saw her eyes sparkle briefly at the change of subject, at memories lost, a path she might have followed. I wanted to ask how she fell so far, from arts student to an addict, tagging off a bum like Harrison, but then I checked myself – it was easy for some people to fall that way. If you didn’t have the foundations to launch yourself into the world – money, privilege, family – then the lure of a world like Harrison’s could seduce you before you realized. Like she said, these were her people.

‘I found it … what’s the word? Cathartic?’ she continued. ‘My escape. It made everything calm, inside, you know? Nature, animals … I crafted life. The native creatures of our continent, the beautiful, and the deadly. It made me feel like a different person, creating something new, something wonderful.’ She glanced down at her belly. ‘And I left it all to follow him.’

‘You don’t have to,’ I said, curious, my thoughts jarring for a moment at her reference to deadly creatures.

She glanced at me, the spark glowing, before clouding over again.

‘But it’s too late,’ she said. ‘And now he’s leaving me and I couldn’t give a fuck about anything, not any more.’ She took a breath, shrugged my hands off her shoulders, pushed me away. ‘And if you’re not going to help me, then please, leave me the fuck alone.’

‘Billie, wait, I’ll –’

But the conversation was over. She grabbed the door handle and flung it open, narrowly missing me. I let her stomp out, her mood already beyond the point where I could control it, even if I wanted to.

I waited for a moment, let my pulse settle, checking my own reflection in the mirror, staring at my mottled skin and the huge bags under my eyes. On occasion, on a good day, I liked what I saw in the mirror. Those days seemed a million miles away right now.

And mirrors reveal so little.

I stood in the hallway, feeling the weak breeze from the windows above, the hot flow of air over my face and body. I wanted to help Billie, but couldn’t see how. Her self-destructive spiral was beyond me to fix, and she was still right – I had nothing to offer except judgement and platitudes. If Harrison had planned to screw Liam over, then I think he was out of luck. Whatever he’d sold Billie was a load of bull.

I checked my watch – still an hour before I’d agreed to meet Marty. Time to check the vault.

I snuck through the hallway and study, down the basement stairs. I’d meant to bring the keys to open the outside door to the stairwell, but I seemed to have misplaced them – in the pantry, or upstairs. I’d find them later.

I left the door to the study open, took five steps down, and paused. Something was wrong. It took me a second to figure out what.

The lights.

A light was on in the basement.

Dim, only one bulb, reflecting off the wine bottles. But I remembered turning them all off before I’d left on my last visit. Which meant someone was down here.

I stopped, keeping my feet still, my hand on the railing, listening. Nothing but the sounds from above – the muffled voices outside.

Retreating wasn’t an option, my natural curiosity wouldn’t permit it, and the warnings in my head were confused as to the nature of the threat. So I kept going, step by step, as quietly as I could manage. I’d stay out of the light, not cast any shadows, taking slow breaths of the odour-filled air.

I reached the second from bottom step and stopped. At that point I could lean down below the ceiling and peer across the room.

As I did so, and as I saw the figure in front of me, my breath caught in my throat, my stomach sank. My feet shuffled on the concrete step as I struggled to keep my balance, my head spinning.

Because the sight confirmed my despair, and my broken ability to assess the data, to reach the right conclusion about this growing storm. I didn’t trust anyone associated with this house, from poor, vulnerable drug-fuelled Billie to her accompanying thugs, from Bill Willoughby and his unfortunate nephew to the abusive Carla and her frightened husband.

But the one person I had hoped might redeem himself, and prove me wrong, now stood in front of the vault.

Marty held his left wrist up, checking his watch, holding the face steady for a few seconds. It was hard to see his expression in the low light, but he didn’t look surprised, or in a hurry. He wasn’t darting around each part of the vault like I’d done, examining the walls, the door, the screen. Which, and I could be wrong, suggested this wasn’t his first visit.

He nodded to himself, seemingly satisfied, before turning towards the nearest light switch on the wall.

The basement flicked into darkness. I froze on the stairs, ready to retreat or stand my ground – I had a few precious seconds in which to decide. But as I listened, I could hear his footsteps were going the other way, not towards me, but towards the far end of the basement.

With my heart in my mouth I ventured down the last couple of steps, just in time to see a crack of light at the far wall. The outside stairwell door, where I’d found Billie.

I heard a faint jangling of keys as Marty closed and locked the door from the outside.
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My heart punched my ribs. I slid to the steps, the shock taking my legs from under me. I focused inwards, my obsession for ordered facts and sequences screaming at me, begging for answers.

A vision of Marty danced before my eyes, closing in, his smell and presence overwhelming me. He backed away, his coy smile filling his face, a twisted caricature of a police officer, holding on to the vault as it counted down.

Who are you, Marty?

I could ask him straight, but what answer would he give? We can’t go stirring up trouble. His words.

Except Marty knew about the vault, the countdown, and had said nothing to me.

A cop, a retired cop, a crooked cop? Accusing any officer of the latter was a one-way street, I knew that. And it was Marty who had told me about the court orders, the refusal for a warrant, the mystery surrounding Bill Willoughby. Why would he tell me all of that if he was somehow involved?

What if Marty knew more about the Willoughby case than he let on? What if he was part of it? And what if he’d managed to figure out not only what was in the vault but a way to get hold of the PIN? Someone must know it. The police might, but they were constrained by their lack of a warrant to search the house. So what if Marty decided he’d waited long enough, that there was a window of opportunity? The same window I’d ascribed to Gabriel.

Except Gabriel was dead. No more opportunities for him, except pushing up the daisies. And Marty had suggested we hide his body, keep it from the rest of them. He showed me how Gabriel had died. Focus on the bush fires, Jess. Don’t stir up trouble.

He appeared at exactly the right time, calmed the group, managing not to tell anybody who he really was. Strong, silent, claimed not to be a bush fire expert yet managed to describe it in great detail, focusing everyone’s attention on the obvious dangers. And away from everything else.

My nausea returned, my muzzy head getting worse with each breath. My familiar spiral, my reactions conspiring to physically debilitate me just as I needed to be fresh and alert.

I pushed myself to my feet, took the stairs to the study, then into the hall. My bedroom was the only place I dared go. I raced upwards, clasping the handrail, not stopping until the door was locked behind me.

The room spun, or rather, my head did. I ran through my usual calming techniques, settling on a few minutes of square breathing. I tried to convince myself for a second that it didn’t matter – none of it should matter to me. If Marty was crooked, nefariously seeking whatever was in Willoughby’s vault, then why couldn’t I let him have it? Why couldn’t I leave them all to fight it out – dead bodies or not, as long as one of them wasn’t mine?

Or should it have been? The brown in my bedroom, Marty’s obvious snooping in and out. And then Gabriel’s death by the same method, which he dismissed as a coincidence?

There were surely easier ways of disposing of me, if that was his plan?

But I already knew the answer to my original question. I didn’t have it in me to let it go. Perhaps another version of myself might have done – in another world – one that didn’t suffer my obsessive drives, my incessant geeky thirst for data, and my years spent in the Met, trying to catch the crooks, not turning a blind eye and letting them go. For years I’d had the moral high ground of law enforcement drummed into me. Attempting to let that go was impossible, even now.

And there was another aspect that hurt. A small, but growing, attraction that I’d wondered about, in the odd seconds when Marty glanced at me and I held his stare. I’d dismissed it, over and over – a bad idea, whatever the circumstances, and yet that part of me felt betrayed. Was he leading me on? Knowing he had that effect on me, did it cloud my judgement, make me readily agree with him, follow his suggestions? Undoubtedly, and it pained me to admit it.

Hurtful though it was to reflect on such a personal betrayal, it at least had the immediate effect of reducing my anxiety and stoking my anger – my determination to seek the truth and to maintain the ethos drummed into me at work.

Then what should I do next? I shuffled round, facing the huge picture windows. The sun was low, signalling the end of another long day, but the orange haze in the sky suggested a longer night ahead.

If I thought Marty would lie to my face, what if I confronted Liam again? Threats aside, he was suspicious. Gabriel’s death had been a surprise to him, and he suspected foul play. Even if Gabriel’s death was a tragic accident of nature, he’d seen us hiding Gabriel and thought we had motives other than simply to protect his body from the bush.

Risky? Perhaps, but I wouldn’t tell him about the vault, or Marty. I only had one question for him: apart from Liam, was anybody else after Gabriel? Another gang, perhaps, or someone acting alone? Liam had asked me about Carla – what did she want with him? An abusive woman dragging her husband through the bush, for what reason? To really repair her marriage? Were they more family of Willoughby’s, perhaps? Distant relatives in search of old Bill?

The thoughts repeated, spinning around my head, making little sense. They landed on Billie, telling us she would hide in the basement. Innocent and damaged Billie. She couldn’t be anything else, could she?

Liam’s reaction might tell me all I needed to know. It was worth a shot.

I gazed through the window, letting my eyes relax. Getting my thoughts in order had helped to lower my heart rate, settled my breathing. The thudding in my ears faded, and I pushed myself up. I changed clothes, quickly. No more shorts, not for the night ahead. I picked linen trousers, sports bra and top, socks with my trainers, found a cotton baseball cap and shoved it on, pulling my hair into a ponytail through the back. I didn’t know what flimsy protection it might offer, but I trusted Marty on his advice about the fires, if nothing else.

The house was eerily quiet. I yawned, exhaustion creeping through my body. Distant bird calls punctuated the silence, the background hum of the generator, the hiss of the wind. And I heard voices out on the lawn. I stepped on to the balcony, hearing the voices to the west of the house, away from the pool. My corner balcony allowed me to creep around, peer over at the dead ground to the side of the property. Shady, a good place to relax. Or talk.

The sun was starting to set, the darkness creeping across the lawn, the bush a terrifying black void against a sky that glowed in the north. Deep orange above the horizon, fading as it climbed, dulled by thick smoke; the effect was spellbinding, a circle of fire, with us at the centre.

And yet the distance was still great, the winds switching sides every hour, playing with us, giving us hope, then snatching it away as it drove the smell of heat and smoke towards us.

I held my breath. Liam had found Carla, and they were talking. Was he giving her the same treatment he gave me? Asking why she was here? Or asking about Gabriel? I crept forward, but couldn’t make out what they were saying. Her body language suggested she was calm, her hands gesticulating, her chin up. She was no timid housewife, I knew that much, and Liam nodded as she talked, said something and backed away, head down, towards the house.

I waited, watching Carla. She fidgeted, clasping her hands together, looking frustrated in the low light. I wanted to go down, talk to her, but as I turned, Liam reappeared, carrying a backpack. His boots were laced, his hat perched on his head. Carla said a few words, this time shaking her head, but keeping it quiet, not wanted to be overheard. She wagged her finger at him, but he brushed her away, took off towards the pool area and the front of the house, then the front gate, disappearing out of sight.

Their brief confrontation over, Carla walked off, towards the back of the house. I heard a door close.

I stepped around the balcony until I was looking over the pool. Carla was nowhere to be seen, only Harrison and Billie, standing directly below me, facing the driveway – the way Liam had just departed.

Harrison’s only comment to Billie, loud and clear, mirrored my own thoughts. ‘Where the fuck does he think he’s going?’

I headed downstairs, paused for a few seconds to compose myself at Carla’s door, and hammered with my fist.

It creaked open.

‘Jess,’ she said, rubbing her eyes. ‘It’s getting late. We were going to try and grab some rest.’

‘Do you know where Liam went?’

She frowned, glancing behind her into the bedroom before stepping out and closing the door behind her. ‘Jakob’s asleep,’ she said.

‘I saw you talking in the garden.’ I managed to keep my voice firm, emotionless. ‘He left with a backpack slung over his shoulder. He didn’t say?’

Her brow creased, and she scratched the back of her head. ‘You know, I don’t really want to get involved, Jess. Whatever that man wants, it isn’t anything to do with me.’

‘Nor me, but I need to know. What were you talking about?’

I was short with her, blunt. She shrugged, her eyes narrowed again, a brief flash of the coldness I’d seen across the dining room.

‘If you must know, he questioned me about Grayson,’ she said. ‘Wanted to know if we’d met before. Quite bizarre, and I told him truthfully that we’d never set eyes on the fella before we showed up here. He didn’t seem happy – started cussing about that other man he’s with, the one who looks like a homeless surfer.’

‘Harrison.’

She nodded. ‘Anyway, he said he needed to look for something. I told him to stay put, after what Marty had said about the fires. I tried to argue, but he brushed me off. I … didn’t try very hard, to be honest. The man scares me.’

She didn’t look scared, and it must take something to frighten Carla. Or perhaps her violence was only targeted at Jakob, and she assumed a normal emotional state for everyone else.

‘He didn’t say what he was looking for? Where he was going?’

‘No,’ she shook her head.

I thought for a moment. If they had been talking about Gabriel, then I might push her a little more – tell her about his death, gauge her reaction. I hoped it wouldn’t shock her too much, but, like I said, she was hardly a timid housewife. She’d cope. She was neither an ally nor an enemy of mine, at this point, and sharing the information was also an insurance policy, of a sort. Against Marty. And Liam.

‘I need to tell you something, Carla. About that man – Grayson.’

Carla peered at me, squinting in the low light. ‘Where do you think he’s gone?’

‘I …’ The words caught in my throat. It was difficult enough to have witnessed Gabriel’s body in such a state, harder to say out loud. And I decided against complicating the message by telling her who he really was.

‘What’s up, Jess?’ Carla kept staring at me, put her hands on her hips.

‘I found him earlier today,’ I said, ‘in the bush. I’m afraid he was unresponsive when I got there. I mean we. Marty and I. We think he was bitten by a snake.’

‘A what?’

‘He’s dead, Carla. Gay … Grayson is dead.’

Carla’s eyes widened. ‘Dead? Oh my.’ Her hands dropped from her hips.

I watched her reaction, the shock. Genuine, as far as I could fathom. A dead body did that to people – however mean-spirited they might be.

‘I wanted to tell everyone earlier, but we thought it best not to worry people.’

‘Oh,’ she said, again, her eyes darting all over me. ‘Of course. That’s … just awful. Where did you find him?’

‘In the bush to the east of the house, not far away. I think he’d been bitten and dragged himself the wrong way, poor fellow.’

‘Nasty way to go,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘I had a friend back in Texas. Got bitten by a fer-de-lance viper. She was in hospital for a week. Convulsions, breathing problems, the lot.’

‘Right,’ I said. ‘Convulsions, yes. That was our conclusion too. Marty thought a tiger or a brown – quite common around here.’

‘Where is he now?’

I explained about the freezer in the garage. ‘We had to,’ I said. ‘For the police forensics.’

‘Forensics?’ she said. ‘Why on earth would you need forensics for a snake bite?’

‘We don’t. But this is by the book. A death out here would be investigated – neither Marty nor I are experts at this.’

‘Marty.’ Her face clouded at his name. A grudge since his alleged comment about her sleeping in the van, or something else? She didn’t like him or trust him. Was she wrong?

Carla dipped her head, nodding to herself. She clasped her hands together. She seemed bothered, but not unduly so. No panic or breakdown – she hadn’t seen his body, and I guess he was enough of a stranger that his death didn’t hit her like it had me. But nor had she offered anything I didn’t already know.

‘I need to find Liam,’ I stressed. ‘You really have no idea where he was going?’

She shook her head, paused. ‘Where is Marty now?’

I frowned. ‘Getting the house ready. Prepping the hoses and stuff. You heard him.’

She shrugged. ‘Just be careful.’

‘Of what?’ I was frustrated by how she flipped the conversation from Liam back to Marty.

‘I don’t want to see you get hurt in all of this,’ said Carla. ‘A pretty little thing like you. I’ve seen him with that Billie quite a bit.’

‘Billie?’ I reacted, then bit it down. Whatever Marty was doing with Billie was not my concern, even if I believed it. I didn’t trust either of them, and on this matter I really couldn’t care less. I also didn’t trust Carla’s judgement about any of it, even if, for whatever reason, she was being genuinely well-meaning towards me.

‘Get some sleep, Carla,’ I said. ‘I’ll wake you if anything happens.’

She nodded to herself again, looking troubled, pausing before opening the door. ‘Don’t go too far,’ she said. ‘Stay close. I worry about you, darlin’. It might be best if you take a leaf out of my book – keep your head down, stay out of whatever it is. It’s the only way to be safe. This will all be over soon.’

She said it with such conviction, I almost felt relieved. I smiled, squeezed my eyes shut for a few seconds, before heading, against Carla’s wishes, outside.

The heat was still oppressive, dry but heavy, radiating from the ground. For a fleeting moment it reminded me of childhood summer holidays, strolls along the promenade, the lush feeling of warmth when the sun had gone and the night was young. The weather for alfresco dining or beach barbecues. Memories of a past age.

All around me the insects chattered, the next change of watch, emerging as I had, though for altogether different reasons.

I followed the drive to the gate and stopped. Away from the house, the darkness was almost absolute under the tree canopy. The thin band of sky above the road wound like a snake disappearing into the distance. My torch only cut a few feet in front of me, and I’d find nobody out here by sight alone.

‘Liam?’ I called, waited.

I detected a momentary pause in the nocturnal sounds, probably my imagination. I called again.

‘Liam?’ I cocked my ear.

Nothing this time. The insects weren’t interested, the other animals chose to ignore me.

I couldn’t venture along the road alone; it was dangerous – the thought of venomous reptiles never far from my mind – and pointless. If Liam had kept walking, he had too much of a head start; I’d never find him. If he was still on the property, I had a few other places to look. I turned back towards the house, watching the light from the windows cast a welcoming glow. Although now, out in the open, it looked strange against the red and orange glow to the north. How long did we have?

I followed my torch beam on the ground, increasing my pace with each step, and such was my focus I nearly crashed into Billie, who appeared from my left, passing a few metres in front of me. I flicked the torch at her body and face.

‘Are you OK, Billie?’ I asked. Certainly not. It was hard to tell if she was high again – the torch forced her to squint, and I shifted it away, but her body language suggested she was somewhere on her relentless cycle of going up or coming down. I wondered what was better for her over the next twenty-four hours. What was better for the rest of us?

‘I think you should go back to the house,’ I said. ‘You heard Marty. I –’

‘I heard Marty,’ she slurred, then paused. ‘Does he … treat you right?’

I shook my head. I had no time to get into this. ‘Billie, please, I –’

‘He’s out there,’ she whispered, pointing into the darkness. She swallowed, shaking her head. ‘I see him.’

‘Who?’ I said, spinning, pointing the torch, seeing nothing – the beam was useless at any distance. Christ, was she seeing things or telling the truth. ‘Liam?’

She smiled, leaned in, right in my face. Her breath was stale, and I could smell her sweat, mixed with chlorine from the pool. ‘Harrison is furious,’ she whispered into my ear.

I pushed her away from my face, held her arms. ‘Where is he, Billie? Where is Harrison?’

But Billie sagged, almost falling. I managed to hold her upright. She chuckled. ‘Perhaps it would be best if those fires took me and my baby – nobody would miss us. He’s a fucking dead man,’ she said.

I watched her, spiralling into delirium. Whatever lucidity she had was gone.

‘Billie, that’s not true. Please.’

She snorted, pushing me away. ‘You should screw Marty, Jess,’ she said, staggering off. ‘Everyone screws everyone around here.’

‘Wait,’ I called. ‘Where are they both? Billie!’

That got a cackle out of her, but she waved me away, kept walking. I watched her approach the pool and skirt around it, somehow managing not to fall in.

My heart thumped, hands shaking. I lifted the torch, again waving it across the garden like a child’s toy. Should I chase after a delusional Billie or keep looking for Liam?

I strode forward, into the darkness.

After a couple of minutes, the cabin loomed at the far end of the garden, a dark shadow against shadows. I felt around for the door handle, tensing for a moment as my hand brushed a spider’s web. The door creaked open.

‘Liam?’ I called. I scanned the inside with my torch. It was empty, nowhere to hide. I peered into the bedroom and bathroom. Called again. Nothing.

The torch beam bounced off the cupboards and surfaces. I figured while I was here, I might as well see if there was anything useful in the cupboards – we’d skipped a search on our first visit.

Not much, as it turned out, except a small camping pack under the sink – first-aid kit, another torch, some batteries, that sort of thing. Zipped up in the back was a plastic flare gun, single use, the kind you point at the sky and press the trigger. It was small, and the wrong thing to use in these tinderbox conditions, but I pocketed it anyway.

My torch flickered and the shadows danced. A sudden feeling of exposure took hold of me, fleeting panic, the need to run from the darkness and bury myself under a duvet. I paused, breathed, and it passed.

I stepped outside, closed the door, took a huge breath of hot scented air. It bit, snagging in my throat, and I coughed, trying several times to clear the tickle.

And then something caught my eye. The torch beam hit something that shouldn’t be there.

At the corner of the cabin, tucked around the far side, away from the house. A shoe. No, a boot.

I approached, my torch getting dimmer by the second, but it still gave enough light to show me that there were two boots, and they were attached to legs. Liam’s legs, and Liam’s body, lying on his back in the dirt. His backpack lay to one side, open, contents strewn – clothing and food. A small plastic-handled camping axe tossed to one side, next to a long hunting knife, half out of its sheath.

The breath escaped from my lungs in a strangled groan as I ran to him, stared down. His eyes were open, face expressionless. Flies were drawing loops around his head, but none had settled. Too fresh. I crouched, tried and failed to find a pulse, aware my own was thundering at a frantic pace. I leaned over him and grabbed the axe, held it in my left hand, brandished it in front of my body for protection. From who, I didn’t know.

I put my right hand to his neck. Warm, but the outside temperature was still in the thirties, so that didn’t mean anything. I’d seen him walking away less than an hour before.

