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Sixteen years ago

Wills Crossing was possibly the most boring place on the planet. For a small town, it sucked. Nothing exciting happened and the weather was shit. The local footy team hadn’t won a game in four years and winter was a drag. Like today. The temperature had barely climbed above zero and it had sleeted for most of the day.

Danny Taylor ducked lower into his jacket and flipped his hood up against the biting wind. A flurry of snowflakes danced in the street lights as he crouched in the shadows of a hedge that bordered the parking lot behind the local pub. He waited for his best mate, Andrew Lawson, to come back with the goods.

Danny checked his watch. 8:45pm. If his folks knew where he was, they’d be pissed but they treated him like such a baby. He was fourteen and nothing bad happened to anyone in this town. Luckily for him, they were convinced he was staying at Andrew’s place. Just like Andrew’s parents thought he was staying at Danny’s.

God help them if their parents ever found out. Danny’s father would give him a clip over the ear and Andrew’s dad would give him a right old kick up the ass. But no one was going to find out anything, especially now that his sister Elizabeth had gone off to university in Melbourne. If anyone could uncover their deception, it would be her.

So, while the cat was away...Danny smiled but kept his lips together. That wind had enough teeth to freeze his tongue solid.

Andrew had better hurry up though, it was hard to stay warm. Danny pushed his hands deeper into the pockets of his jacket to stop his fingers from going numb. He curled into a tight ball but his feet felt like they were frozen. The hedge provided no protection against the cold at all.