The torch flickered and went out. I swore under my breath, tucking the axe into my belt, each second feeling like an hour as I found a replacement torch from the camping pack. It was more powerful and illuminated Liam’s face and body in a garish white glow.

I saw his neck, a red mark, a single mottled line, encircling his throat.

The sight made my own throat constrict, and my blood ran cold.

Liam had been strangled, his body dumped.

Murdered within the last hour.
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I spun on my heels, searching the trees, the shadows, the lawn stretching away, until my eyes failed and all I could see was the sky and its menacing glow. I could feel the wind on my face, increasing in speed, the taste of nature’s wrath, coming for me, for the house. The early hours of my sixth day would bring no escape. The bush was burning, and we were right in its path.

Fight or flight, the adrenaline surged through my body, my muscles tense and shaking, my heart in my throat. I tucked the axe into my belt and ran, the torchlight darting as I jumped through the air, like a firefly escaping a predator. The darkness chased me, the shadows sniping at my heels. I groaned again, the terror within an inch of consuming me.

But I kept going, my legs propelling me forward on autopilot, across the vast lawn and downwards. I didn’t stop until I approached the deceptive safety of the patio, the pool, the glow of the house.

I turned, watched the darkness, the path I’d just taken, gripping the handle of the axe, tucking it into my belt, breathing deep, trying to hold it together.

‘Where have you been, Jess?’

I spun back round, crouching, to find Harrison, sitting next to the pool, alone in the darkness. He was staring at me, his expression firm, eyes narrowed, fixed on me, at my midriff, my belt, the bulge of the small axe.

I swallowed, conscious of the expression on his face – suspicious and demanding. This wasn’t surfer dude Harrison, this was his other side – cold, harsh, violent. Switched again.

I forced a smile, straightened up, battling to hide my panic.

‘Getting some air,’ I said, pulling my top lower, covering the handle of the axe. ‘Can’t sleep. You?’

Harrison glanced across the garden, out towards the hill, the cabin. ‘Dangerous out there, love,’ he said. ‘Best to stay in the house. You heard your boyfriend.’

He spat the last word, looking for my response.

‘Marty isn’t my boyfriend,’ I whispered. ‘He’s a stranger, just like you.’

I took a breath. His eyes were wild, his feet tapping, jacked up on something. Enough to do something stupid? Enough to do what Billie had threatened? Her words – that Harrison would screw the fat fuck over?

He sniffed, leaned back in the chair, arms behind his head as if he hadn’t a care in the world. But the anger remained in his eyes, his smile reinforced it.

‘Then I’ll repeat my advice,’ he said. ‘Stay out of this stranger’s business, Jess. That goes for Billie too. Stay the fuck away from her.’

His comment was full of bile, and I counted under my breath, further composing myself, before nodding and walking away. I couldn’t reason with him in this state, and I was hardly calm enough to talk openly. I couldn’t be sure what I was dealing with – the distinct and surreal possibility that he’d killed Liam filled me with a sudden and urgent fear to get out of the darkness, into the relative safety of the house. Being alone with him outside was too dangerous until I had more facts, and I craved the safety of numbers. I only wished the house wasn’t my only refuge. I had no escape, and no answers.

The living room was empty and I went through to the kitchen. Nudging the door to the pantry closed, I slid to the floor with my back against it, gulped down several breaths of the warm, stagnant air. It helped, but another surge of exhaustion washed over me, my body and mind full and overwhelmed, my eyes watering with effort as visions of Liam’s face and strangled neck flickered in and out.

What or who had he been looking for? Why go out into the bush, when everyone was inside the house, or at least nearby. Was there somebody else out there, someone I hadn’t anticipated? A third person, or persons, lurking in the darkness?

The thought tumbled around my head, but I struggled to see how anybody could be waiting, not with the approaching firestorm. I thought of my naive search across the darkness – the driveway and the gardens. Was I being watched?

Gabriel first, then Liam. Who next? What would happen when that vault opened, and who would be left to plunder its contents?

I could, should, take Carla’s advice, and stay out of it. Hide away, stay right where I sat. It wasn’t my money, or my case. But it was my life.

Every conversation, every moment. I replayed my interactions with the group, with everybody, looking for holes, for contradictions. Analyse, Jess. Do what you do. Except I couldn’t. Too tired. Too anxious, my head refused to do anything other than turn inwards, asking for a break. Too much to process.

I let my eyes close, squeezing them shut for a few moments, feeling the tiredness surging, the weariness in my bones overwhelming. But as soon as Liam’s face faded, it was replaced with Gabriel’s, and then Charles’s – a waking night terror, his face burning into my retinas.

My commanding officer, after the crash, his expression of sympathy, but laced with pity, and that’s what hurt the most. Stupid, Jess. Right in front of your eyes, and you didn’t see it.

You didn’t see it coming, Jess.

How could you not know what he was?

How could I? That hurt most of all. A cut, deep, to my core, questioning my profession, my skills, training, my very essence.

Never again.

I crept back through the kitchen and into the dark hallway, unavoidably triggering the motion-sensitive lights but running straight along to the study door. I paused, glancing through the front windows. The sky glowed, the light eerie and unnerving. A blanket of haze, of swirling particles carried towards us. How long until some of them glowed and ignited where they landed?

I opened the study door.

There was a decent chance I’d get caught. By Marty, or whoever else might know what was down here. By Carla, maybe, hearing me from her room, stopping me before I caused any trouble.

I wasn’t quite sure what I’d do if that happened, but I couldn’t leave it. This is where my obsessions edged into compulsions – not always, but I had to do something. I had to satisfy my craving.

Bringing trouble on myself or the others was the last thing I wanted, but I was on my own. This was my world, or at least a world I was familiar with. The dark underbelly of human nature, played out in the shadows; the underground, the devious and messy stories most normal citizens could remain blissfully unaware of. But my duty to investigate these deaths, and whatever was behind them, was too ingrained to let it go. Data drives intelligence, and I didn’t have enough. I was floundering, and without Marty on my side I must do it myself.

I paused near the bottom of the stairs, let my eyes adjust. Into the darkness, no lights. Nobody here. The enormity of the house felt claustrophobic, the weight crushing from above. An anxiety-induced illusion, but painful nonetheless. The relentless heat had also found its way in, the cooling effect of the earth no longer enough.

I padded the rest of the way on the balls of my feet. I don’t know why – it was concrete and my trainers were silent, but my muscles were tense, ready to sprint to safety.

Leaving the lights off, I pulled out my torch and illuminated the way to the centre of the basement, shivering as I passed the covered furniture, not daring to glance across, to see what might lurk beneath the dust sheets today.

However, in my haste in the darkness, I trod on the edge of the fabric where it draped on the floor. I jumped at the sensation, rotating my foot and getting it wrapped up in the dust sheet. I staggered forward, stifling a shriek, tugging the whole length down with me.

I stamped and jumped on the spot until the sheet fell away, cursing myself for being so clumsy, reacting like a child. It was only a sheet, and I managed to keep the torch steady as clouds of dust swirled into the air, catching in my eyes and nose. I sneezed, wiped my eyes, waited for it to settle. I patted my top, my legs, shivering at the thought of what might have attached itself to me. Nothing I could see or feel.

But when I looked up, the workbench was exposed all the way along the wall, maybe eight metres or so, and what I saw puzzled me.

Along the workbench stood a series of unfamiliar machines, connected to the power lines snaking from the roof – the ones I’d seen on my previous visit. Circular saws, grinding machines, others whose function was a mystery to me. But several, in a neat row – a production line.

I turned, approached the far wall, grabbed the dust sheet and pulled. It revealed a duplicate – a bench running the length of the wall, fitted out with the same machinery. All the machines were clean but used, a film of fine dust around the mechanisms, stains on the bench from water and oil.

An industrial workshop, under a billionaire’s house. In the middle of nowhere.

I moved around the basement, grabbing dust sheets, yanking them to the floor. Storage lockers, toolboxes, machine parts. Power transformers and extension leads. Several pieces of furniture in storage – two solid wooden bookcases and a chaise longue, the leather polished and new, but nothing so far that explained the persistent smell.

In one corner I found a metal tool cupboard which rattled open, revealing an assortment of electrical components – fuses, resistors, lengths of wire of varying thickness. An item in the bottom of one drawer caught my eye, caused an urgent flutter in my chest.

It was a two-way radio, heavy-duty, with its guts hanging out. Broken. Old and discarded, or deliberately smashed? I couldn’t tell, but in the same drawer I found a reel of copper wire and some batteries, a roll of electrical tape tucked into the corner. It fired another part of my brain with tentative excitement as I stuffed all of it into a small cloth bag, along with a pair of pliers and a Stanley knife, and slung it over my shoulder.

A VHF radio, potentially with broadcast capability. If I could remember some of my basic radio field training, and if the circuit board wasn’t fried, then maybe, just maybe, I could get a message out. A Mayday. And receive one back. I’d need high ground – perhaps my balcony, or the hill and trees to the north.

It might not get the emergency services here any quicker, but at least they’d know what awaited them. I could relay what I knew, in case the worst happened.

In case none of us made it out.

But I had something I needed to do before that.

I walked around to the front of the vault, peered at the screen, tapping it to bring it to life.

Ten hours remaining. A little under, at which point the vault door would open, revealing its treasures. I stared at the screen, mesmerized, my hands fidgeting, my right one finding the handle of the camping axe, grasping it, pulling it into the open.

Fail secure, or fail safe. I was ninety-nine per cent certain it was the former, and if the safe lost power, it would remain locked until power was restored. That’s the way it should have been designed – it prevented all manner of attacks, rendering the contents inaccessible.

And there was a sure-fire way of finding out. Whoever was screwing with this house, and watching that timer, would get an unpleasant surprise, one I hoped couldn’t be rectified until after the bush fires had passed and this place was swarming with firefighters and police.

Take the vault out of the equation. Remove the ticking clock. Give a big screw-you to whoever was making my life hell. I was even more certain, now I had the possibility of getting a message out.

I used my torch to search above and around the vault. The power cable wasn’t obvious until I focused the torch beam on the work benches. Each had a number of outlets, all connected to a central cable that was routed up the inside of the solid concrete wall at the end and across the ceiling. One from each side, two more along the centre.

After reshuffling the furniture a bit and balancing halfway up one of the bookcases, I determined that one of the two central cables carried power for the lights. The second, I wasn’t sure, but it disappeared into the brick wall of the vault, the other end feeding through the ceiling into the house.

I weighed the axe in my hand. Small but very sharp, intended for cutting campfire wood. The plastic handle was dry and long enough. I hoped.

Without giving myself too long to think about the possible consequences of axing through a mains power cable while standing on a bookcase, I planted my feet securely and braced myself with my left hand, before swinging the axe as hard as I could, only at the last second praying the vault had its own circuit breaker.

There was a reason why I’d never been selected for action-oriented roles, why I repeatedly failed the psych tests and was told that perhaps my skills were best applied on alternative assignments. The OCD caused my risk profile to tip over the edge. Better to stay behind the desk, they said, use that magnificent brain of yours where it has time to process everything. Let’s not put you in a situation where your obsessions might drive you to undertake a compulsive and incorrect course of action.

Too late.

It only took one swipe. The axe dug deep, straight through the protective sheath of the cable and the copper wire inside, hitting the concrete ceiling with a high-pitched scrape and a spark.

I paused, cocked my ear, but it was impossible to hear anything, so I lowered myself to the ground and approached the vault door.

Locked.

The screen was blank, as expected, and the door remained closed, impenetrable. With no manual way to open it, the vault would require an electrician to reconnect the power, followed by the original time delay, starting from the beginning. Forty-eight, maybe seventy-two hours. Too long.

I swallowed, half regretting what I’d done, half satisfied that I’d done something. I wasn’t overthinking, I was just rationally going through a moment of analysis. An evaluation of what I’d done. The possible consequences. Spiralling.

Stop.

How pissed off would the person who had entered the PIN be?

And what would they do about it?
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The scratch of a key made me freeze, interrupting my thoughts, the turning of a lock, the squeak of hinges. Coming from the outside entrance, footsteps on the stairs.

Marty?

I hadn’t prepared myself for the confrontation, not yet. I didn’t wait to see it was him, but sprinted back the way I’d come in, past the wine racks, up the internal stairs, pausing halfway. Self-preservation drove me forward, and I only had to conjure the sight of Liam’s body to remind myself this was no game, no training exercise, no archive footage on CCTV. I was living this, and I needed to stay that way.

A torch light flicked on, powerful, searching the corners of the basement, skimming over the wine racks and the bottom of my staircase before it retreated. I heard a crash as something was pushed over. The bookcase, perhaps, followed by a scratching, the clashing of metal on metal. The sound of a hammer or crowbar banging against a door. In frustration. In anger.

It stopped, the silence immediate and frightening. I shuffled backwards, climbing another step. My sneaker caught and I stumbled, causing a scrape, a squeak as the rubber gripped.

The torch beam flicked back, illuminating the bottom step.

Then footsteps, approaching.

Instinct won, my body lurching into flight, leaping up the remaining stairs, into the study, forcing myself to use precious seconds to close the door, in near silence, before leaping across the study and repeating the motion into the hallway.

I exited the house through the front, retreating along the path as fast as I could run, spinning every few seconds to look behind me as I cleared the front garden and sought safety in the darkness behind the cars.

My feet crunched across the gravel, deafening to my ears but unavoidable. I didn’t stop until I reached the treeline, gasping for breath, eyes fixed on the house, waiting for my pursuer to emerge.

Waiting for Marty to step outside, to reveal himself.

Except he didn’t. Nobody did. The front door stayed closed; the hallway remained dark.

I held the axe in my right hand, torch in my left. My throat was parched and sore. I coughed, trying to stifle the sound against my hand, but I needn’t have bothered. It was drowned out by another sound, approaching from all directions, a deep rumble, peppered with another, higher-pitched whine.

I recognized the latter in a heartbeat and raised my head, searching above the treetops, trying to pinpoint the sound. It was to the south, but approaching fast and upon me before I could find a break in the canopy.

A brief flash of navigation lights stabbed through the darkness as the plane thundered overheard, its turbines screaming at the low altitude, props cutting through the thick air.

I wanted to scream, shout at the aircraft, but my excitement at seeing it was quickly tempered by what it meant, if they were flying this close, this low. I couldn’t make out the type, but the news reports of firefighting aircraft might explain it – a water bomber, maybe more than one, strafing across the fire front, dropping water in a desperate attempt to slow the spread. The sound of the plane faded, but the background roar persisted, a distant freight train, angrily shaking the air ahead of it.

The orchestra of an approaching firestorm.

I stared upwards, searching the night, hoping the aircraft would return, praying it would have somehow seen my torch beam, conveyed my position to some miraculous rescue team nearby.

Panic and indecision gripped me. I was running away with nowhere to go. I should head back to the house, calmly take refuge, enter as if nothing had happened. It was my house, my responsibility.

And yet I kept walking, my mind a whirring mess. My actions in the basement had made somebody very mad. That couldn’t be a good thing, and yet if I had the choice, I’d still do it again. Fear gripped my every step, yet with an indignant rage behind it. How dare they enter my house, my refuge? To kill, indiscriminately. How fucking dare they?

I’d come here for peace. I’d been duped before, blindsided by Charles, thrown everything away and escaped here to recover, to rethink my life. He’d made me believe I was useless, devoid of the intelligence and skills to be what I claimed to be. I’d crawled here, broken, lost, prepared to give it all up, accept defeat. He’d won.

But what I’d just done proved him wrong, didn’t it? Just a little. That defiant screw you voice in my head that refused to quit. There was a reason why I’d joined the Met in the first place, why I got results, why my obsessions drove my colleagues to distraction and got me into all sorts of procedural strife. I couldn’t quit, could I? My body wouldn’t let me, my mind screaming on repeat. I’d taken a course of action, made a choice. This was me, doing what I do, and I felt a tentative rush of satisfaction. A feeling absent for so long.

But where did that leave me?

There was high ground ahead, a rise where the road crested before twisting on its long route towards the ocean. If I could fix the radio, I could get a message out, a Mayday call, a scream for help.

I had to believe the rescue teams knew we were here, that I was here, even if thus far they’d failed to get to me. But even if they did, they didn’t know what they’d find. And I needed them to know.

Then I’d go back, face whatever awaited me.

I ran forward, ignoring the increasing resistance in my chest, the slow wheeze as the air thickened, toxic particles of soot and ash carried for miles in the air. I pulled the top of my T-shirt over my mouth, tried to filter my breaths. It helped, but it slowed me down.

Over the rise, my torch beam bounced off a vehicle at the side of the road. White paint. Carla and Jakob’s camper van, facing the opposite way from the house. It would be destroyed this close to the trees, but I guessed it was only a rental. They’d collected their personal effects in the bags Jakob had carried in. Nobody cared about a broken-down van.

The torchlight rested on the back panel, dropped to the licence plate. I stared at it for a few moments, reading the state name, the characters, before moving the beam away, towards the rear window and roof.

The top of the van was the highest I could get without climbing a tree, and I put one foot on the rear tyre, scrambling up, feeling the metal roof sink under my weight. Resting the torch in front of me, I pulled open the bag and scattered the radio, bell wire and batteries in a circle.

Struggling to see in the feeble light, I cradled the radio, turning it over in my hands. My heart sank as I read what was left of the back sticker – it was a maritime VHF radio, for use at sea. I frantically tried to recall my radio training. Frequencies, channels. None of which mattered if it didn’t work.

The rear battery compartment was open, and the wires hanging out were the fixtures for four batteries. The circuit board slid out behind it, but looked intact, if a little grubby, and the soldered connections held, countless small wires snaking into the plastic and towards the top of the unit, which housed a digital readout and two dials – one for volume, one for frequency. A series of soft rubber controls ran down the side – manual frequency up/down, and a larger push-to-talk button.

I grabbed the tape and ripped several strips, sticking them on to the batteries, connecting them in sequence, before ripping the fixed connections off the wires. Crimping them with my teeth, I taped the bare wires to each end of my new battery pack.

I held my breath and turned the volume dial, which clicked as the radio switched on.

The screen lit up; clouded and cracked, obscuring half of it. It read Ch1. I had no idea what each of the channels were for, but I did remember that 16 was the maritime distress channel. I clicked the dial around until it was selected.

Nothing.

I poked around, this time at the speaker, finding another loose wire. More tape secured it to the correct terminal, and I was rewarded with a blast of static, the roar of white noise.

I pushed the talk button and spoke. ‘Mayday, Mayday, Mayday,’ repeating three times as per a standard distress call. I remembered that much. Taking my finger off the button, I received another blast of static. Constant, unwavering.

I tried again, repeating my call.

‘Mayday, Mayday, Mayday. Can anybody hear me?’

Static, a flutter, followed by a steady hiss. High-pitched against the distant rumble that seeped through the trees. Looking up, my night vision was ruined by the torch. The darkness creating dancing silhouettes, fragments of shadow and swirls of warm air.

OK, think. If it’s the right channel, and the transmitter is working, it’ll be the aerial.

After uncoiling approximately two metres of copper bell wire, I unscrewed the stubby aerial at the top of the radio, found the metal screw thread and wrapped one end of the wire around it, before screwing it back up. I draped the bell wire along the roof and over the side.

Pleased with my attempt to transform the van into a large aerial, I pressed the transmit button again, repeated my call.

And nothing.

Power, transmitter, aerial. Time to change the channel. If the preset channels were all maritime, I needed to manually tune it to a land-based frequency that might be monitored. The police frequencies would be restricted, and I had no idea about the firefighters – what did they use?

I flipped it to manual and started flicking through the frequencies, one tenth of a MHz at a time. It took forever, cycling through the available range. I coughed, my heart rate jumping, increasing with each press of the button.

I racked my brains. Come on, Jess. You know this stuff.

I heard the aircraft approach again, the whine of the engines, performing a wide arc, heading east.

Of course.

I hammered away at the buttons until I reached 121.5 MHz – the international air distress frequency. Any aircraft declaring a Mayday using VHF did so over that frequency, and I had to hope any monitoring stations or aircraft within range would pick it up. The water bomber must surely be listening.

‘Mayday, Mayday, Mayday,’ I repeated. ‘My name is Jessica Walker.’

I stopped, trying to remember the address of the house.

‘My location is Watson’s Peak, somewhere off the Calder Road, Otway Peninsula. I … uh … I’m underneath a water bomber. It just flew over.’

I took my finger off the transmit button. Only static responded. I struggled to think of the wording which might convey my situation. Which might help any would-be rescuers.

‘We’re cut off, surrounded by the fire …’ I swallowed, cleared my throat. ‘We need a police unit. A serious crime has been committed at my location. Two men have been killed … Please help us.’

I let go of the button, feeling helpless, wondering if my message had been received, or would be taken seriously if it had.

I waited for two minutes, then a third, my heart sinking with each second that passed. The distant roar tuned out in my ears, and all I could do was stare at the small screen, register the whine of static from the tinny speaker.

They didn’t hear you. They aren’t coming.

Time to move.

I clambered down off the van, despondent, trainers squeaking on the panels, landing on the gravel at the side of the road. The sound disturbed something in the trees, and the crack of branches followed, the sound of leaves being compressed, crunching underfoot.

I froze, aware I was holding the torch, a dancing light, the brightest thing in the area. I supressed the tendrils of panic creeping into my throat, increased my pace, heading back towards the house. I tried not to look back but couldn’t help glancing at the dead black of the bush, couldn’t stop the approaching footsteps, lumbering through the undergrowth.

Marty? Had he in fact followed me from the house? If not him, then Harrison? Nearly at the gate, whoever stalked me through the trees was almost upon me. Not bothering to hide itself, the rustling turned into a crashing, a huge body racing out of the shadows towards me.

I raised the axe in my right hand, screamed my defiance, prepared to swing.

And managed to hold it as my stalker emerged.

A kangaroo. Huge, a male.

It thumped past, not three metres away, the wash of air hitting me even with the wind. The height and length of its jump was astonishing this close, and it didn’t stop, crashing into the bush on the other side of the road within a couple of bounds.

Heading away from the approaching inferno, seeking safer ground, its primal reactions immediate and unnerving, giving me barely a glance.

My breath escaped in ragged gasps, the relief slicing through the fear, but not altogether removing it. For that animal had the right idea. Running for its life. It knew what followed.

I spun on my feet as a second kangaroo followed. Smaller, it bounded in a zigzag, avoiding me and my alien light, hitting the bush at the same point as the first.

They disappeared from sight in an instant, the sound of their feet fading fast, the distant thump absorbed by the growing discord in the bush, spreading throughout the other night animals as they sensed the danger. Unknown, but instinctive, they reacted.

I recalled Marty’s descriptions of the wildlife that surrounded us, his fond identification of sugar gliders, tawny frogmouths, possums and koalas, plus a thousand other critters whose cries and chirps now increased in intensity, their screams urgent and ethereal. A very different experience to the first time I’d heard them, their combined calls now causing a primal tightening in my chest, my body syncing with nature, its realization that mortal danger was approaching.

By the time I raced through the gate and into the drive, the darkness was already broken.

I switched off my torch.

The house stood against a glowing backdrop of fire.
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Radiant heat, a horizontal blast, already painful as it hit my skin, a giant firestorm approaching from the north-west. No escape except to put as many solid surfaces between it and me as possible. Marty had warned us.

But I’d never imagined anything like it. Almost upon the property, it must have raced up the hill in the night, deciding to take us in the early hours.

The air shuddered and howled, sucked towards the flames before being hurled outwards. The sky in the distance was red and black, the air thickening by the second, the hill to the north appearing only as a dark mass against the light.

I needed to get inside, find Marty. Whatever he claimed to be, I had to believe he wanted to survive this. I wanted to believe he wouldn’t abandon the rest of us. The next few hours would decide everything.

The front door swung open.

I stepped in.

‘Jess.’ Jakob spun towards me from the main staircase. ‘Where have you been?’

He looked relieved, harassed. Sweat beaded on his forehead, the air thick and heavy. His hair was slick, eyes darting in their nervous way. I closed the door behind me, shut out the howl and hiss of the wind.

‘Is everyone here?’ I asked. ‘Inside?’

Jackob’s mouth twisted. He shook his head. ‘Something happened out back. We heard Harrison screaming. I was trying to find you.’

‘Harrison?’ I approached him, realized my hands were shaking. I clasped them together. ‘Where’s Carla?’

‘In our room. She’s come over very faint, feels quite poorly.’

She’d been fine when I last spoke to her. Or I thought she was. Was he covering for her? I felt a small vibration in my pocket, a hiss that faded, and stopped.

‘OK, maybe go and get her. We need to prepare. Have you seen Marty?’

‘No,’ said Jakob, his voice far calmer than mine. He tilted his head. ‘Where did you go?’

I drew in several deep breaths, felt the radio vibrate again. I placed my hand over it, but it stopped again. ‘Listen, Jakob, I –’

At that moment the radio crackled, spat a few words. I yanked it out of my pocket, turned the volume up.

The static hissed, echoing off the walls. After a few seconds, a voice came across, against a background scream of noise, of engines.

‘To the landowner broadcasting a Mayday on one two one decimal five. We read your last message and have relayed to first responders. Fire crews and police unit are a few Ks out. Do you copy?’

I fumbled the unit in my hands, jammed my thumb on the talk button. I could barely contain my excitement, my throat swelling with relief.

‘I copy,’ I shouted into the mic. ‘This is Jess Walker. I called the Mayday in. I am inside the house. Please hurry.’

‘OK. Stay inside. Police unit will –’

The voice cut off, replaced with another long blast of static which faded into the standard white noise. I looked at Jakob, unable to contain my smile. A few Ks out. How long would it take to battle through – on the road or straight through the bush? The aircraft must be making headway if they thought they’d make it.

‘They’re coming, Jakob,’ I said. ‘Go and tell Carla! We’ll gather in the hall, get the doors closed, wait it out.’

Jakob closed his eyes for a second, nodding to himself. ‘Thank the Lord,’ he said. ‘I’ll go tell her. Perhaps you could find Marty – round everyone up?’

He hurried back towards the master suite and slammed the door.

I continued down the hall. My ears pulsed with an eerie mix of sounds – the source outside, but muffled and distorted by the structure of the house, so I felt rather than heard it, the trembling of the ground, the hiss of the changing air pressure.

My own heart kept beat, steadily increasing in pace.

The back room was empty. The aquarium bubbling in the corner, its colours reflecting off the walls and ceiling, blues and greens daring to counter the approaching reds and oranges. The overhead lights were dimmed.

Find Marty. The person I was certain had erupted in fury in the basement and chased me out of it. What would I say to him? I could hardly deny what I’d done, and yet confronting him was an eventuality I hadn’t had time to plan. My first overt action had been to sabotage whatever was going on, and one that wouldn’t be forgiven.

The vault and the killings were real, but the fire was immediate. Which did I fear more?

‘Hello?’ I called, my voice echoing in the large room. ‘Marty?’ I struggled to order my thoughts, tried to ignore the stabbing anxiety threatening to overwhelm my senses.

‘Marty?’ My voice dipped, trembling. Wanting him to appear but at the same time wanting the world to stop, pause, give me a minute to think.

Neither happened, but outside, through the glass, I saw a figure, a dark silhouette through the smoke, illuminated by the pool and outside lights.

I raced outside to see Harrison hobbling towards the house, dragging his right leg, which was slick with blood. He had a tear in his shorts above the knee, and blood was pumping out at an alarming rate.

I ran out, grabbed his arm, helped him over the threshold, catching his weight as he collapsed backwards on to the floor.

‘What the hell happened?’ I said, grabbing the door and pulling it closed, pausing, before flicking the lock. I stared for a moment, through the glass and the smoke, waiting for someone else to appear. But my eyes blurred, failed me, and all I could see was my own reflection, a ghostly apparition kneeling in a growing pool of darkness.

‘Who did this?’ I said, putting my hands over Harrison’s leg, feeling the hot blood seeping out with his pulse. An artery had been nicked; this was a serious wound.

‘Elevation and pressure,’ I said, more to myself than anyone else, the sight of so much blood causing a momentary trance, the blood on the light wooden floor, the blood in the sky behind us. The panic gripped my throat as I tried to recall my basic trauma training.

I jumped up, ran to the sofa and grabbed an armful of white and brown cushions. I shoved them under his leg, trying to get it as high as possible – well above the heart. ‘Are you hurt anywhere else?’

Harrison shook his head, tears in his eyes. He was pale, clammy, in shock, but conscious. I had no idea how much blood he’d lost – that would depend how far he’d walked, how long it was since he’d been stabbed.

I needed a tourniquet, but I had no belt, and Harrison’s shorts only had a flimsy pull-cord stitched to the fabric. I raced to the kitchen, throwing open the drawers and cupboards until I found an apron. The tie-cord was thick, detachable. I pulled it out and ran back. Harrison moved, straining his head upwards.

‘Stay there,’ I said. ‘Don’t move until I’ve slowed the bleeding.’

He nodded, stared at me with fear, but with understanding.

I threaded the fabric strap under his thigh twice, just above the wound, the panic still rising in my chest. No medics to turn to, nobody but me. He might live or die from what I did next. Too tight or for too long risked muscle damage and potential amputation. But how long? The facts and figures of my training swirled just out of sight, the panic refusing to let them settle.

Shit. I settled on as tight as I could, which was no doubt looser than a stronger and calmer person could have managed. I figured better to keep him alive and risk complications than have him bleed out on the floor.

I held the knot for a moment before letting it go, putting extra pressure on the wound. Harrison gasped as I did so, whispering expletives under his breath.

It held fast, and the bleeding slowed.

I sat back on my haunches, realized I was hyperventilating, focused on slowing my breathing until the dizziness passed. I was no good to anybody if I passed out. Four in, hold. Do it, Jess.

‘She tried to kill me,’ he whispered. ‘Can you fucking believe it?’

‘She?’ I said, pausing.

‘Billie,’ he said. ‘She’s done it before,’ he said. ‘It’s what she does.’

Not the answer I was expecting. She’d mentioned spending time in juvie. Was this the end result of her frequent spirals? I looked at the tourniquet, the deep messy wound, the pint or so of blood on the floor. He’d be lucky if he didn’t bleed out, but this was the result of someone lashing out in anger, not an attempted murder.

‘Where is she now?’

He winced. ‘I don’t know … please, you have to find her, stop her. She said the house needs to burn – that it all needs to end here. That she was done.’

I closed my eyes momentarily, squeezing them in an effort to concentrate. ‘Is she high?’

Another shrug. ‘Isn’t she always?’

I looked down at him. He bit his lower lip. Nerves, pain, a touch of regret?

‘She had a bit of everything,’ he whispered. ‘She was going crazy, panicking about the fires. I sorted her out with a little cocktail to calm her down. Please, you need to find her.’

If he cared that much, I thought, maybe he shouldn’t continue to feed her habit, and generally act like lowlife scum. The consequences had sure caught up with him.

I had no doubt I must look for her. The poor girl was spiralling downwards from an already near rock-bottom position. She’d had my sympathy from the moment I met her, and had refused my tentative attempts at help, but now she needed it. Whether she understood the dangers outside or not, I couldn’t have it on my conscience if she was lost out there.

The power flickered, the lights flashing off then on. My heart thumped in response. I hadn’t checked the fuel levels again – Marty was supposed to do it as part of his prep. Foolish of me to assume he had.

‘I apologized,’ whispered Harrison. ‘I did. But she wouldn’t listen. She hates me.’

I bit my lip, quelling my anger. ‘Maybe, just maybe, you brought this on yourself. But the fire has reached the perimeter, Harrison. We’re all in this together now.’

But Harrison shook his head. ‘Not all of us. He’s done a runner. Liam. Screwed me over.’ He smiled. ‘Billie said he would.’

‘You think Liam’s gone?’ I asked, leaning forward, watching his eyes.

He frowned, but stared back, not a flicker.

‘He’s gone after Gabriel,’ he said. ‘Claimed we need to get to him before the others do. Now they’ve both gone, and I’m left high and dry. Didn’t even get paid. And then Billie fucking stabs me! I love her, Jess. I was only doing this to get some cash together. I –’

‘Whoa, whoa,’ I said, clocking that Harrison had used Gabriel’s real name but choosing not to enlighten Harrison that both his target and his boss were dead. Unless he was the best actor in the world, capable of stringing a story along while in serious pain and a pint of blood down, he clearly had no idea. It didn’t make me like him any more, but at least I knew what I was dealing with. ‘Before the others do?’

‘What?’

‘Get Gabriel before the others do. Who else was after Gabriel?’

Harrison stared at me for a few seconds before shaking his head, letting out a breath. He winced again and his leg trembled.

‘I don’t know. We weren’t even sure it was him. I thought this was a simple shake-down job. Scare the rich fuck into paying what he owed. But then Liam said we weren’t the only ones after a piece. He didn’t say who, but it gave me the fucking creeps. I wanted out, but then we were trapped, and Liam threatened … he threatened Bills.’

Harrison sniffed, his face white, sweating profusely. He was ranting, but his eyes were truthful. He was scared, full of regret and the dawning realization of his own stupidity.

‘He told me to keep quiet and I’d get paid. If I didn’t, he would personally gut me and feed me to the fucking birds. And then they both fucking disappeared,’ whined Harrison.

If Harrison was being honest, and in his current state I was inclined to believe him, what was I left with?

The lights flickered again. We didn’t have much time.

Harrison took a deep breath. He swallowed, the pain evident, his face mottled, sweating profusely. ‘She’s having my baby. I’m doing it, Jess. I’m sticking with her. If we make it out of here.’

I rested on my knees, his fevered emotions washing over me. Billie deserved so much more, but I had to find her first or there’d be no happy reunion. I took a deep breath, feeling the knot in my stomach tightening and twisting.

I glanced up at the glass doors, the darkness beyond, my reflection hunched over Harrison. He’d told me what I already suspected. Liam hadn’t got what he wanted from Gabriel, and now he never would. Someone else got to him first.

And I was in little doubt as to who it was.
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A shadow outside caught my eye, passing the pool, running from one end to the other across the tiles. I leapt up, grabbed the door handle, grabbed the axe.

‘Don’t move,’ I whispered to Harrison. ‘Keep your leg elevated.’

I unlocked and tugged open the glass door, feeling the blast of smoke and heat, burning my eyes, my nostrils.

The shadow stopped. I smelt something in the air, different, chemical.

Fuel. Gasoline.

The smoke swirled around me, cleared for a second. And that’s when I saw her.

Billie standing in a coil of smoke, holding a large green canister, staring down at it, talking to herself, shaking her head.

‘Billie,’ I called.

She staggered backwards, saw me and ran, disappearing within seconds towards the side of the house, dragging the canister with her.

‘Billie, wait!’ I shouted, scrambling after her, dodging my way in between the tables and chairs, hitting my left knee painfully as I pushed past the parasols. Around to the north side of the house, the wind hit me, rolling down off the bluff. No flames or cinders, not yet – the firebreak must be holding – but the air was thick, the visibility down to around twenty metres, grey and bitter. My throat burned, scratching as I drew breath, running alongside the house, trying to see where Billie had gone.

The lights from the house cast an eerie yellow glow, reflected in the air, contrasting with the deeper reds from above. I kept moving, staying on a circular perimeter of the house until I’d reached the east side, where the path snaked off to the generator building and the garages. To my right was the pantry door, and further along, the rear stairwell to the basement.

‘Billie.’ I called, aware my voice was whisked away in the wind, muted by a deepening hiss from the trees.

‘Billie.’ Louder. ‘I –’

‘Jess,’ A male voice behind me. I spun round, crouching, putting one hand on the axe, the other out to steady myself.

From the pantry door a figure appeared.

‘Jess,’ said Jakob, noticing the axe, taking a surprised step back. ‘I was looking for you. Carla and I were worried. Won’t you –’

‘I need …’ I didn’t have time to explain what had happened to Harrison, why I felt compelled to find Billie, to rescue her from whatever she planned. I glanced out into the swirling smoke. How far would she go, and how far should I chase her? To try to reason with her drug-fuelled rage, stop her in whatever insane plan she had? Carrying a petrol tank around was crazy in these conditions. If the hot embers from the bush reached us – which they surely would – the fumes from the fuel would ignite in a flash. Was that her plan? She was at rock bottom, and this might be her only perceived way out. Her mental state was as fragile as the tinder-dry bush, and now looked to be out of control. An inferno of pain and delusion, waiting to be ignited.

I had to find her, get her inside, stop her.

‘I’m looking for Billie. I’m going to check the basement. Help me?’

Jakob stepped forward, paused. ‘Billie?’ he said.

‘Yes.’ I turned towards the basement stairwell, could smell the fuel, it must have spilt on the ground, and I looked for the trail, struggled to see anything in the low light cast by the windows.

‘Wait,’ he called. ‘Stop, Jess. Billie’s inside.’

‘What?’

Jakob was nodding furiously. ‘She came through the back. I don’t know what’s wrong, but Carla’s calming her down. Did you find Harrison?’

I nodded, stepping forward, towards the pantry door. ‘He’s in the living room, injured. Have you seen Marty?’

Jakob followed, through the kitchen. Harrison lay where I’d left him, head turned in our direction, his chest heaving. He gave me a weak thumbs up. He’d live, I hoped, but we’d have to drag him away from the window soon.

‘Come with me,’ said Jakob.

‘Where’s Billie?’ I sniffed, my nostrils thick with mucus and soot. No petrol or gasoline fumes in here. Did I dare hope she’d dropped the canister far from the house? I’d have to look for it, move it away. Even a small amount would create a fireball, the drips on the ground a trail of flames encircling the house.

‘In our room,’ said Jakob. ‘Let’s go.’

We raced into the hall. Jakob put his hand against the door frame to the master suite. Double doors I hadn’t been through since my first day, giving them privacy, a chance to take what little rest they could.

As he did so, his shirt sleeve pulled up, exposing his forearm. On the inside, a small tattoo was visible, curling up from his wrist.

‘After you,’ he said, taking the door handle, pushing it open.

I stopped. The tattoo triggering a memory, a distant reminder. Something important, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. A piece of my history. A case too close to my heart.

A shiver snaked down my spine, my breath caught in my throat.

‘Come on,’ he said, insistent. ‘We don’t know what to do with her.’

I watched his eyes, watering, bloodshot. He looked exhausted, as I’m sure we all did. His eyebrows furrowed as he nodded towards the room.

But I stepped away.

‘Give me two minutes,’ I said.

‘But –’

‘I have a first-aid kit upstairs, some meds. I’ll grab them and be right back. Leave the door open.’

Without waiting for an answer, I ran, jumping the stairs two at a time. I glanced down from the landing. Jakob was looking at me. The air on the first floor was stifling, claustrophobic, the heat increasing with each passing minute.

Into my room, I closed and locked the door, took the radio from my pocket, dangled the aerial wire at my feet, and pushed the talk button.

‘Mayday. This is Jess Walker … at Watson’s Peak. Please. How far out are you?’

I let the button out, waited as the static filled the room, my ears, my head. It burst, staccato – a voice, but too garbled to understand. It repeated, indecipherable, before falling quiet.

The radio transmissions would be affected by the fire, the heat, the air boiling all around. Could they hear me? I had to hope so, but if they needed me to respond, we were all out of luck.

I could hear my heart again, thumping over everything, a constant warning bell in my ears. Marty, Harrison and Billie, Jakob and Carla.

Things are not as they seem, Jess.

You have the data you need.

Make sense of it.

I ran to the bed, pulled the zoology textbooks towards me, throwing open the pages until I found it. The section on snakes, snake bites, the serpents of this world.

The photo of puncture wounds on a man’s calf. South America. Something had bugged me before, and I followed it this time, the type of viper that had bitten Carla’s friend.

A fer-de-lance. It meant ‘spearhead’ in French. The most dangerous snake of Central and South America, and causes more human deaths than any other American reptile.

That part was significant.

I turned the page, rifled through until I found the species profile. And there it was. Not only indigenous, but endemic to the south and central continent. I ran my finger along the locations. Found in the tropical forests of Venezuela, Colombia, Peru, Ecuador, Brazil, Bolivia and northern Argentina. Central America, the West Indies and Mexico.

The fer-de-lance wasn’t found in the north. Not in the US.

A mistake, or a lie?

I took a breath, pushed the textbook to one side and grabbed my laptop from the case.

No Internet connection, but I didn’t need one. The research I needed was already there, tucked away in my files.

It took me a few minutes, and I glanced nervously at the door as I opened file after file, trying to find a particular piece of research from several years ago. Art, or more precisely, inking – body art.

I’d learned far more about tattooing than I needed to while researching, but my interest was in the more sinister – probing the darker side of inking, its use by criminal enterprises, and what the different designs meant.

All organized crime employed the use of inking in their hierarchy, not just as badges of honour – the cliched teardrops or skulls signifying the killing of a rival gang member. Often they were economic markers – a cattle tag – visible ownership by the enterprise, making the wearer unhirable by anybody else, shackling them for life to the gang.

Not that there wasn’t a certain amount of freedom in how the tattoos were placed, and how extravagant they could be.

But many were subtle. Worn discreetly. Only revealed when necessary.

Or by accident.

Once I found the file, I scrolled for ten pages or so until I found what I was looking for. A small photo, tucked away, uncovered in a prison interview, leaked to the Mexican press. The man was a snitch, and his life expectancy was short. That didn’t stop the journalist publishing everything. I doubt either of them did very well out of it.

He had a small tattoo on his right inside wrist. The same tattoo that Jakob had. And Carla – the one I saw when she arrived and meant to ask her about. I meant to ask her about a lot of things.

A small scorpion, the tail towards the wrist, made of linked squares.

I knew I’d seen it before. The mark of an individual I’d followed for months before he disappeared, only to turn up a year later, floating in the Seine near Paris. Interpol sent us a description of the tattoo, and my case was filed. No more leads. But at least I knew who he was. He wore the signature tattoo of a contractor – an enforcer. Affiliated with a group who used to be known as La Alianza de Sangre or, more commonly, Blood Alliance.

Formed in the early nineties in Sinaloa, Mexico, the Alliance picked a state already home to a thriving industry of marijuana and poppy crops, headed up by two of the most ruthless operators Mexico had ever seen. By the turn of the century it had operations in more than fifty countries, including Australia, responsible for supplying the majority of illegal drugs to suit every taste and price point. By 2015, intelligence officials reckoned that Sinaloa controlled the drugs market in almost every state of the US and in most Western countries. Its annual revenue – the detail that triggered my involvement and kept me interested – was estimated to be as high as $40 billion.

Big business, global and all-consuming.

Nowadays known as the Cártel de Sinaloa.

The largest and most powerful drugs cartel in the world.
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I closed the lid on the laptop, my movements sluggish, my eyes struggling. Time slowed. I could hear my breathing, shallow and tight. The background din faded, until my ears rang, a high-pitched whistle, drowning out everything.

I stared at the black plastic of the laptop, at my bed pillows, at the wall, where I lost focus.

I visualized the licence plate on Carla’s white camper van, pictured the colours, the lettering. A Victoria State registration. Not Queensland or New South Wales. There was no road trip from Brisbane. Whoever rented that van started in the south.

Carla and Jakob. Strangers in my house.

Except they’d come here for a reason.

My mind crowded, swirling images of their tattoos, coupled with a more distant memory. A body wrapped in my arms, covered in ink, an unanswered question as to what it all meant.

But the vision blinked out as my bedroom door slammed open, the frame splintering as it hit the wall.

I turned in slow motion, the room spinning gradually, until I faced him.

He didn’t smile, laugh or show any visible emotion. His face was locked in the same, familiar expression. He looked tired. Worn out. A traveller in need of rest.

A cartel contractor with a job to do.

‘Carla didn’t want to do this,’ he said, in a neutral tone, raising his right hand, which contained a small black pistol. He aimed it at my head.

‘But you went too far. And now you have to come with me.’

The steps to the basement seemed longer, each one jolting, a step towards my fate, whatever Jakob decided that might be. I wanted to call out, scream for help, but who could help me now? Jakob’s glare at my side was unnerving, his aim professional. My brain turned to mush as the emotions conquered it, my body shaking. Why was this so much more terrifying than the bush fires?

Motive, that’s why. The monster outside had no wish to kill me. It just was. It existed, following its natural path. There was no intelligence in fire, no evil in those flames.

But the monster inside was human. Their motives intelligent and complicated. It didn’t make it easier, far from it.

A former training officer once told me never to underestimate the evil people will commit. Their motives in the moment were unknown, and you didn’t know what humans were capable of until you saw it. This guy had seen it all – dead hostages, family members, colleagues, children, even the dog. With nothing left to live for, life becomes cheap, or cheaper. Why leave witnesses when you can leave a pile of death and confusion?

In the moment, you must slow things down, take each second, and accept anything that might come at you.

My vision flickered. I had a brief flash of Charles’s face. The image from my dreams. His blood-red eyes, watching me, while flames licked from his lips. He didn’t laugh this time, but waited, expectant.

He knew as much about this subject as I did. More, in fact.

What’s coming at you, Jess?

‘Go.’ Jakob’s voice jolted me out of my daze. It remained steady, unemotional but demanding.

Charles’s face disappeared and I looked up. The basement was lit, and he pointed me forward, past the wine racks, towards the centre. Towards the vault.

The first thing I saw was Marty. He sat on the floor, back against the right-hand workbench, hands tied behind him and fastened to one of the legs. His face was bruised, a large welt growing on his upper forehead, his lower lip cut and bleeding. I saw scuff marks on the floor, the weeks of dust disturbed, violently in places.

He glanced at me, must have seen the shock on my face. He offered a pained smile, curled his lips. ‘Hey, Jess,’ he croaked. ‘You OK?’

I nodded, mouthed the word ‘sorry’ at him. It was all I could do.

Why? Because in a beat I realized this was my fault. I had a thousand competing thoughts on what to do about it, but Marty bruised and tied up was my fault. Marty who said not to push things. Not to corner the animals. Don’t provoke. You don’t know what they’ll do. He might have been wrong about which animals, but his advice was sound.

He was right, and I’d had every opportunity to follow him. But I’d been looking in the wrong direction, away from the threat right under my nose. These animals wheedled their way into my confidence, practised and efficient, then lay low, waiting for the right time.

Tucked away in this backwater of beyond, this idyllic retreat – as far away from city crime as could be imagined – had lured in members of the most brutal crime organization in the world. Sent by the Sinaloa Cartel, these two duplicitous American assholes were here for the house, and the vault of a missing billionaire.

Their connection to Willoughby must be deep-rooted, and there was no separation of business and personal in that world – a world I understood a little better than the average person. A house like this, wealth like this, was acquired by very few legitimate professions. Diamonds, sure. That was a legitimate business, but only because governments said so, because the boards of such companies were composed of government cabinet members and their donors. Because gems, precious metals and minerals, anything you can dig out of the ground, provided a constant tradable commodity whereby wealth could be protected, through which money could be funnelled. Because the communities that mined such materials were poor, and desperate, and exploitable. Organized crime and legitimate capitalism blurred neatly at the point where rich people got richer. It had been that way from time immemorial. And the cartels were running things now.

If gems were being sold, of course they had a piece of it.

I didn’t blame myself for not seeing it. Not at first. This house was what it appeared to be. Rupert’s innocent pitch had fallen on willing ears, and I doubted anybody in the chain knew what this place contained.

But I guessed Willoughby’s lawyers knew. Why else keep the police warrants tied up in knots? Even if the state had possession, there was still an opportunity to clean things up.

A small window of opportunity. And professionals for hire.

‘Vaya mierda! Lo tienes?’ Carla appeared from my left, speaking rapidly in Spanish.

Jakob shrugged. ‘Porqué no le preguntas tú?’

I couldn’t make out the words, my own grasp of the language too rusty to keep up, but they were talking about me. Something I possessed. Shit.

Carla strode forward. Her posture was different, her expression almost transformed. She turned to me, closed her eyes for a few moments, before speaking again.

‘Where did you get the radio?’ she said.

I stared defiantly at her. I wanted to lash out, wondering how fast I could close the gap, what she’d do, what Jakob might do. I glanced at Marty. A solid guy, muscle-bound, now rope-bound, bruised and shackled.

I didn’t stand a chance.

‘Give it to me, Jess,’ she said.

Something about the way she pronounced my name sent a shiver down my neck, like a cold fingertip. She’d said my name so many times before, friendly, nervous, humble. But now it sounded as if she was a stranger across a strange room. A judge addressing me, reading out my sentence. Or an executioner.

The deep American drawl had disappeared, and her true accent was hard to place. A Spanish edge, but with a hint of British English. I knew people like Carla existed everywhere and nowhere, their nationalities hidden, irrelevant. They lived where they needed to, spoke multiple languages, carried several passports. They claimed citizenship of nothing except themselves and their cartel. That was their country, and their allegiance.

I knew this very well. Because I’d met someone like this before. I had personal experience.

Carla glanced at the pocket of my trousers, the bulge of the radio. If I gave it to her, what would happen? And why ask me? Why not take it? I couldn’t make out her eyes, her expression. Like Jakob, she looked weary, not angry. At least, not overtly.

I reached into my pocket, fingered the buttons. If I gave it to her, then what? She’d let me go? No bloody way.

‘I liked you,’ she said, tilting her head, letting a long breath out, a deep sigh. Jakob snorted behind me and Carla glared at him.

I noted her use of the past tense, and my stomach fell. There were two interpretations. One meant I wouldn’t exist for much longer.

‘And it didn’t have to be like this,’ she continued. ‘I tried to keep you safe, Jess. Your presence here was a wicked inconvenience. Your stupid guests even more so, but I tried. Lord knows I tried.’

‘Let us go,’ I said, blurting it out, not wanting her to finish, to conclude her assessment of me. I wondered if she’d said the same thing to Gabriel, or to Liam.

‘We’ll leave, through the bush,’ I said, knowing we were surrounded by walls of fire, that there was no way out, but trying for more time, anything. ‘We’ll be gone. Somehow. Do whatever you want here, Carla. Take whatever you want. Please.’ It was desperate, stupid. I was just another statistic in the way of a business transaction. My life wouldn’t be worth anything to her.

She took another deep breath, nodded, even smiled at me, but it was strained, as if she was genuinely troubled. ‘It could have been that way, Jess,’ she said. ‘You realize that? You could have gone free. We could have collected what we came for and been on our way, left you and your cretins to screw each other by the swimming pool, snort crack off the sofas, admire the fucking wildlife. But you fucked that for us, Jess. You did. And now we’re out of time.’

She approached, examining my face. Before I could stop her, she plunged her hand into my trouser pocket, pulling out the radio. I lunged forward to grab it, but her left hand came up, balled into a fist, a piledriver into my stomach. The air exploded from my lungs and I dropped to my knees, gasping for breath.

‘Get up,’ she said, grabbing my elbow, pulling me upright.

She gave the radio a cursory glance before throwing it on to the workbench. I looked at Marty. How far had I misjudged him? If only I’d seen it.

My fault. All my fault.

‘You made it complicated.’ She pinched the bridge of her nose. ‘And I hate complicated.’

She paced to the left, to the right, before approaching me again.

‘My friend Jakob here argued to get rid of you the night we arrived. I said it was unnecessary.’ She peered into my eyes. ‘I was wrong.’

I swallowed, an involuntary surge of bile from my stomach. I remembered – footsteps outside my bedroom door, the hushed conversations, the obvious disagreements. A husband and wife arguing. One striking the other.

Over whether or not to kill me.

But in my fear, I felt another flash of defiance, of anger. That such people existed. That they had come into my life again. And I couldn’t stop them.

‘Why Gabriel?’ I whispered. ‘What did you do to him? To Liam?’

Jakob stepped forward, past me and towards the vault. He stood in front of it, glanced at Carla impatiently. Their eyes met, and a silent message passed between them.

‘Please,’ I said. ‘What can I –’

‘Enough!’ said Jakob. It was the first time I’d heard him raise his voice. Still calm, but insistent. ‘It’s time,’ he said. ‘We don’t have long.’

‘Time for what?’ I said. ‘You can’t get into the vault.’

I snapped the last words with surprising defiance, couldn’t stop myself. ‘Even if you reconnect the power, you’d have to wait for the timer again. The fire will sweep through here before that can happen. It’s over.’

Carla nodded as Jakob grabbed something from on top of the workbench. The second holdall, large, full of what looked like wires, reels of the stuff.

‘You’re right, and we would have waited,’ said Carla, ‘were it not for this tinderbox of a country, and were it not for you. Bravo, Jess. But I don’t think you’ll like what you’ve achieved.’

A fresh roar from outside forced my gaze upwards, at the floorboards. Dust fell from the cracks, and a high-pitched whine penetrated the air. My heart lifted for a second. The aircraft returning, maybe a helicopter overhead. But it faded within seconds, leaving a deep hiss in its wake.

‘Fuera de tiempo,’ said Jakob.

I caught his meaning. Out of time.

‘What’s in the vault, Carla?’ I said, trying to keep her talking, trying to delay whatever he meant. But it sounded pathetic as I said it, and Carla laughed, soft, regretful. There was no malice in her tone, just resignation.

‘More than the lives of everyone here, Jess. I’m sorry, I really am. You shouldn’t have answered that advert. You shouldn’t be here. Nobody should.’
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Carla stood back as Jakob unpacked several strips of what looked like rubber piping. He approached the vault door and packed them around the hinges and along one edge, where they stuck to it. I watched as he placed small silver components at each end, attaching each to the bare wire ends of a spool. He reeled it outwards, disappearing towards the wine rack.

It would have to be serious amount of explosive to blow the door off a Mosler vault, and I could see why this was a last resort. Whatever was inside stood a decent chance of being destroyed in the blast.

But, like Jakob said, they were out of time. Perhaps better this than letting the police find it. Better than returning empty-handed to whoever had sent them. I figured the latter was probably the biggest motivator.

‘You two,’ said Jakob, reappearing, holding the pistol ahead of him. ‘Over there.’ Carla untied Marty from the workbench and gave him a shove towards the vault. Jakob indicated I should follow, grabbing a large bundle of rope from his bag, his intentions clear.

I wondered what it would feel like. Tied to a few pounds of high-grade plastic explosive, the moment of detonation, the force of air and metal and wood shredding my body in an instant. I had a macabre vision of my head surviving, bouncing across the room, rolling upright to look back at the open vault. What would I see?

‘You don’t have to do this,’ I said, voice trembling, but taking a gamble. ‘I’m with the Metropolitan Police, and Marty’s a Victorian State officer. It would be better for you and your organization if we lived.’

Even as the fear threatened to clamp down on my throat and lungs, to reduce me to begging tears, it was the truth. I knew even the cartels were reluctant to kill foreign cops, not out of any higher moral code but because of the fallout – killing police was bad for business. The discovery of our deaths would reverberate through international police forces, who would react, violently, dragging in snitches, raiding safe houses, grabbing whoever they could under the auspices of evidence gathering. An excuse to go out and detain or kill a few sicarios, pushers, even a boss or two. It would cost a lot of money and inconvenience.

Another look passed between Carla and Jakob.

But they knew this. And they were doing it anyway. They had exhausted all other options, because of me.

‘I know who you both are,’ said Carla, softly. She threw one end of the rope around a beam, bringing the other towards us. She paused, shook her head. I saw conflict in her eyes. ‘This place will be ashes by morning,’ she said.

She was right. It would be an impossible crime scene to process. The truth might never be discovered. There would be no pursuit by the police, here or elsewhere.

Jakob smiled at me. ‘God is watching, Jess,’ he said. ‘He always answers.’

I saw the fervent belief in his eyes. He never doubted it. The fires might have scuppered their plans from the outset, but now they were implementing an act of God to somehow clear their escape. A warped and twisted view, and one they’d settled on. But I was confused.

‘But you can’t leave,’ I said, my voice barely a croak. ‘We’re surrounded.’

Carla ignored me, and Jakob’s answer was to reach into the bag and produce a large black object I recognized as a satellite phone. It was bleeping. He tapped a few buttons, beckoned to Carla, who dropped the rope and joined him. He showed her the screen, keeping one hand on the pistol, his aim true and fixed on us.

They had their own phone the whole time, and were communicating with someone. I could guess for what purpose. There was no way in or out, the roads blocked, the fires upon us. Unless you had another way.

Time slowed. I watched them both, my mood sinking inwards. Anger, regret, pity. For myself and the others. That I hadn’t seen it, any of it. You’re the analyst, Jess. And you failed.

Even though you’ve been here before.

Jakob’s gun didn’t waver, the dark stub of its barrel meaning certain death in the right hands. The thought brought a rush of memories, the fear conjuring all manner of voices and faces. I saw my parents, Rupert, my life flashing before me.

Most of all, I saw Charles.

April 26th. Tuesday. 10 p.m. We’d just left our favourite Italian restaurant – Manicomio, tucked just in from Sloane Square in Chelsea. Charles had gone to fetch the car while I swayed near the kerb, watching the world slowly spin, wishing I hadn’t insisted on drinking a whole bottle of Sangiovese while he sipped mineral water. I wanted to do more than sleep when I got him home.

Charles was distracted and distant through dinner. I put it down to another hard day and long hours – I’d had enough of those myself.

A police car pulled out behind us, joining the empty road, just them and us. The way Charles’s eyes darted to the rear-view mirror stuck firmly in my mind that night, and ever since. A look of angry surprise, of recognition. A touch of fear, perhaps. He’d had one glass of wine before dinner – less, just a half. When the blue lights flashed and the siren blipped, I laughed.

‘Pull over,’ I said, hiccupping, but he didn’t answer, instead fastened his seat belt – something he rarely did.

‘What are you doing?’ I asked, as the engine revved and he changed lanes, indicating to turn off the main road. ‘Don’t be silly. It’s probably a breathalyser stop, and you’re sober. Unless the company forgot to tax or insure your car – either way, you have to stop.’

Except he didn’t. He turned off into a side road and hit the accelerator. And as we began what turned into one of the fastest police chases through central London for several years, I saw the stranger appear in the driver’s seat. My Charles disappeared, the man I fell in love with, replaced with the monster that he always was.

There was no escape, not in central London. I don’t know what he expected, and never will. Perhaps he intended to kill us both, but I doubt it. I don’t think he wanted to die – he had too much to live for, and he had done this many times before. A chance encounter, a panic response. And it was all over within the hour.

Charles’s Mercedes roared as we took off, the powerful engine gasping and screaming as we wound through one-way streets and red lights, the tyres scrabbling to get traction on the corners, the rear end snaking as he put his foot down in the straights. We lost the first police car, but their backup found us soon enough. The first patrol car’s initial excitement developed into a coordinated response to the maniac in the Merc tearing up the night streets. They knew the roads better than Charles and carefully guided us towards a place to safely intercept.

But Charles had other ideas.

‘What the fuck are you doing, Charles?’ I screamed, still in a state of disbelief, as he hit the accelerator. I wondered for a second if this was all some joke, or some training exercise put on by Medlock. But the look on Charles’s face sent a shiver through me. The sweat dripping from his hairline, his white knuckles on the wheel. No joke.

‘What have you done, Charles?’ I pleaded. ‘Please, stop!’

He had no time to reply, only to drive. He was on the verge of panic, and as we lurched this way and that, I came to the horrific realization that he wouldn’t stop. That he must have done something truly terrible to warrant being in such fear of the officers chasing us.

Fraud. Laundering. Criminal financing. Bribery. Corruption. Market abuse or insider dealing. The list of financial crimes cycled through my head as the rear of the car spun out round a corner. Charles must have done something … to his firm, with his firm? To run like this … it was unconscionable for someone like me.

But not for Charles. He wrestled the car back under control and hurtled on to the main road. We’d been heading south, but now he headed north, back towards the river. Five minutes of weaving, dodging the increasing number of patrol cars, their sirens creating a closing circle of noise. A noose of shrieking alarms, slowly tightening.

‘Charles!’ My screams were lost in the engine noise and the panic of the moment, coming out as increasingly feeble gasps, pleading whispers.

The lights ahead of us intensified. Patrol cars on either side, uniforms running to and fro. A stinger – a spiked strip laid across the road – lay in wait. They’d had enough, decided Charles’s increasingly erratic driving was going to kill someone before the night was out.

Charles saw it, knew what it was, blipped the throttle. I saw his intentions, another side road no wider than an alley, underneath a railway bridge, an impossibly narrow target.

But he evidently saw no choice.

I made my move, pushing my seat belt release at the same time as opening the passenger door. I took advantage of the lateral force as he turned the car, judging the reduction in speed as survivable. I curled as I fell, protecting my head and neck as best I could.

Was it my doing? Did my leap from the car cause the fatal distraction? It occurred to me as I jumped, as I hit the tarmac in a roll, as a thousand points of pain shot through my joints.

But I also saw no choice.

Charles hit the solid stone pillar of the railway bridge roughly five seconds later.

He died on impact.

It was a routine police checkpoint. Checking for drink drivers in the capital, they got far more than they bargained for. It would have been a simple case. Except when they ID’d him, they found two passports in his apartment, two nationalities, two different names. A gross oversight on his part, a lapse in his rock-solid facade.

Charles’s accident hit me twice. In the first twenty-four hours, I lost my fiancé.

I was a grieving widow, minus the paperwork. In the second twenty-four hours, as things unravelled, my superiors paid me a visit, and I discovered who Charles really was.

The twisted, broken and charred body in the convertible Mercedes was not Charles Byron, because Charles Byron didn’t exist. My fiancé was a fictional character, a part played by a wanted criminal who lived by many names. Charles Byron was Charles Dormer was Charles Frankland. He had so many passports, finding his true identity was proving tricky. What they did discover was a string of identify thefts, and connections to the murky, lawless world over which I skimmed, barely scratching the surface – the world of organized crime syndicates and their global reach.

Charles, they believed, was French, but grew up in Mexico before bouncing around South and Central America. The bank accounts they could trace suggested he was in the employ of more than one group. A man for hire. A charming and capable agent, in it for the long haul.

Charles was a criminal agent, and I was his target. He hit me dead centre.

A classic honeytrap, and I was the hapless victim – except I shouldn’t have been hapless. I should have been a highly trained Met officer who saw Charles coming a mile away and played a counter-attack until he’d been arrested.

But he got me.

They reckoned I’d been under surveillance for quite some time. Charles’s approach in the Goldman offices would have been planned, one of many possible first encounters. Armed with knowledge about my private life, my friends, my family, he would strike up a conversation to lure me in.

His looks weren’t chosen by chance. He was honey, and I lapped him up.

Did he get what he wanted? In the short time we were together? I don’t know. We lived in each other’s pockets, he watched me, he had cameras watching the desk in his apartment where he let me work.

He’d watched me, recorded me, knew my logins and passwords, had access to my phone for those text message codes. It was simple for him to access my accounts. When I was making breakfast, in the shower, sleeping. Short sessions, snippets of information.

With my accounts, Charles had access to huge swathes of intelligence information on the cartels he worked for, the banks they used, live investigations and, most importantly, the people involved – those individuals under our protection.

As the internal investigation revealed the extent of the breach, and the clean-up began –assume everything is compromised, terminate all lines of enquiry, protect those at risk – I withdrew, violently at first, denying, apologizing, then begging. I didn’t listen to what they told me, and I could tell their patience was wearing thin.

They wanted every detail, every conversation, every moment I’d ever spent with Charles, in order to dissect and analyse. Tell us again, Jess, can you remember what you were doing on the 25th of January at 18:06? You were logged in for thirteen minutes and accessed the Credit Suisse main casefile.

Charles was clever enough not to do anything I wouldn’t have – no attempts to cut and paste, download or otherwise trigger a security alert. He would have photographed everything on screen with his phone, relayed it all to his handler, then deleted it.

I wasn’t uncooperative, but I was grieving. They seemed to forget that, or at least, it came second. I’d lost the love of my life. It didn’t matter to the primitive parts of my brain that he was a criminal – I cried and I broke and I wanted him back. I wanted to see his face, his eyes, hear him tell me he loved me, feel his body on mine, take him inside me. I wanted to make love to him on the balcony on a spring evening, laughing as the neighbours twitched their curtains – because that’s what we did, and I couldn’t imagine life without it – all those moments of excitement and build-up – our life together couldn’t be fake, not all of it. My body and mind couldn’t switch off as easily as that. I didn’t want it to.

I was referred to a police psych, then a private therapist. Those early days and weeks are hazy – I still can’t recall my CO’s final words – but they made it clear. I was out. Their shock at what I’d done, the ramifications, the financial cost of my mistake, would take years to fix, the operations irrecoverable.

I cried, I screamed. I stormed out and resigned the same day.

Career over. Relationship over. Jess, you’re a fuck-up and deserve nothing.

The night terrors began a week later.

My fault.

All my fault.

Jakob’s satellite phone bleeped again, loud, piercing, jolting me back into the moment.

He nodded, satisfied at whatever communication had taken place, dropped the phone back into the bag. He turned to me. My past vanished. And I had no future.

‘Jakob,’ I said. ‘Please. I –’

But he lowered the gun, alarm in his eyes. Because at that moment two things happened.

A deep roll of thunder rocked the basement – an explosion, overhead, the ground shaking so much I staggered to the left, hitting the brick wall of the vault. Marty grabbed me, kept me near him.

A second later the lights flicked out, and this time they stayed out, plunging us into darkness. Debris hit my head, small particles from the ceiling. A slow groan from above, metal and wood twisting, straining at its bonds.

‘What the –’ I gasped, but Marty pulled my arm, dragged me behind the vault, putting it between us and Jakob and Carla. We backed up against the workbench.

The rumbling continued, and I spun round, trying to pick a direction. If the fire front was upon us, we were trapped. This was it.

‘Wait,’ Marty hissed, held me tight.

I waited, the seconds agonizing. A torch flicked on, Carla, the beam dancing across the room to where we’d been standing. The sound of scraping in the darkness, footsteps.

‘The generator building,’ whispered Marty. ‘Smell it.’

I inhaled, tasted the toxic fumes of gasoline. I thought of Billie, running away from me, through the garden, with a fuel cannister. Her rage and heartache boiling to the point of no return. She didn’t come down here, so where did she go? To the generator? The racks upon racks of diesel, petrol and aviation fuel.

Oh, Billie. What have you done?

The low rumble turned into a howl, racing across the ground outside, getting closer. I turned in horror, following the sound. It lowered, paused, stopped to my left, like a predator stalking its prey. Except this beast sucked in the air around it, waiting, teasing us, offering a moment of silence before it pounced.

Another huge thump, the sound of masonry falling – bricks raining down on to the floor above. Dust fell from the floor joists in the ceiling; they creaked, louder now, splintering and cracking as the thick timber split along the grain …

But then it stopped. The thunder faded into the background hiss of the wind, the dust began to clear.

Jakob looked up, smiled, turned to us. ‘I think we’ll do this the quick way,’ he said, raising his pistol, pointing it at Marty.

I heard the shot, a deafening crack through the air. I flinched, ducking to the left, but only for a second. Because the sound didn’t come from Jakob’s hand. It came from above him. Not a gunshot, but a twelve-inch floor joist snapping in two. He and Carla barely had time to register what had happened before timber and plasterboard rained down on them. His torch beam spun and hit the ground.

‘Mierda!’ Jakob screamed, and I heard a muffled cry from Carla as she went down.

I ducked, face buried into the bench next to Marty, waiting for us to suffer the same fate. The air immediately filled with thick dust and smoke, reducing visibility to a few feet. My ears rang, and I tasted heat and ash. The pungent smell of gasoline filled my nostrils.

‘Marty,’ I screamed.

He stood over me for a second, shielding me from above, but then moved, pulled me up by my arm. The ceiling above us was intact, away from the outer wall of the house, protected by the central structure of the vault. He reached over the workbench, rummaged for a second, grabbing something, before taking my hand again.

‘Run, Jess,’ he said, pushing me towards the internal stairwell. ‘Get out of here!’
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We got as far as the stairs before the first shot rang out. A bottle of wine exploded in front of me and I screamed again, ducked, hurled myself on to the stairs behind Marty. I hit my right shin bone on the edge of the step and pain shot up my leg. Excruciating, but I didn’t have time to breathe, feeling Marty’s hands again grabbing my arms, yanking them upwards. My left shoulder clicked, the joint screaming in protest. But I didn’t complain. The next shot might reach its mark. I risked a look back – the dust was clearing fast, dispersed by a fresh wind from above, the air flooding through the vast hole in the wall and floor. I saw Jakob trying to free himself, a thick joist pinning him against one of the workbenches, his right hand clasping the pistol. Movement further back, Carla’s hand clawing at lumps of masonry.

‘Go,’ urged Marty, relaxing his grip as I found my feet, thumping forward and into the study.

I kicked the door shut, flicked the lock, heard the thumps and shouts from below.

A second bullet, a ricochet from the wall below, exited the door above the handle, embedding itself into the bookcase across the room. The door splintered, small shards of hardwood hitting my face and chest.

‘Out,’ said Marty, throwing open the door to the hallway, turning right towards the front door.

On to the pathway; the darkness to the south glowed in the heated air and smoke from behind us. I could no longer see the ocean, or even the stars. The murkiness surrounded us, closing in. I turned to look along the side of the house, shocked at what I saw.

The bush fires had reached the perimeter to the east. It was hard to tell if it was the same at the north and west corners, but flames raged across the gravel in front of me, a thin line – an artificial line – of flames snaking towards the generator building, or at least, where it had stood.

In the light from the flames I could see the brick foundations and walls on three sides were intact, but the roof had disappeared altogether. The fourth wall, facing the house, had blown out. The generators themselves were shadows of twisted metal, useless lumps, brief flashes of flame jetting out of ruptured pipes.

The racks of fuel had been on that wall. They had clearly ignited, the force of the blast directed by the remaining three walls towards the side of the main house – blowing through the outside wall. The blast had devastated the main house, and spot fires were burning all around. Too late to extinguish, even if we wanted to.

The heat surged and waned, the wind whipping it up, slicing into my face. But I paused, felt a breeze from the south, coming off the ocean, cooler, battling with the approaching inferno. I licked my palm, held it up. Not my imagination. The winds had veered again.

‘Come on,’ urged Marty, heading towards the bush. ‘They’re coming.’

I turned but, as I did so, caught sight of a solitary figure stumbling along the side of the house, screaming at the damaged walls, screaming towards the rear, the pool, the glass doors of the back room.

Billie.

Deluded, desperate Billie. The red mist of her rage reflected in the sky above. Her actions driven by a lifetime of trauma and her attempted escape from it. Who, in her fury, had trailed the gasoline from the trees to the generator, trying to destroy the house. Her rage directed at everything and anyone, at the life she’d been given. Billie was all out, and she saw no choice.

I heard her screaming, wailing into the air, but her voice cracked, her screams and sobs subsiding, as she staggered backwards, taking in the sight of what she’d done.

No going back. Whatever additional safety the architects had built in with the firebreak had been shattered by this broken soul. Billie wanted this place razed to the ground.

I called to her, but she was already running away, disappearing into the smoke, towards the back of the house.

‘Billie!’ I screamed this time. ‘Marty, we have to get her. I have to save her. The house is burning.’

But Marty clamped his hand on my arm.

‘We will,’ he said. ‘But not yet.’

He wasn’t looking at me, but behind me, to the front of the house, where Jakob stood, feet planted firmly, two hands on his pistol, raising it for a shot.

Again Marty was quicker than me, more decisive. With life-saving speed he lurched forward, dodging through the front garden plants, behind Liam’s ute and my Toyota, leaping into the treeline.

It was still dark, and the gloom engulfed us. Marty scooted to the left, only a few metres in, before we hit the wire fence. Two metres high, barbed at the top.

Above the distant roar was the immediate screaming of birds and insects, the night-time air alive with creatures desperate to escape. I could feel them in the air whizzing past me, hear the crunch of leaves and crack of twigs.

‘We can’t –’ I looked helplessly at the fence. Even if we climbed it, there was nothing beyond except a wall of smoke and flames.

‘We won’t,’ he said, guiding me along the fence line, along the perimeter.

Back towards the fire line.

‘Then where?’

He didn’t answer. We ran for one hundred metres or so, checking behind every few seconds. If Jakob was pursuing us, he was silent. But I suspected he’d stopped where he was. His priority was the vault. And Marty’s priority was getting us safe – a relative term, given what we were headed towards.

We’d got away, but had nowhere to go.

‘Why the hell would Billie do that?’ shouted Marty, pausing to catch a breath. ‘She breached the firebreak. The house is fucked.’

I didn’t answer, pulling my T-shirt over my mouth. The smoke was getting thicker, despite the wind on our backs. One force of nature against another, and the fire’s thirst for new fuel would win.

There was nothing to be gained by trying to explain Billie’s state of mind. Marty understood the minds of addicts. Whether he sympathized or not was another matter. The fact her actions might have killed us all was something we’d judge in time. If we got through the next hour.

We stepped forward. A few hundred metres away balls of flame seemed to roll across the gum trees, branches crackled and snapped and burning embers floated towards us, a wall of sparks seeking new fuel, new ground to ignite. They hit the parched lawn, burning where they fell. Little fires, everywhere. White smoke flowed across the ground, swirling around, making it harder to judge direction. We’d be lost if it got much worse.

The wind whipped again, the force pushing me back. Even with everything Marty had said, the shock of the ferocity surprised me. A fluctuating wall of hot air like a door slamming repeatedly in my face, tearing at my clothes.

‘We can’t go any further,’ I screamed.

Marty stopped, held my arm, spinning on his feet. ‘The garages,’ he shouted back, struggling to make his voice heard over the wind.

The only solid brick structure left. Untouched by the fire. Standing alone, too close, but at least surrounded by concrete. It was the only place left.

We raced out of the trees and across the firebreak, giving the generator building a wide berth in case there was any unspent fuel. The concrete underfoot was covered with a thin layer of ash, my feet scraping their way through.

Marty shouldered the door open and kicked it shut behind us.

‘Over here,’ he said, taking me to the centre of the building, past the black Mercedes. I looked around, spied the water tap on the far wall.

‘Can we use that?’ I said.

He nodded, found some old mop heads and rags, soaked them before stuffing them along the bottom of the doors. It would help keep a little smoke and heat out. I found an old tin cup and filled it, drinking, pouring water over my face and head. Marty did the same.

‘Do we have any hoses left in here?’ I said. ‘There were three coiled against that wall.’

He shook his head, the frustration evident. ‘No. I took them, spread them around the perimeter, ready for when the fire hit.’ He gave a wry smile. ‘But Jakob got to me first.’

‘What do we do?’

He beckoned for me to sit. We faced each other on the cool floor, the outside sounds muffled by the walls and roof. Safety, for a minute, for an hour. How long until this building burned with everything in it? Would Jakob follow us out here too?

Marty reached into his pocket, pulled out my radio, the antenna wire scrunched up around it. ‘I managed to grab it on the way out,’ he said, offering it to me.

I switched it on, checking it still powered up. The low hiss of static greeted me, nothing on any channel, our location preventing any signal getting in, or out.

‘Now,’ he said, ‘we wait. Only for a few minutes. I need to see what the wind is doing. Did you feel it?’

I listened to the howls from outside, felt the claustrophobia of the walls closing in.

‘We’re sitting ducks, Marty,’ I said. ‘And so is Harrison, back in the house, alone. And Billie … if Jakob –’

‘He won’t,’ said Marty. ‘I know what he’s after, and we come second now.’

I nodded, prayed he was right. He had been so far.

‘Are the winds shifting? Will it be enough?’

He shrugged, shook his head. ‘I don’t know. I want any fuel from Billie’s fire to burn away. If we get a survivable window, I’ll go for Billie and the house. Otherwise … we wait it out in here, Jess. We can’t save them.’

‘No,’ I said, the vision of Billie racing towards the house still clear, her drug-induced delusion, her murderous intent. I pictured her belly, the small growing life, innocent of anything and everything.

‘We have to get them out, Marty. Her and Harrison. I can’t let them die.’

He stared at me, his eyes watering, bloodshot, full of pain. But he nodded.

‘We will,’ he said. ‘Trust me, Jess. But we have to wait, just for a few minutes.’

I nodded, swallowing more metallic water, feeling the thick mucus loosening at the back of my throat and nose. My heart maintained its rapid gallop. No chance of slowing it. No point in slow breathing, or meditation. We would all live or die, but not because of anything I did about it.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said. It came out a little weak, and I repeated it.

‘What for?’ he said.

‘For everything. I didn’t know what to think, who to trust … I thought you … you were acting so bloody shifty. And when I saw you at the vault, I lost it.’

The words tumbled out. He caught my meaning. He saw my expression.

‘You thought I was involved.’ said Marty. Not a question. A statement. He nodded. ‘Not unreasonable. Yeah. It’s catching.’

‘What do you mean?’

He tilted his head. ‘Jess, you turned up at this house with no good reason. You wouldn’t tell me your history, why you were really here, or anything about yourself. You acted suspicious of Liam, chummy with Carla, but I couldn’t be sure …’ He raised his eyebrows.

‘Shit,’ I said. ‘You suspected me?’

He shrugged. ‘Guess we’re both equally bad at this.’

‘A good pair,’ I said. ‘A solid crime-fighting duo.’

He smiled. I couldn’t help but match it.

‘So you’ve figured out who they are?’ he said, giving me a brief rundown of his own capture by Jakob. He’d been checking the vault regularly, trying to figure out what was going on. His inside knowledge of the case was scant, but he knew Willoughby was hiding something, and coupled with the delayed police warrant, he knew at least one of the guests was after the contents of the vault. He had no gun, no radio. His plan was to gather as much info as possible and have it ready for the emergency services when they arrived.

As opposed to my plan, which was to axe through the vault power cable, piss everyone off, and get us both killed.

I told him what I’d figured out myself, the clues leading me to the identity of Carla and Jakob.

He whistled. ‘You know more than I do about the cartels,’ he said. ‘That’s serious shit. But not surprising, if you think about it. Willoughby’s wealth was at those levels. You can’t make that much money in any industry without getting into bed with the Devil.’

‘Which explains the vault. But what about Gabriel?’ I said.

Marty shrugged. ‘That I can’t explain. But I think Carla and Jakob arrived with the PIN to the vault – they triggered it. They expected the place to be empty – a simple two days until the vault opened and they left without a trace.’

‘But Gabriel might also have been vying for it?’ I said. ‘Don’t you think? As a way to pay his debt to Liam. He might have discovered it already counting down, and that would have scared the shit out of him – he might have reckoned he was no longer needed, if Liam already had the PIN. My first theory holds – he was running, got bitten hiding out in the dark.’

‘Maybe,’ said Marty. He didn’t look convinced.

‘So you thought Liam had triggered the vault?’

‘Yes. Hence my strong desire not to go up against him and Harrison. But then Liam disappeared and my suspicions fell on the others in the house …’ He glanced at me, apologetically.

I realized I hadn’t told him about Liam yet. I hadn’t told anyone that I’d found our friendly ranger-cum-drug-dealer lying murdered on the bushland floor.

‘He’s dead, Marty, I found him strangled out by the cabin.’

‘Fuck.’ Marty swallowed. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘When? You didn’t think to tell me?’

I winced, shrugged. ‘I wanted to.’

‘Jesus,’ he said, nodding, the realization striking. ‘You thought I might have killed him.’

‘I didn’t know what to think,’ I said. ‘I was in a mess by that point. My mind spinning, everything on top of me.’

He nodded. ‘Liam was a bloody dangerous individual, and that’s why I warned you away. I was worried for you …’ He paused. ‘But after you saw me at the vault, you changed, acting strangely. That’s when I started suspecting you might not be who you appeared.’

I nodded. ‘I had help. Carla gave me a few subtle nudges to make me suspect you were too good to be true.’

‘Figures,’ he said.

‘She’s good at it,’ I said. ‘Nothing overt, just sowing the seed.’ I thought of one comment that stung more than it should have done – that Carla had seen Marty getting friendly with Billie. I decided not to share this nugget with him now.

Carla didn’t want us getting close. Driving a quick wedge between us was a good distraction. And it worked, dammit. She got what she wanted.

Even as we sat cross-legged on the dusty floor, in this most chaotic of moments, a small knot untied in my gut. Marty was one of the good guys, in every sense. It was a small thing, but it mattered.

‘I’m sorry,’ I repeated. ‘It was dumb of me to suspect you.’

Marty shuffled forward, put his hands out to mine. The garage door rattled in the wind, a distant roar peaked and faded. Fresh gum trees succumbing. Marty cocked his ear, checked his watch.

‘No,’ he said. ‘I’ve been the dumb one. I’ve been deliberately vague about my past – I couldn’t blame you for thinking badly of me. Let me explain.’

‘Wait,’ I said, pausing, watching him, his bruised face, his torn clothes. Both of his hands were bleeding, with grazed knuckles. ‘Me first. I’ve told you nothing about my situation, and there’s good reason. But I need to explain my behaviour – my mistrust, why I acted the way I did. Even if I can’t excuse it. Please. Then I’ll listen.’

Marty paused. I rested my hands in his, feeling his rough palms against mine. It gave me a sense of comfort, of courage. He lowered his eyes, let me talk.

And it all came out. I recounted every detail, from the moment I met Charles to the day he died and beyond. The words tumbled over themselves, ordered but emotional, my relationship laid bare. What it had done to me, my confidence, my self-esteem. My ability to perform in the only job I knew how to do, and how it had seeped into everything. My daily life was a shadow of the dreams that plagued my nights.

I told Marty why I had to leave, why I couldn’t go back. Why I was lost, utterly lost, and that this trip was a random thing, unplanned, a spur-of-the-moment act of recklessness. But also the first idea that might have saved my sanity. Rupert was right – I had to get away, push the reset button, stop tormenting myself.

I smiled, wondering whether it had worked or only served to send me further under.

‘The screams that woke you on the first night,’ I said. ‘It was my night terror. Charles visits me every night. He looks at me in the same way. Reminds me what a fool I am. I see all of it play out in agonizing slow motion, and I can never stop it. I guess from what you’ve seen of me, he was right. I am a fool, and all of this is because of me. I should have done what you asked. I should have wound my neck in. If we die tonight, it’s because of me.’

I fell silent, pulled one of my hands away, played with the cup, took a small sip. The metallic tang was unpleasant, and my throat still burned. Telling Marty my story felt right, but it wasn’t the release I’d hoped for. I could feel the unspent anger bubbling inside, frothing, ready to explode and take me with it.

Another howl from outside, the door creaking in protest. We’d escaped the vault less than ten minutes ago, and I wondered what Jakob and Carla were doing – had Jakob cracked the vault? I hadn’t heard an explosion. Was it too much to hope they were too injured to continue? Incapacitated until the police arrived?

‘Thank you, Jess,’ whispered Marty. ‘That was brave … sharing with me. I can’t imagine what it was like.’

He looked me in the eye, held my gaze, kept my attention. ‘But you’re no fool,’ he said. ‘You were the target of a sustained criminal operation, and being foolish doesn’t come into it. No normal person would have seen it coming or acted any differently. You’re kidding yourself if you think that.

‘As for what’s happening here,’ he continued, ‘it’s insane, but you’re wrong again. You were braver than I was, decided to take action where I retreated. I’ll tell you why I did that, if you want to hear it, but you should know that your actions weren’t wrong or foolish. They were what I’d expect of a serving officer. My actions, on the other hand, were what I’d expect from a washed-up coward.’

I shook my head. ‘You did what you thought was right. Sensible, not cowardly. You kept your wits. I think I lost mine. I’m the reason we’re in this mess.’

He smirked. ‘Well, I guess I did get to see you in your undies, so every cloud and all that …’

I slapped his leg, trying to stop my face turning red. I saw the sparkle in his eyes.

He dropped his smile. ‘You want to know why I’m a coward?’

‘You’re not.’

‘Humour me.’

‘Fine.’

‘Because I’ve given up, Jess. Those two in the basement, Carla and Jakob, from the top echelons right down to the lowlife scum of this country, the Liams and the Harrisons. The dealers and their networks. I was right, you know, it all ends in drugs, one way or another.’

I frowned.

‘You asked what I was doing out here,’ he said. ‘Same as you, running away. I am a serving officer, as it happens, but I’m AWOL. Hiking around the bush without any idea where I was going or how long I’d be. When I get back to my division I’ll be up for a disciplinary at the very least, discharge perhaps.’ He shrugged. ‘But I’m not sure I care.’

He fixed me again with his gaze. Calm, honest, a little goofy. I could see the battle in his eyes. He was no more a coward than I was.

‘You care,’ I said. ‘Tell me what happened.’

He chuckled. ‘I picked the wrong person to fuck with.’

‘Occupational hazard,’ I said. ‘Who?’

‘The son-in-law of the Victorian police commissioner.’

‘Nice. That’ll do it. What did he do?’

‘Nothing I could prove.’

‘Proof is for the prosecution to worry about. What did you have him for?’

‘The murder of a nineteen-year-old prostitute. He had her body dumped a few streets away from his house.’

‘You sound pretty certain.’

Marty nodded, shook his head. ‘I was. Still am. Someone’s daughter, someone’s friend, discarded like a piece of trash. And do you know what? I was told to look the other way. Too close for comfort. NHI.’

NHI. No Human Involved. The term used by police officers the world over to describe crimes committed against those deemed undesirable by proper society – sex workers, drug addicts, illegally trafficked migrants. Just another body, and not one worth bothering about.

I heard a crack and a thump in the near distance. A large tree coming down. Marty cocked his ear. I sucked in a few hot breaths, trying to draw some oxygen into my lungs. I wondered if Jakob was hunting for us, or if he and Carla would stay underground, working on the vault. They knew there was nowhere for us to go. They were right.

‘But you didn’t?’

‘This son-in-law and his wife,’ said Marty, ‘the commissioner’s daughter, they liked to party. They owned a three-storey townhouse in St Kilda that they used for the wilder events. The local officers knew to stay away on party nights, on the account of all the drugs and hookers arriving in the run-up.’

‘Nice,’ I said. ‘They sound like a lovely couple.’

Marty snorted. ‘It wasn’t my neighbourhood, and I was only there following a tip-off about a meth shipment. I didn’t find any meth, but I did find this poor girl face down in an alley.’

He sniffed. ‘I was told to hand it over to homicide. But she had an invite in her bag to a party around the corner, so I turned up, asked a few questions.’

I nodded. I could guess what happened from there. ‘The walls went up,’ I said. ‘You were told to wind it in, stop poking your nose in.’

He pulled a thin smile. ‘What angered me the most was that she was hardly acknowledged. Sophia Cook. High-class escort, probably a thousand dollars for the night, but a hooker, nonetheless. Doped and strangled, her Gucci dress smoothed over her bare legs.

‘In the flurry of activity that followed, it was all about PR, reputation, the distancing of the police force from such a sad event. Nobody talked about the girl, nobody at the party admitted she was there. But I saw it in his eyes. When I arrived, flashed my badge, the host came to greet me. I saw the fear, the guilt, the rush of emotion flooding the asshole’s face. His wife came to his side, ushered him away.’

‘And then?’

‘I was hung out to dry. Ostracized. Given the shit, the dregs nobody wanted. I pushed my sources, learned as much as I needed, none of it admissible, none of it accepted by my CO or the wall of bureaucrats who made it their job to make me go away.

‘Turns out the meth shipment was his – the fucking son-in-law was running a pretty decent side hustle to finance his social life. It’s drugs, Jess; always follow the drugs. They’ll lead you to the lowest scum of the earth, and you’ll often find them at the top of it, the very people declaring war on the product they’re selling. I guess it’s easy to fight a war when you control both sides.’

I gripped his hands tighter, tried to share his pain. He shook his head, caught my eye.

‘I lost my war on drugs, Jess. That case showed me there was no chance of winning. I told you Melbourne is swamped, getting worse, and now I know why. I gave up. I let them get away with it. Stopped asking questions, filed the correct paperwork to make it all go away. I trod the beat for a few months until I couldn’t bear it any longer. I left my shift last Friday, packed my gear and headed out into the bush.’

He smiled, sad, weary and scared. ‘And here I am.’

His fingers found mine, caressing me, holding me. The touch of another human to counter the depths, something to cling on to lest you fall. We stared at each other, not moving.

But this wasn’t one of those moments where we would lean in and kiss, where the emotion would turn to lust, something to quench the horror, where we would decide everything was going to be OK. I saw the fear in his eyes and I think he saw it in mine. We’d shared because we needed to, not because it solved anything. In another life Marty and I might explore each other a little further. But tonight our energy could only be used for one thing. Survival.

As if in recognition, the wind outside picked up, howling through the cracks under the door. The pressure fluctuated, my ears pulsed.

Marty shuffled to his feet, went to the door, touched the handle, put his ear to it. He nudged it open and the smoke swirled in by his feet. Dark specks of ash floated across, alighting on the ground, on my hands and face.

‘The wind’s fresh from the south,’ he said. ‘It might not stay like this, but it’ll slow things down.’ He turned to me. ‘You think they’ll come with me?’

‘We have to try. Get Billie first,’ I said. ‘Once she’s safe, go back for Harrison.’

Only two lives worth saving in the house – three, if you included Billie’s unborn child. Billie had to come first.

Marty went to close the door behind him, but I held it.

‘Where are you going?’ he said.

‘I need to get to higher ground, radio the police. They have to know what they’re heading into.’

Saving Billie and Harrison was my priority, but stopping Carla and Jakob came a close second. How many unsuspecting firefighters might Jakob kill on his way out? If it came to it? How many police officers with their arms open, battling through the fire to help us? Jakob’s pistol could end more lives before this night was out. I couldn’t risk it happening.

I’d poked the hornets’ nest, now I had to deal with the beasts that emerged.

‘Don’t venture too far, Jess. You have no idea how quickly the winds might change, how fast the fire might move.’

‘I know, Marty, but I have to do something. I’m not losing. Not this time.’

Marty tried to speak, but I shook my head, and I think he sensed there was no point arguing. He stepped inside, embraced me, crushing me in his arms. He paused for a moment, his rough lips touching my forehead, hot breath on my skin, before letting me go.

‘Be as quick as you can,’ he said.

And with that he was gone, hands covering his face, running into the black smoke, following the path to the back of the house, disappearing into the darkness.
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I turned the other way, racing around the garage block on to the rear garden lawn, heading up the incline towards the north, the hill, the only place not on fire, from where I might broadcast a signal.

A high-pitched whine broke through the sounds of the bush, somewhere overhead. Lost in the smoke and darkness, I heard the hammer of rotor blades, saw the distant blinking of a navigation light, but it vanished to the east.

I ran with my T-shirt over my mouth, feeling the wind on my back but the heat on my face. As I crested the hill, the northern treeline and bushland appeared. It was a picture of hell, the entire night sky alive with the surge of flames, shooting ten metres or more into the air. It wasn’t just the north. The west and east were raging, converging on us. The southerly wind battled on my side, but Marty was right – it would only buy us time, and scant little at that.

More shadows hurtled towards me out of the bush. Kangaroos, wallabies, terrified animals racing from certain death. Many were smoking as they ran, the burns glistening in my torchlight, their skin mottled, black and red instead of thick fur. Smaller animals – echidnas, koalas and wombats – shuffled on the low ground, small shadows seeking safety. The horror was not lost on me; even in my own panicked state I wanted to reach out, help them, but there was nothing I could do. I had to hope they headed south and kept going, somehow avoiding the front as it swept towards the ocean. Many thousands wouldn’t make it, millions, the insects and arachnids, the snakes and reptiles that would burn where they lay, oblivious to their fate.

Birds filled the sky, flying low, they shrieked, confused by the light, by the rapidly changing wind, their natural instinct and direction-finding shot to bits as they sought out clearer air and roosts that weren’t red hot and fatal to the touch.

The urge to run away was almost overwhelming, to follow the animals, head to the south, the hills, the ocean. I could swim, wait it out, surely it would be better than this? I might survive, and nobody would blame me. Staying at the property was madness, wasn’t it?

And yet, for all of my fevered desire to race out of this place, take my chances in the bush, my feet wouldn’t budge. The urge to flee was countered by a stubborn rock in my gut, one which had been planted when I found Gabriel’s body, and was growing by the second. Carla and Jakob were responsible for murdering two people, and I couldn’t let that go. I wasn’t leaving here until I had done my damnedest to ensure they faced justice. I pulled out the radio and whipped the coiled antenna away from me. Powering it on, I checked the emergency frequency – 121.5 MHz. They were listening, they’d hear me.

‘Mayday, Mayday, Mayday,’ I repeated. ‘This is the landowner at Watson’s Peak.’

I paused, considering my next words, weighing up the balance of protecting myself and Marty against the need to protect those heroes already battling their way towards me.

I couldn’t walk away this time. I wouldn’t be fooled again.

I lifted the radio to my mouth. My throat caught on ash, I coughed, sucking in more, feeling my chest tighten. I couldn’t stay here. I had to go back to shelter.

But I needed them to hear me.

‘To the first responders,’ I said. ‘There is an armed robbery in progress at my location. I repeat. You must send the police responders before the fire personnel approach. Please confirm you’ve received my message.’

I clicked off, held the radio speaker to my ear, listened to seconds of agonizing static. The heat was becoming unbearable, but I forced myself to wait another minute, to wait for a response, counting the seconds, my skin searing, hair singeing.

The static changed. A blast of noise followed by a voice.

‘Mayday, landowner at Watson’s Peak. Understood. Police unit was despatched on your earlier broadcast. We’re in the air. Stand by.’

My heart leapt. I almost jumped for joy before starting down the hill towards the house. I didn’t run, the air was too hot, thick with smoke, my lungs burning, but I was halfway down when I heard the sound of rotors.

I stopped, looked to the north, heard the whine of the turbine. I recognized the type immediately, an Agusta-Westland helicopter, a beast of a machine, although flying it in these conditions must have taken one hell of a pilot.

I waved my torch over my head, unsure if he’d see me. It was dark and I was a speck of white amongst acres of orange fire. It circled the house before heading towards the helipad on the west side of the garden. Still black, still unlit, a patch of garden as yet untouched.

The turbine changed pitch as it dropped altitude, got louder, the rotors sounding out of sync. But it didn’t land, instead climbing, maintaining a hover above the house. I paused, tried to see what it was doing. And then I saw it. The turbine hadn’t changed. What I heard was another helicopter, approaching from the west, slowly over the treeline, above the flames, its rotors chopping the smoke into black daggers against the orange glow.

I smiled. Two of them, they could secure the area, perhaps lift us all away in time.

But as the second helicopter turned side-on to the house, I noticed it was an altogether different type. Not a police Agusta but a small Robinson with no markings. I stared at the spindly light aircraft, and my stomach dropped; a shiver coursed down my neck.

Its rotors chopped the air, thudding sound waves towards the house. I pictured Jakob in the basement, checking his satellite phone, communicating with someone outside. Their original plan of quietly exiting in the camper van screwed. A backup plan for when they ran out of time. A noisy way out.

‘Hey,’ I screamed, my voice instantly lost in the dual thunder of the engines. ‘Stop!’

But even if the police had realized the danger, it was too late.

I saw the muzzle flashes from the side of the Robinson. A high-calibre rifle punching metal slugs through the air, impossible to miss at that distance. The police helicopter lit up in a shower of sparks as the bullets hit its fairing, smashed its front windows, tore their way through the delicate machinery of the jet turbine.

The Agusta hung in the air for a few seconds before entering a slow spin, the pilot managing to lift it clear of the house before it spiralled downwards, over the garages, crashing into the eastern treeline, tail first. Moments later, the fuel tank ignited, the force of the explosion hitting me where I stood, a blast rivalling even the gum-fuelled fire behind me, the scorching wind tumbling across the ground.

I fell to my knees, couldn’t tear my eyes away from the ball of flames, the shadow of the fuselage already fading as the thick smoke of the jet fuel burned. I’d summoned them here, and I’d been the last one to hear their voices.

I screamed again into the air, fumbled with the radio, shouted my warnings into it. But intermittent static was all I got back. Hands shaking, I fumbled for my torch, paralysed. Which way to go? Death on all sides.

The Robinson moved from its hover, racing lower around the perimeter, closing in on the helipad. It was still twenty feet in the air when I saw a figure running from the garages, arms waving above his head. Marty, running out to greet them.

Shit.

Marty hadn’t seen the first helicopter go down. He stood now in full view, shining his torch against something. I saw the reflected metal. A small disc in one hand, torch in the other. His badge. Identifying himself as a police officer. To what he thought was a police helicopter.

‘No, no!’ I screamed until my voice was hoarse, my breath lost. I ran, tripping over my feet on the uneven ground.

But I already knew how the next few seconds would pan out. The occupants of the Robinson thought nothing of taking out a police helicopter. They’d hardly blink at Marty.

I saw the single muzzle flash at the same time Marty stumbled. His left leg juddered as if hit with a baseball bat and he spun, dropping to the ground.

My thoughts accelerated, my vision slowed. I watched his movements, every inch, illuminated by the glow of the surrounding flames, not taking my eyes off him as my legs tried to cover the ground between us.

I was still fifty feet away when the second shot hit him. High, in the shoulder, because his body slammed backwards as he fell, hitting the ground with force.

The Robinson banked away, perhaps wary of more hostiles, taking position to the east. Hovering like a bird of prey.

I don’t know if they saw me, but I kept running anyway. Towards the island of darkness in the middle of the inferno.

Towards Marty.
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I threw myself on the ground, ran my hands over Marty’s torso, his legs, finding the wounds.

Breathing. Small, laboured gasps, but breathing, nonetheless.

‘Hold on, Marty,’ I whispered. ‘Hold on.’

I found the leg wound, mid-thigh, a mess of muscle and skin. A large calibre rifle, designed to take people out in one shot at a distance.

Marty coughed, muttered something.

‘Don’t move,’ I demanded, feeling the panic surging, my voice cracking.

I grabbed his trousers, found his belt, pulled it out, before wrapping it around his upper thigh, pulling as tight as I could, fastening it with the buckle. He groaned, grabbed my arm, pulled me close.

‘I didn’t …’ he gasped, took a few shallow breaths, let his head fall back. His eyes were still open, searching the air above. ‘What happened?’ he said.

The shoulder wound was less serious, to my untrained eye, but still bleeding profusely. The bullet had entered through his collarbone, shattering it, exiting at the top. Another mess, but I hoped his lungs and major arteries were undamaged.

‘You’ve been shot, Marty. You’ll be OK.’

I pulled my T-shirt off, bundled it tight and pushed it into the wound. Marty swore, groaned again. I raised his other arm, trying to get him to apply pressure, but his hand fell away. Too weak. Too confused.

‘I couldn’t …’ he mumbled.

What to use as weight? I looked around, spied something on the ground a few feet away at the base of a low shrub. A small rock, solid. Perfect. I grabbed it, surprised at the weight, then placed it on top of my folded T-shirt, on top of the wound. Marty shuddered, but the pressure worked, if he could just stay still on his back.

But until when?

I paused. Without my long-sleeved T-shirt my skin was exposed, and although I was in a temporarily sheltered spot, the heat was still intense. I didn’t have long, whatever I chose to do next.

‘Billie,’ he moaned.

‘Did you find her?’ I said.

He managed to shake his head. ‘I got Harrison. Billie ran into the house. Scared. Hiding. I …’ He winced, groaned, a gasp as a wave of pain must have caught him. He grabbed me tighter and I held his arm, feeling his trembling muscles, the waves of agony coursing through them.

‘Marty,’ I struggled for what to say. My throat tight, my chest thumping with pain. ‘Please, Marty. Hold on. You’ll be OK.’

Words, just words, and useless. Tears filled my eyes.

But he told me what he needed to. Billie was still in the house, scared, delusional, seeking refuge. Where would she go? There was safety behind the solid walls. Except she didn’t know what else was in the house. Or who else. Would Carla bother with Billie? Would Jakob take the same wicked and callous approach to a mother and her unborn child? As another witness to their crime, there was little to be gained in letting her live. Besides, it was a case of NHI. No Humans Involved. Billie wouldn’t be missed in the way that Marty would, or the team in the police helicopter.

But that didn’t mean she mattered any less.

Marty’s breathing was ragged but stable. In shock, but leaking blood rather than pumping it out. He could be saved by a paramedic, a rapid transfer to the emergency room, all the healthcare facilities that we didn’t have. How long until the police control room were unable to raise their helicopter on the radio? How long until they figured something was wrong? Would one of the other aircraft have seen it go down? Maybe they managed to broadcast their own Mayday before crashing.

The thunder changed pitch again, the Robinson moving, following the outside of the perimeter, coming back around. The pilot must have seen me by now, even with the naked eye, they would have watched me running from the garden, hunched over a police officer. I wasn’t Carla and I wasn’t Jakob. I wasn’t who they’d come for, and therefore hostile, expendable.

Like Jakob had said, we’d all run out of time.

The noise increased as the helicopter approached, head on, swinging to one side, giving the shooter more space. I was exposed on open ground, couldn’t see them properly, the rotor wash whipping dust into my eyes. I had a few seconds to make a decision, or it would be made for me. The last one I would ever make.

I pulled the flare gun from my pocket. The one I’d grabbed from the cabin, determined not to use it near the bush. Single use. Point in the air and pull the trigger. Be careful of any flammable materials. Do not point at head or face.

I refused to let them escape. I had no other choice.

I aimed as well as I could at the side of the Robinson and pressed the trigger. The gun thumped and hissed as the flare rocketed out of the barrel, and I watched it trail upwards, right into the open door of the helicopter, where it exploded in a flash of red. The Robinson only had a single cabin, so the pilot was exposed to whatever the passengers faced. In this case a blinding, burning flash of light that would remain at that intensity for several minutes. Lit up like a firework, the small aircraft teetered and spun violently, plummeting downwards. It hit the ground on its skids and bounced, veering sideways towards me. Only feet off the ground, the rotor blades tilted into a spinning wall of death.

I froze. I couldn’t outrun it, or dodge, and all I could think to do was to throw myself over Marty. It would make no difference if the tip of one of those blades hit me. It wouldn’t cut me in half or slice my head neatly off, like you see in the movies. Helicopter blades were quite blunt, and it would be more like being hit with a cricket bat. One travelling at several hundred feet per second. It would kill me instantly, Marty too. But I wasn’t going to leave him to die alone.

I closed my eyes, felt the shock wave above, the force of the air pushing me on to Marty, flattening me against his damaged torso. My hair blasted over my face, the dust kicked into my mouth and nose. My eardrums pulsed and fluctuated with the pressure.

But the impact never came. The shock wave passed and was replaced with a deafening thumping as the rotors caught, the helicopter stabilized, lifting, and passing close above us.

I rolled over to see it flying sideways, gaining height but not fast enough. The pilot was making a determined effort, but he or she couldn’t have seen anything except the raging flare, the heat and the smoke billowing around them. Even the best pilot wouldn’t stand a chance.

The crunch of the blades as the helicopter slammed into the back of the house, the scream of twisted metal, the tail spinning once more and impacting with a deep thud. I waited, time slowing, but the expected explosion didn’t arrive. It was a piston engine, normal gasoline. The tank had ruptured, though, and the fire crept up, ignited from behind the fuselage, growing, spreading across the metal with deceptive speed. The cockpit was burning within the first minute, and even if I’d seen movement, which I couldn’t, I had no desire to race to their rescue.

I pushed myself off Marty. I checked his breathing and his pulse. It was steady, the bleeding staunched but not stopped. He was conscious, though not fully awake. My radio lay next to him, crushed, batteries hanging out, screen shattered.

Running out of time.

I rubbed my eyes, my vision cleared, and I tried to process the sight in front of me. Everything was lit in the glow of the flames; only this stretch of garden and the garage block remained untouched. Wind still blasted from the south, but it wasn’t enough, and never would be.

The scene was horrific and at the same time eerily familiar.

The helicopter burned, paint bubbling, cockpit melting. Flames licked out of the cracked glass, the heat intense, causing the air all around to shimmer and squirm, turning from black to orange, the haze of fire and smoke blanketing the swimming pool and the luxury sunloungers. Even from here the pristine back room, where we’d spent so much time, looked forlorn in the orange glow. I choked on the thick smoke, and my vision faltered.

My dream danced in front of me, my night terror. Charles, dying in a burning vehicle, masonry raining from above. A twisted mess of human life.

But there was no road, no car, and this was not my dream, not my terror.

I saw Charles. I’ll always see Charles. His face, garish and bright, made of fire, composed of flames.

But this time I kept my mouth shut; the screams that threatened to emerge remained hidden. This wasn’t my dream and it wasn’t my fault.

Nobody had survived either crash. Nobody had come out. But the house had been ripped open. With Billie’s deliberate fire on one side, and the helicopter hitting the other, the structure burned, the flames creeping across the back room, consuming everything in its path.

And it wouldn’t take long.

I stared at a house that contained a single vault, the contents of which were deemed worthy of more than a few innocent human lives, more than the risk of being relentlessly pursued by law enforcement across international borders, tracked and traced forever. More than anything we mere mortals could throw at them. A house that had summoned the biggest cartel in the world to send its agents of death to collect its cache, no matter the cost.

All that mattered was what was inside.

I stood, counted my breaths, whispered a prayer.

Out of time.

I headed straight towards it.
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I entered from the far side, skirting the pool, stepping into what once was our lounge and diner, the huge back room, the glass doors shattered and crunching under my feet. The frame of the house itself seemed to be sinking, the metal superstructure damaged. When the fire tore through, it might be all that was left – a steel skeleton on the hill.

Behind me I heard another aircraft, not rotors this time, a plane. The throb of its engines changed pitch as it descended, skirting the treetops before ascending rapidly. I heard a hiss of something in the air, hitting the trees and ground. Water droplets. The sky clouded, steam and smoke mixing. A water bomber. My heart lifted a fraction. Trying to clear a path out, or a path in.

They must know by now the police chopper went down. They’d be sending a rescue crew. They wouldn’t leave their team to burn.

I followed the smoke snaking towards the hallway. The aquarium in the corner was broken, the glass cracked, the water lost. No power for the lights, the interior dark. If Billie had run from Marty, she’d have gone this way.

The house was burning on the outside, but as I reached the centre, the staircase stood in an eerie pink glow from above. Light cast through the atrium window in the roof. The east side was ablaze, the upper floor burning. My bedroom would go soon, my possessions, my laptop. My precious files. But none of it mattered. Going upstairs was a death sentence.

I had no plan, no weapon, no real sense of how long until the building would be overwhelmed with fire and smoke, and I’d be doomed like the rest of them. Billie might already be dead, in which case this was a fool’s errand, but one I had to undertake. I had my stubbornness and my anger, both growing by the second. They both screamed at me that if I couldn’t save Billie, I couldn’t save myself.

And if I couldn’t stop Carla and Jakob, Charles would laugh at me forever.

The basement, the vault. It all ended there. I refused to let them take what they came for.

I heard the water bomber make another run, again to the south, thundering overhead.

The study door was warm, but I pulled it open, careful to avoid making any noise. Stepping on to the first step, I paused. I wasn’t totally mindless, and the sight of the dim passage downwards triggered a natural hesitancy, a surge of self-preservation.

A passageway to hell, into the fire, and yet it wasn’t ablaze when Marty and I raced away after the explosion. I smelt a new chemical, the reek of dry powder extinguisher. It had been some time since we’d run – would Jakob and Carla still be here?

The air was still heavy with smoke and grit at the bottom of the stairs, and I paused again, tiptoeing off the last step. The wine racks were still standing but half empty, hundreds of priceless bottles broken, the floor awash. I stepped around to avoid crunching on the glass, and peered forward, keeping my torch hidden.

A single figure stood in front of me, facing away, a few metres from the stairs, illuminated by a dim glow reflecting off the walls. Jakob, his clothes torn, heaving with the effort of breathing amidst the smoke and debris. The back of his hair was white with dust, his clothing the same. A large tear in his shirt revealed a deep scratch to his skin, running the length of his back. I hoped it hurt. Nothing less than he deserved.

I stopped, eyes darting frantically for any sign of Billie, or Carla.

The basement was a mess, furniture scattered, the dust sheets – what was left of them – charred and discarded. But the ceiling and joists – where they had come down on top of Jakob and Carla – had been painstakingly moved, creating a pile of rubble and broken timber gathered on the far side of the vault. They’d been forced to clear the area in front of the door to get access. It must have taken quite some effort, and I’d slowed them down again – but not stopped them.

Now the area was clear, they’d rigged a torch on the workbench facing the vault, and I could see the vault door was blackened, damaged but still intact, metal edges curling outwards. It looked like they’d already blasted it once, unsuccessfully, with the plastic explosive, the noise muffled by the action outside. Jakob had rerigged the explosives and was preparing for another try.

I focused again on Jakob, his hands, the right one in particular, a wire trailing from his fingers. Getting ready. His left arm hung down, bloodied, grasping the unmistakable black shape of a pistol.

I heard more thunder overhead. The water bombers were concentrating their runs near the house. Good news, but I still couldn’t wait.

I stepped back, examining the wine rack, searching for champagne. Thicker glass, heavier. Near the bottom, I found one of the remaining few bottles, eased it out from the rack, holding it by the neck. I had one shot at this.

I’d ruined their plan A with an axe, crashed their plan B with a flare gun.

And yet they persisted.

I weighed the bottle in my hand, tried to judge the possible outcomes, realized it was futile. Too many variables, not enough experience. And yet here I was. The analyst who volunteered for every field training course on offer and was put firmly on the bench. Too risky, Jess. Not with your personality.

Well, fuck you.

I took three strides forward and brought the bottle down as hard as I could on the top of Jakob’s head.

I’m not sure if I expected an errant gunshot, or at the very least a scream. The bottle didn’t even shatter, but it did make a loud and sickening thud as it cracked his skull. He made the smallest of grunts, the remainder of his breath exhaling as he collapsed. I dropped with him, crouching, saw the blood pouring from his torn scalp. It shocked me, and my natural reaction was remorse, to reach out, check his pulse. He was alive, but out cold. I took the pistol from his left hand, the detonator switch from his right.

‘That was for Marty,’ I said, watching his face for a reaction. There was none, but my lapse in concentration had lost me my peripheral vision.

By the time I stood, the balance of the room had already shifted. And not in my favour.

‘Jess.’ Carla’s voice, hissing across. She stepped into the torchlight, pushing Billie ahead of her, hands tied behind her back. Both of their faces were streaked with dirt, clothes ripped. Carla had a large gash over her right eye, her mouth bloodied. The ceiling collapse had hit her hard. Not hard enough.

I raised Jakob’s pistol, inexpertly, trying to remember a basic stance, my feet shuffling, hands trembling.

But Carla was quicker, more confident, and raised her own, a second pistol, gleaming black metal, pointed directly at Billie’s stomach.

‘Don’t do anything stupid, Jess,’ she said. ‘At least, no more stupidity. You’ve been fucking relentless up to this point.’

Her calm, professional demeanour had finally slipped, and I saw her eyes in the torchlight: manic, desperate, out of time and options. Everyone had their limit, and I’d hit Carla’s.

Would Carla surrender? I doubted it. I wasn’t exactly an overwhelming force. I was out of my depth, terrified. She knew me better than I knew her. Her odds of getting away were small, but she might bet on the bush fire causing enough havoc to enable an escape, even without her air support.

So what should I do? I had to nudge her in one direction or the other. I heard more noise outside, the distant sound of engines. Aircraft, or other vehicles, I couldn’t make it out.

‘Let Billie go,’ I said, trying to keep my voice calm. It squeaked, catching in my throat. Focus on Billie. Save the life first. Let Carla think she could keep the money.

But Carla reacted by grabbing the back of Billie’s top, spinning her around. Carla stood in front of the vault door, Billie to the left. Starting at Billie’s crotch, she dug the barrel of the pistol in, tracing a line up her body, over her swollen belly, between her breasts, to her neck, her mouth, her eyes, before resting it on her forehead. Carla smiled as she did this, still manic. Billie whimpered, the drugs in her eyes unable to provide any protection. She was high, not stupid.

‘I meant what I said before, Jess,’ said Carla. ‘None of this had to happen. And nobody had to die. Well …’ she cocked her head. ‘That’s not entirely true. But nowhere near the carnage that you’ve rained down upon us.’

My legs trembled; arms shook. But my mind was firm. No room for doubt this time. She was lying. This wasn’t me. It wasn’t my doing.

‘I’ve got one last choice for you,’ she said. I saw her eyes flicker to my gun. It was trained more or less on her, but I wouldn’t fire for risk of hitting Billie. ‘Seeing as you’re still stubbornly playing the hero. I –’

‘Whatever you’re offering, I don’t want it,’ I said, cutting her off, feeling the rage surging inside me. Did she think she might buy me? Toss me some cash and I’d forget all of this? Forget who they were, who they had killed? She was the delusional one now. ‘You can’t buy me, and you’ve got nowhere to go.’ I said it triumphantly, heard more sounds above. The whine of a truck, a differential catching. But it was distant, muffled. My imagination?

Carla’s face twisted, unexpectedly, into a smile. She chuckled.

‘Oh, Jess,’ she said. ‘Is that what you thought? There was ever any chance of that?’

She shook her head in mock disbelief. Her tone changed again, stern, frightening.

‘I can tell you’ve been living behind a desk. You’re not of this world, Jess. My world, where real choices are made, and we live or die by them. I’m not offering you money, only life. Yours, in exchange for walking away. For living the rest of your life without my organization coming after you. Next week, next month, next year. If I gave the word, your life, and the lives of everyone you love, would be over. We can reach anyone, anywhere; the fact you’re a police officer means nothing.’

Another shake of her head, before she fixed her gaze on me.

‘I still like you, Jess, I’m not lying. I have no need to lie in my business. I could have killed you the day we arrived. Jakob certainly wanted to. And tried. I wasn’t too happy about that, as it happens.’

I frowned. Jakob had tried to kill me …

‘But I have a code,’ she said. ‘One you might find hard to understand – but a code, nonetheless. Gabriel’s presence here was unfortunate but allowed me to kill two birds with one stone – to send a message. A simple one: betrayal is paid back tenfold. Plus an incentive, a reminder of who we are and what we do. Willoughby owes us more than he ever owed the state. He doesn’t have children, so we took a nephew. And we’ll take back what’s ours. You might not have recognized our signature on his body, but Willoughby will.’

I shivered. Clear, at last. A cartel signature. A snake bite. A terrifying and gruesome way to go. Jakob overstepped, wanted me to die in the same fashion. And that’s what prompted Carla’s anger – and violence – towards him the following morning. That message was reserved for Willoughby, no one else. A badge of honour, sending the right message. My throat swelled, Billie shuffled backwards, half a step, her body straining to get away. Carla kept her pistol cocked and aimed.

‘You just bumbled into something bigger than you could ever imagine, and caused a lot of trouble. I admire that, up to a point, and we don’t kill indiscriminately, only when we need to … but we will when our hand is forced. The ranger learned that the hard way, looking for his own payday, and had no redeeming qualities to save him. He put Jakob on the spot, and Jakob doesn’t like being pressured. Did I tell you he gets nervous around people? Liam made him nervous, threatened him. And that was the last thing Liam ever did.

‘But you’ve got guts, Jess, big cojones. Women in my business need to be twice as tough as the men, and I have respect for women who don’t take any shit. Woman to woman, I appreciate what you are, what you could be. But only if I still get what I came for. And you fuck off home with a story to tell and your body parts intact. You never know, maybe we’ll be on the same side one day.

‘I don’t want to kill you, Jess. Your choice. Give me the detonator and throw away the gun. You won’t face the rest of your life looking over your shoulder, waiting for the bullet to hit. It’s a simple choice. Take it.’

I swallowed. Billie let out a sob.

‘And I’ll throw in one more thing,’ said Carla, lowering her gun, resting it on Billie’s stomach, pushing it in. ‘This tramp has none of your qualities. A loser, destined for a lifetime of whoring and shooting up in alleyways, with another loser growing inside of her. If you don’t walk away right now, I’ll kill Billie and her baby in front of you. It’ll be a blessing on the world. Two fewer pieces of shit for your police pals to deal with.’

She left it hanging, pushing Billie away, holding the gun ready, still aimed at her stomach, her baby. Billie shuffled back, sobbing. She was now several feet from Carla, along the side, by the brick wall of the structure containing the vault. I heard a dripping of water, looked down as her bladder emptied on to her feet.

Carla remained at the vault door, offering us our lives, when, just an hour before, Jakob had tried to kill both Marty and me. It wasn’t a real choice. I didn’t trust her bullshit, her code that had already killed several souls, many of them police officers, all of them innocent. Carla was a cartel enforcer, her tattoo her brand, her code a twisted and brutal set of rules that discarded life like trash.

‘Let her go now,’ I said. ‘And I’ll walk away.’

Another smile. ‘Billie will leave when I leave,’ she said, glancing upwards, hearing what I did, a storm approaching, the roar of the flames, the distant telltale rumble of vehicles, the rescuers, battling to get through. But they weren’t here yet. Not in time to save us.

The house vibrated, shaking to its very foundations; the smoke swirled from above, from the stairwell, from the outside, burning inwards. The air was heating rapidly; my skin started to crawl, my lungs struggled.

‘Five seconds, Jess.’

I didn’t need them. There was no way she was going to let Billie go – or me. The second I handed over the gun and the detonator, we were both dead.

I had no choices left. I would not be broken. Not again.

And so I did what would be expected of me. I held the detonator tightly in my right hand, moved my thumb on to the switch and pushed.

The delay between the detonator firing and the sound of the explosion was technically a fraction of a second, but it didn’t play out like that. My mind slowed, my vision blurred, the background noise disappeared, as if being sucked into the next moment – the instant of detonation.

Plastic explosive doesn’t create a fireball, it creates a shock wave, a violent, powerful pulse, directed carefully by whoever sets it. Jakob was a pro, and the shock was directed at the already damaged hinges and seam of the door. But when faced with several inches of metal, the resulting energy of the blast will still find a few other directions in which to release.

Billie, I calculated, was more than ninety degrees from the blast, protected by the wall. A gamble, but a reasonable one.

Carla was directly in front of it.

And I would watch from my safe position several metres away. Where Jakob had been standing.

Except I’d misjudged my position. In taking down Jakob, I’d moved, changed the angle, got too close, and when the shock wave pulsed across the basement, I was hit square and centre.

Time sped up. The force hit me at the same time as the sound. A thump to my whole body, like being hit with a wrecking ball, the sound tunnelling into my ears, my skull, my brain. I hit the wall, my head crunched, my teeth snapped, my legs gave way.

And everything drifted in perfect silence.

I saw stars, curious, not floating, but streaming outwards from the vault. They weren’t in my eyes, they were in the air, and as they caught the red and orange glow from above, they turned to blood, morphing into twinkling red supernovas.

Except these were real, much smaller, right in front of me.

I slid to the floor, and the stars came with me.

And I realized.

It all became clear in a slow-motion vision of sparkling light.

The workbench was to my left. The stars hit the machinery, the wood, the walls. They rained down on my head. I waited for the right word to describe it, a secretive process I’d researched long ago. Lapidary. From the Latin lapid, meaning stone. The process of gem-cutting and polishing. Starting with rough-cut stones, the lapidarist would work in sequence, using a fine liquid-cooled circular saw to cut, then a series of grinding and sanding machines, ultimately producing a gem ready for the world.

A single glistening stone.

A star. Or thousands of them.

A blood diamond factory in a secluded location in the middle of nowhere.

My eyes struggled, my head thumping, narrowing my vision. I focused on the vault, the opening, where the metal had been punctured, twisted by unimaginable forces.

A body lay at its mouth. Not Carla, or Jakob, but slumped half in and half out of the vault, only now released. My stomach lurched, and my heart screamed at the sight. The smell I’d picked up on my first visit flooded the air, now forced out by the explosion, caught in my throat. A sharp black suit, white face, swollen and deformed, but unmistakably the old man in the picture on the study wall.

Bill Drummond-Willoughby, vanished and now found. His dead body entombed in his own vault.

Murdered by whoever had closed it.

And the galloping horses in my head increased. Everything hurt, and I reached out, grasping at the air.

I took a single sparkling star between my fingers.

A blood diamond.

A vault full of diamonds. A sky full of fire.

I closed my eyes and the stars all blinked out.
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The voices surged and waned, spiralled into a single high-pitched scream. My body was handled roughly, grabbed under my legs, thrown over someone’s arm. A spaceman, wading through the sparkling stars, emerging through the glow of a red cosmos, coming to get me. I could see his eyes, bloodshot, alert, full of concern. But his mouth was muffled by his helmet. He called several times but all I heard was ringing. Deafening, persistent ringing in both my ears. He stopped talking and hoisted me up, carried me away.

The thuds faded; my ears popped. Heat all around, but we moved fast, stopping, doubling back. A mask was forced over my mouth and it blasted cool air into my mouth. I drank it in, feeling instantly dizzy, unable to tell which way was up.

We were outside, I could tell that much, running, my body jolting with every step, my stomach compressing against his shoulder. I wanted to vomit but couldn’t, my muscles refusing to contract.

I was dropped, from a great height, the thump turning everything black again.

I drifted.

But they wouldn’t let me rest. Moving, prodding, adjusting my mask. The ringing faded and a flood of noise filled my ears. Shouts, orders, footfall all around. The engines of multiple vehicles, all too close.

My vision failed me. I sensed the radiant glow from all around, the smoke swirling above and below. Dark, vicious and deadly, punctuated by the flashes of blue and red, strobes cutting through the fog.

‘Ten seconds.’

I heard the voice, croaking, as two figures crouched, leaning over me. At the same time the skies erupted, a torrent of water cascading on to us. The sound of the aircraft hit me a second later as it banked away. I turned my head, saw several bodies lying next to me. Marty, two others. Or three? I couldn’t count.

‘Hold on, Jess.’

They spoke my name. These spacemen, these saviours. They were here for me, for us.

I tried to smile, but their eyes were hurting, scared, exhausted. Behind them I made out their trucks, in a protective line, a wall around us. Metal shields, the ground soaked in water. Protecting us from the coming storm.

The heat grew, as if opening an oven door, sticking your hand in a bonfire. Jumping into the sun.

And then it arrived.

The heat unbearable. The earth and air screamed at me.

And the stars disappeared again.
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I had a vague sense of the passing of time. When I finally woke, my eyes hurt, sticky, sore, filled with grit. A room appeared, bright white, painful, before fading to darkness. It continued this way for some time, and on each occasion I picked out more details, figured I wasn’t dead, started to process the before and after.

White walls, white ceilings. Everyone dressed in white except for a man called Roy, who’d been perched at the end of my bed since I woke and seemed determined not to budge. He had a sports jacket on, a weapon holster and a badge. I guess I didn’t have much choice.

‘Nine hundred million US dollars.’ The first words I heard out of his mouth which really stuck. He wasn’t telling me how much they’d recovered. He was telling someone else, on the phone. But I knew what he meant. It all came rushing back.

I’d asked Roy a string of questions, and he’d humoured me to an extent. But I wanted more, and he patiently refilled his coffee cup and dialled his colleagues, trying to avoid the glare of the nursing staff. I was at the Royal Melbourne Hospital along with the others, plus, I was told, a few firefighters being treated for minor injuries.

We’d got out. Just. Roy said the fire front hit us in the open. All the buildings were burning by that point, and the only possible safe spot was the garden by the concrete helipad, where I’d left Marty. Gravel, concrete and dust, it’s all we had. The police and fire trucks arrived together, driving up the approach road, cleared by the water-bombing aircraft, who’d never done so many bombing runs in their lives, ordered to create a path, create a safe haven for us.

The land vehicles were already en route when the helicopters arrived. Roy’s face clouded at that point, said he’d need to speak to his superiors, ask what he was allowed to say.

But Marty, still conscious, had told them where to search. The garages. The house.

The basement.

And they’d done it. Because that’s what heroes do.

It was a few hours before I managed to sit up in my hospital bed, stop throwing up, and hold my head in a position where the pain didn’t make me cry. Concussion, torn shoulder ligaments, one cracked rib and second-degree burns to my back and arms. Running into a burning building wearing just a sports bra wasn’t the best idea I’d ever had. Except my T-shirt had been plugging one of Marty’s gunshot wounds, and so it was worth it. He lived, I got burnt. I’d do it again, a hundred times over.

The fire front had raced over the hill within the hour. The trees burned and the buildings burned, a charred skeletal mess was all that remained. But within our metal shield, a few brave firefighters and police ensured our survival. It was touch and go, but the fire front hit the trucks, swept around the sodden grass and earth, and swept past, already burning itself out against the coast. One of the worst bush fires in Victorian history, and a miracle we’d lived through it. Many didn’t.

‘Where is he?’ My first question after, ‘Where am I?’

The cop smiled. ‘I assume you mean Marty Taylor. Our errant detective. He’s in recovery. Had a bit of surgery to sew pieces of his leg together, but he’s stable. We’ve managed to have a couple of conversations with him. He debriefed us, including a lot of positive things about you. You can see him later.’

I experienced a surge of relief, including something deeper – a flutter deep down, embryonic, exciting. But there’d be time for that later. Right now I needed more.

‘Is he in trouble? I –’

‘He’s a hero,’ said Roy. ‘That’s the official line, and nobody’s going to deviate from it. No matter what the past may throw up.’

I nodded. ‘Billie?’ I said. ‘She’s pregnant. Harrison?’

He nodded. ‘They’re OK, patched up and ready to go. Billie was rescued by the same crew who took you. They saw she was pregnant, carried her straight out. She’s in the maternity block being checked over.’ He shrugged. ‘I’m told she’ll be fine.’

Fine. Physically, that was a welcome miracle, but would Billie ever be fine? Not without help. Medically they’d patch her up and send her on her way. But she wouldn’t survive without more drastic intervention.

‘Can we talk about Billie again, later?’ I said. ‘She’s had a rough time. She needs …’

He nodded, and I saw his eyes narrow. ‘Child Protection Services are already here,’ he said, with a small shrug. ‘We called them. They’ve performed an assessment, made a plan.’

I nodded, knowing that social services weren’t the neat answer the police always wanted.

Roy must have sensed my frustration, my sadness at Billie’s future.

‘And I spoke to her, afterwards,’ he said. ‘I probably shouldn’t tell you, but they’ve offered Billie a place in a sheltered accommodation programme – state-sponsored rehab, in the south of the city, at least until the baby is born. It has plenty of outdoor space, and they run a course with local artists. She seemed pleased, Jess … really pleased. I think she’ll be OK.’

I smiled, remembering Billie telling me about her passion for art, for sculpture, cut short by the cards she’d been dealt. Perhaps this was her chance to get it back, to pursue something of meaning – something for her and nobody else, except perhaps for her baby. A curious path that led her there, but serendipity is like that sometimes.

‘You saved her life, but she needs to do something with it. Let’s hope it works out for her.’

I nodded vigorously, wishing I hadn’t, as the pain thudded through the back of my head. A fresh wave of nausea caught me. My muscles didn’t object this time.

‘Sorry,’ I said, after I’d finished wiping my mouth, putting the bucket to one side. I took a sip of water, waited for the feeling to pass. Normal, I was told. The anti-sickness drugs should kick in soon, call us for more pain meds.

And I would, but not until I had clarity. When I had a few more answers.

I looked at Roy. He was scrolling on his mobile phone, balancing a tablet on his knee, wincing every few moments as a new message came in and he typed out reply after reply.

‘We were there for days, Roy,’ I said to him. ‘Cut off. No way out. Why didn’t anyone come for us earlier?’

Roy paused, put his phone on top of the tablet, placed both on the table overhanging the bed. He checked his coffee cup, swirled around the contents and took a swig.

‘I know,’ he said, chewing his lip, as if wondering where to start. ‘In the first wave of checking occupancy, you came up, sure. But the local fire service got a phone call, telling them the house was clear. That you were all out. We didn’t question it. Perhaps we should have, but we didn’t.’

Notified by the only person with a working phone. ‘Jakob,’ I whispered. ‘He told them the house was empty.’

Roy nodded. ‘We assume so. There were no other properties nearby, so we didn’t try to clear a path up the hill. The whole peninsula was predicted to burn, we knew that. But we didn’t realize you had a house full of people. We think Carla and Jakob probably cut your landline when they arrived – hard to tell after the fire, but it was severed not far from the house, along the approach road.’

I nodded. ‘I know. I saw it.’

‘It wasn’t until you called on the radio,’ said Roy. ‘Your Mayday caused plenty of confusion, let me tell you. It took us a while to figure out where you were, what was going on. We mobilized as fast as we could, monitored the airwaves. Word got to the feds, they called, gave us a few choice snippets of information about what they thought might be in that house, suggested we got ourselves a tactical team together as quickly as possible. The helicopter …’ He winced again, took a breath.

‘Any survivors?’ I asked.

He shook his head. I could see he was struggling. Perhaps he’d lost a colleague, a friend. Even losing complete strangers was hard to bear. They were all on the same side. A senseless waste of life.

His phone buzzed, the tablet chimed. He checked the screen and looked at me.

‘I’ve been fending off the UK Metropolitan Police and Home Office for the last few hours. Nurses’ orders, plus we’re not sure who’s in charge. It’s all a bit of a mess. But they keep ringing. Want to talk to them?’

I checked the wave of anxiety at the thought of talking to my old employer, seeing their judgement, their searching eyes. What did you do this time, Jess? Shit. If only they knew.

I could refuse, but it would only delay things. I nodded.

Roy handed me the tablet and left the room, taking a chair outside.

I stared at the green answer button for a few seconds before tapping it.

The screen pixelated before clearing. The video call showed three windows, three faces, all in different locations.

In the middle sat my ex-commanding officer, DI Medlock, his huge frame and imposing eyes staring through the camera. I didn’t recognize the other two. A woman to my right, and an older man to my left.

‘Jess.’ His voice was warmer than I expected, his expression breaking into a smile – rare, and even rarer aimed at me. He was not known for his jovial personality.

‘The woman to your right is Inspector King from Interpol, and to your left, Jeff Niven, from the Australian Federal Police.’

I swallowed. Shit.

‘Sir, I’m cooperating with the local officers here. I don’t see what –’

‘Let me make one thing clear before we start,’ said Medlock. ‘I’ve already briefed my colleagues on this side, but in case you were in any doubt, Jess, your employment contract with the Metropolitan Police is current and active. They know you have been on leave for the last few months, but remain a fully cleared member of my intelligence team.’

He nodded to the screen. The others remained motionless, their eyes peering at the camera, at me. I must have looked a state, bandages around my head, bruises under my bloodshot eyes. I think I’d bitten a chunk out of my lower lip.

But I blinked at his remarks, trying to process what he was saying. I’d left in disgrace, walked out, stormed out, told this very man to fuck his job and himself. There were fewer more rapid paths to unemployment.

‘But, sir, I –’

‘We’d like to debrief you, Jess,’ he said, talking over me, ‘and we don’t have all day. This is a rather messy operation, jurisdiction-wise. The Australian Feds will of course take the lead – this all happened on their turf. But Willoughby was a Brit, and so are you, which makes this my responsibility too. Interpol are here for obvious reasons – this case spans the globe. Let me tell you what we know.’

I closed my mouth, tried not to let my confusion show. It could keep. I wanted answers, and Medlock was the person to give them. If he wanted to talk to me, pretend I was one of them, I should listen.

While his two colleagues remained silent, Medlock proceeded to give me a brief overview of what the feds had told them, coupled with the Met’s own intelligence and what Interpol had offered in the last twenty-four hours, when this whole thing had blown up into an international incident.

Much of it I already knew, or had figured out.

Bill Drummond-Willoughby, a British citizen, was selling blood diamonds to the South American cartels, a neat little multi-million-dollar side hustle, free from international regulations and scrutiny. The cartels could offer infrastructure, security and rapid access to funds. A cash-rich partner, they transformed his operation, and his profits. In return they got to launder some of their hard-earned blood money into gems that were impossible to trace and could be traded globally, used for bribes or stockpiled for the future.

‘So who killed him?’ I asked. ‘Not the cartel?’

Medlock paused, glanced down at his notes, frowning. ‘It’s taken a frantic few hours to piece together, requesting footage from the highway cameras, timings of movements in the city, tracing motive and circumstance. We grabbed all the intelligence on offer, and we think we got there in the end.’ He paused again, looked up at the screen. ‘You already know who did it, and they’ve already paid the ultimate price.’

My mind spun. I stared blankly at the screen.

‘We got traces of the killer’s DNA from the vault, and a partial fingerprint. Willoughby was killed just before you got there, Jess, and there was only one person there before you.’

‘Shit,’ I said. ‘Gabriel?’

Medlock nodded, smiling. ‘The –’ he referred to his notes – ‘soft posh twat, as Detective Marty Taylor described him. But perhaps not as soft as all that. You know Gabriel ran a legitimate nightclub business, which the feds say was all funded by Willoughby, a front for laundering smaller amounts of money in the city. But the undercover squad reckon the two of them didn’t exactly see eye to eye. Gabriel was young, entitled – wanted more but was kept on a short leash by Willoughby senior, who didn’t trust him. Turns out that mistrust was well founded, because Gabriel decided to earn extra money on the side, and got in hideously out of his depth with the Serbian Mafia, who have a large presence in Melbourne.

‘Willoughby’s body, what was left of it, showed signs of a struggle – a rough, scrappy fight. An unprofessional job, an emotional job. Unintentional, at best guess.’ He raised his eyebrows, waiting for me to fill in the blanks.

‘Gabriel didn’t go to the house to hide,’ I said. ‘He went to ask for help – for his uncle to bail him out. He demanded it, and Willoughby refused.’ I could imagine the scene now – Gabriel in his desperation, having bitten off far more than he could chew, faced with the wrath of the Mafia. Liam would be the first of many, and Gabriel wasn’t hard enough to stand up to them. He turned to his uncle, who was not willing to dirty himself by getting involved with low-level drug debt. He refused, and so Gabriel decided to try and take it.

‘We can’t know the exact circumstances of the day Willoughby died, but we strongly suspect Gabriel never meant to kill his uncle. Something caused him to panic, to deliver a final blow and slam the vault shut with Willoughby inside. But you turned up, and he ran to the cabin, hiding out in fear – knowing someone was looking for him. You found him a couple of days later.’

I remembered my arrival at the house, my first steps inside – what I’d assumed were possums making their escape from the crawl space. Had I disturbed a murder? Was Willoughby even dead when I arrived?

Medlock must have seen the horror on my face. A slow suffocating death in a claustrophobic vault was one of the nastier ways to go, even for a tax-dodging crook like Willoughby.

‘He died from a blow to the head,’ Medlock confirmed. ‘Cracked skull. He wasn’t dying in the basement while you sunned yourself by the pool. There’s nothing you could have done.’

‘Thanks … I think,’ I said, shivering at the thought of Gabriel and Willoughby being literally under my feet when I arrived. ‘But I don’t understand. I thought Willoughby went missing weeks ago. The house came up through an agency, that’s why I was there.’

‘The state froze all of Willoughby’s assets weeks ago,’ said Medlock, ‘but the police were frustrated in their efforts to get warrants, particularly for anything owned by the company. Willoughby’s company legal team tied them in knots.’

‘Because Willoughby was hiding out there,’ I said. ‘And because they needed time to empty the vault before the police were allowed in.’

‘The property company weren’t supposed to put in a caretaker until the warrant was served,’ said Medlock. ‘Not at least for another month – but they jumped the gun, paperwork screw-up. And here you are.’

‘Shit,’ I said, again. ‘And Gabriel didn’t know about the feds’ investigation, didn’t know the house was being locked down and that I’d be arriving.’

Medlock shrugged. ‘Probably not. But the way it played out was just one of several possible bloodbath scenarios. Willoughby was facing the same threat as Gabriel, just at a different level. He, in turn, owed the Cártel de Sinaloa a lot of money, and in that type of business you go and collect. He must have known they were coming for him too.’

He sniffed, checked the papers in front of him, paused. His colleagues waited. I continued to process everything – and it was a lot– searching for more answers.

‘Carla and Jakob could have gone noisy from the start,’ he said. ‘Just killed you all and left. But they were experienced professionals, and killing a cop is a big deal,’ he said. ‘Two of them, even more so. They might have been unsure what to do with you at first – maybe had to call it in, ask if they could … you know.’ Medlock flinched at the idea.

I relayed my experience of finding a deadly brown snake in my bedroom – Jakob’s idea, a signature kill – and Carla’s anger, her twisted thought process, even at the end. Carla could have killed me at any point, but she had a code and offered me my life. As if we were two career women struggling to get ahead. She let me live.

Medlock listened, rapt, before nodding. ‘In the end, the bush fires presented a ticking clock, against which they were unprepared. Detective Taylor said you played a significant part in stopping them by disabling the safe. At the end they were desperate, because you gave them no choice. They went down fighting, despairing, out with a bang, just not the one they wanted.’

‘You screwed things up for them from the minute you arrived, Jess,’ said the Interpol agent. Her face cracked a smile, the first expression I’d seen from her. Her eyes darted across the screen, to Medlock and the chief of police, then back to me, gave me a wink. ‘Well done.’

But I couldn’t congratulate myself. Jakob and Carla might have lost, but I didn’t see who had won.

‘You had every tier of criminal enterprise in that house, Jess. Willoughby – the supplier of blood diamonds to the biggest cartel in the world, owned the place. He was hiding from the government and the Sinaloan Cartel, and in the end was killed by his own nephew, who owed a drug debt to the Serbian Mafia. Even the end users turned up – Harrison and Billie, who got screwed by everyone above them. A pyramid of organized crime, from the strongest kingpins to the weakest victims. Add in a couple of cops for good measure. Quite the collection.’

‘Quite the reflection of our society,’ I whispered under my breath, ‘and only my luck could bring them together. Did you recover Carla and Jakob’s bodies?’

The three of them looked uncomfortable. I endured a few moments of silence before Medlock nodded to the camera.

‘Victor Ramos, the man who called himself Jakob, is dead,’ he said. ‘His body wasn’t recovered in time.’

He paused. I waited. ‘María Ortiz,’ he said, ‘the woman calling herself Carla, is dead too. Officially. That’s what’ll be in the report.’

My heart fluttered, chest trembled. Excitement or anxiety. The same physiology, the same end result. The thrill of my profession. My history. Slipping, and I couldn’t stop.

‘And unofficially?’ I asked.

‘If she comes out of intensive care, she’ll be moved somewhere safe. The US have various places we can use. We’ll go to work on her. If she reveals nothing, she’ll be offered the chance to spend the rest of her days in a South American penitentiary. In a block of our choosing, if you know what I mean.’

I knew exactly what he meant. A block full of rival cartel members. She’d be dead before sunset on the first day – a very long day.

‘If she chooses to cooperate, she’ll remain “dead”, and there’ll be work to do.’ He sniffed, chewed his bottom lip. ‘Intelligence work. Following the money trail. Which is why we want to talk to you, Jess.’

I shook my head, the movement involuntary, my body speaking before my mind. Sinaloa. South America. The cartels and their money, their routes to protecting it. The lengths they’d go to. A fresh wave of thunder washed through my forehead, deep behind my eyes. He was lurking in there. He hadn’t gone away.

‘You know I can’t go back to that,’ I whispered.

Medlock hesitated. I heard his breath over the microphone, amplified through the tablet’s tiny speaker. ‘May I speak to Jess alone, please,’ he asked his colleagues, who nodded, gathered their papers and left the call.

‘Listen to me, Jess,’ he said, once we were alone. He exhaled, waiting for me to look at him.

I raised my eyes, scared at what he’d see.

‘You got it wrong,’ he said. ‘When you left. Nobody ever blamed you here, you know that? What happened was a mess, a monumental crisis for our department, but I never, for a second, held you responsible.’

My head spun. ‘But you said …’ My mind threw up objections, memories, fragments of those early days and weeks. What had Medlock said? I hadn’t given him a chance to say anything. They’d asked me questions, interrogated me, sure, but I’d gone on the defensive. In the end it was me who packed up and ran, assuming that’s what they wanted.

‘We let you go,’ said Medlock. ‘Because I was ordered to. The doctors said you needed time. You were grieving, and we were getting nowhere. The psych insisted I let you go, told me not to make contact, to give you the weeks and months you needed. They said you’d find your own way back. I’ve wanted to call you, Jess, every day, believe me, but I was overruled. Told to stay away. You were vulnerable – we didn’t want to trigger a further mental health crisis – that’s what they called it, and I wasn’t in a position to disobey. I didn’t want to. I was scared for you, Jess. Whatever you thought about us after Charles, it was clouded in grief and betrayal. We were on your side. All of us. All of the time.’

The lump in my throat grew. A mental health crisis. That’s what I was. A walking crisis who took her best shot at sabotaging her own career. But Medlock saw that, and he stopped it. My eyes blurred and I wiped them, forcing myself to remain in control.

‘And now?’ I asked.

‘I think events have rather overtaken us, don’t you? When I heard about what happened here, I assembled my team and insisted I be the first person to speak to you. I want to ask if you’re ready to come back. I think you are.’

‘I …’ What could I say?

I was burnt out, a shadow of the analyst who was duped by Charles. Impulsive and immature. What use could I possibly be?

‘Before you answer,’ he said, ‘I was thinking less desk time, more in the field. You’ve certainly proved yourself capable, if Detective Taylor’s account is anything to go by. But … that’s detail for another day. There’s plenty of time, but also plenty of work.

‘Nearly a billion dollars’ worth of diamonds were recovered. Blood diamonds stolen from poverty-stricken communities in developing countries, sold on the black market, destined to be worn by the elite one per cent of this world. I know everything about that chain of money you hate, with a passion.

‘But you stopped it. This time. You managed to break that deal, that particular chain, and it hasn’t gone unnoticed. The fact the caretaker of that house happened to be a Met intelligence analyst is bouncing around the law enforcement community as we speak. And they’re impressed, Jess. A lot went wrong in that place, and while you might not feel like celebrating, you still got the prize.’

He stopped, looked away, acknowledging someone else in his office. Our time was nearly up.

‘There is one other thing,’ he said.

I glanced up.

‘Charles.’ He said it with weight, firm, knowing the effect it had.

I took a breath.

Medlock cleared his throat, looked down at whatever was on his desk. ‘We never knew his employer, at the time, did we?’

I took another breath, slow, my heart beginning to thump. At the time of his death. At the time he duped me, stole my life, sent me here.

‘No,’ I whispered.

Medlock sniffed. ‘A bit of intel came to light last week. A nugget, small but reliable. A trail we thought had gone cold. We only connected it today, following the events at the house, after discovering the identities of Carla and Jakob.’

He stared at the camera. I saw it. Didn’t want to believe it, but it couldn’t have been a more perfect storm. The emotions swirled afresh, hurting, probing.

‘Sinaloa,’ I said, croaking the word.

Medlock nodded. ‘Their reach is long, but their group of operatives is small. Charles had an altogether different job, and different goals, but the end game was the same – making the Sinaloa Cartel money, spreading their influence, boosting their assets, their global domination of these businesses. The money led us to this information, Jess. He was being paid from the same offshore accounts as Carla. A small business based in the British Channel Islands. A known front for the Sinaloans.’

‘Why are you telling me this?’ The anger rose up first, tempered quickly. I knew why. He knew it would provide an extra kick of motivation, should I be found wanting. Should I decide not to take him up on his offer.

‘They got you once, Jess, but not twice. The second time you fought back – showed them what you were made of. And now I want you to take the fight to them. To the people who sent Charles, to the same people who corrupted Willoughby, who sent Carla and Jakob to clean up. Your third encounter will be longer, but harder-hitting. You want it. Or am I wrong?’

He had me and he knew it. A chance to put things right, to shift the balance. Full circle on Charles, a chance to get professional closure, and personal revenge.

‘Think about it, Jess. Take a couple of weeks, months if you need it. Get out in that Aussie sun, see your family, get your head together. But give me a call as soon as you’re ready. I need you, Jess. Your job’s not finished.’

He ended the call, and just in time. The lump in my throat turned into a gasp, the tears filling my eyes overflowed.

I rested my head back and let months of emotion release. Mixed with the pain medication, it was a complicated but rather pleasant feeling.

I called my mum, then Rupert, listened to their screams for several minutes before agreeing the order of visitation. Rupert was on the first flight out, and he’d meet me at my mum’s house. I’d spend the next few weeks telling Rupert the gory details, and giving Mum nothing but smiling assurances that her little girl would be fine.

I think I even believed it.




Epilogue

I still see it burning. In my dreams, the asphalt curls like a python, a black path of death, leading inexorably towards the inferno. And I follow. Driven by habit, by curiosity, but also because this time it’s different.

The steady drive along the ocean road sends me into a hypnotic trance. It has taken two months for me to build up the courage to return, but the heat of the summer has passed, and my new hire car has no problems turning off the highway, snaking up into the hills, pushing through the potholes and the crumbling, blackened tarmac.

The bush on all sides will take a long time to recover. Burned, but not lost, I was assured. The ground is black and brown, but hiding canopies of seeds in hard, wooden capsules. As the rains of autumn cover the earth, the ash bed left by the fires is the perfect soil for regrowth.

Not everything will recover, but the land is fertile, and life will break through. It always does.

The gate has gone, and I park in front of the house. I stare at the gardens – a vast stretch of dust and grasses struggling to recover. The shrubs are gone. The foundations and metal superstructure are all that remain. Charred black, twisted with heat. A small squat brick structure stands in the centre, below ground. The heart of the house, empty now.

The rest will be torn down in time. They’ll fight for years over who gets the land. In the meantime, nature will reclaim as much as it can. I wish it well.

But I needed to see it first, to reconcile my dreams with reality. To process my final vision, on repeat in my head, which hasn’t stopped since the night of our rescue.

I open the windows and close my eyes. I let it take me, subtly, but surely.

My terror, the endless nightly repeat of my trauma, plays out, as expected, but this time in a different fashion. This time I’m not a powerless pawn, dragged through the flames. This time I’m a leading actor, stepping forward into my story, taking control.

This time a smile forms on my face. The landscape flickers and it’s just me and Charles. I stand by the driver’s door, in the midst of the flames, feeling the heat as warmth and comfort, not as pain and suffering. The yellows and oranges flicker around the dark smoke, the background ruby red. I take a deep breath, but the familiar tang of ash and bitterness is missing. I can taste fresh air; my lungs fill with hope.

His hands grip the wheel. The neat cropped hair, the rough dark stubble and high jawline. This is the Charles I knew and loved. His face is troubled, staring straight at me. He expects me to question him, but instead I just watch.

Smaller, inferior, sucked of power, his body sits in eternal flames, and I tell him that’s where he’ll stay. I know who sent you, Charles, and I’m going after them.

And his smile disappears. Fades in a second. It was only for me, and I don’t need it any more. I don’t need Charles.

And I let him go. Not forgiveness, not yet. But release. He played his part and died trying. I lived, and I intend to make the most of it.

I open my eyes, exit the car, turn away from the house. The ocean blue floods my vision, the limitless sky draws me forward. I stand on the stone bench, staring at the end of the world.

And as quickly as I summoned it, my night terror fades, drifts, and Charles’s face is lost. I can’t say he won’t be back, but it’ll be on my terms, and that’s all I need to control it.

I pause, close my eyes for a second, listen to the sounds of my homeland, the chirps and cries of the survivors, the defiant calls of the future.

I know this isn’t the end, I’m not finished, not by a long shot. My work has only just begun, and I’m leaping back into a world that terrifies me. But it’s a switch of perspective.

It’s enough to start over. I open my eyes and stare at the horizon, see a sky of blues and whites and infinite possibilities.

My phone rings. I let it, ignore the incessant buzzing until it stops, then starts again. I pull it out of my pocket, smile at the caller ID, press the answer button.

Marty’s face grins at me on the screen, the only part of him that escaped damage, although with his perpetually messy hair and terrible stubble, he could be hiding anything underneath.

We stare at each other for a few moments. We had a fractured parting after the rescue – Marty was whisked away by the Victorian police, I stayed with my mum, and beyond a few tentative messages, we haven’t yet managed to sit down together, alone, to figure out what happens next.

‘Are you finally calling to tell me I was right?’ I say.

Marty sniffs. ‘Unlikely.’

‘Diamonds, not drugs. You said all crime is about drugs. You were wrong.’

He chuckles. ‘A South American cartel? Isn’t that pretty much entirely about drugs?’

I shake my head. ‘Yeah, but the house – mostly diamonds.’

He laughs, gasps, clenches his teeth. ‘Don’t,’ he says.

I watch him for a moment, his cheesy grin fades, his deep eyes swallow me.

‘Still in pain?’ I ask.

He nods. ‘A little. The physio is working. It’s getting there.’

The surgery has been long, and the recovery will be longer, but walking away from two sniper shots is a pretty good outcome.

‘Thank you,’ I say, feeling the emotions welling up. ‘I didn’t get a chance to say it properly at the time, did I?’

‘For what?’

I shrug. ‘I’m sure you did something useful back there. At the very least, I’m pleased it was you who got shot and not me.’

He laughs again. ‘My pleasure, but I didn’t do much. You got Billie. You stopped the cartel. I was just the charming sidekick.’

I shake my head, chuckling. ‘I nearly killed the both of you, charming or not.’

‘Nearly, but not quite. And they would have killed us for sure.’

So simple, and so true.

‘Do you think she’ll be OK?’

He shrugs. ‘We did our bit, didn’t we? You got the bad guys, saved the good ones, or at least the innocent ones. That’s all we could do Jess.’

I nod. ‘I guess.’

‘So what now?’ he asks.

I squeeze my eyes closed, check my heartbeat, wait for it to settle. ‘They want me to go back,’ I say. ‘I think they talked me into it. I’m not actually sure if I agreed or not.’

Marty grins. ‘Yeah, persuasive, aren’t they?’ he says.

I bring the phone closer, shade it from the sun. ‘What?’

‘That Medlock fella. Stern, but fair.’

‘What the hell are you talking about, Marty?’

Marty sniffs, clears his throat, peers into the camera. I wait in silence.

‘They got to me as well,’ he says, finally. ‘Apparently, the Willoughby trail is long, the money spans continents, and connects the UK and Australia in ways that require a certain level of collaboration in the field we don’t currently have. When you combine that with my flat-out refusal to go and work for my old division, my AWOL status and my newfound reputation as shot-up hero of the hour, they came up with an opportunity I couldn’t refuse. And told me I was taking it.’

My stomach flutters, bubbling into my throat. It causes an involuntary grin. ‘You –’

‘They’re seconding me to the Met, Jess. Twelve months in London. Apparently, it’s a rainy city north of here. I only know one person who lives there, but it could be fun.’

He drops his grin, smooths his hair to one side, holds the phone steady. His piercing gaze makes my insides squirm in delight.

‘How about we take them on together?’ he says. ‘Drugs and diamonds. The scum of the earth. They said you’d already agreed. I hope they were right?’

We lock eyes. His are bright, full of purpose. I don’t know what mine tell him. I don’t even know myself. But I know what my answer will be.

The lump forms again in my throat, but I manage to keep it at bay. The tears, however, stream down my face, and I can’t stop them. Don’t want to.

Because I’ve held them in for far too long.

‘I’m in,’ I say.
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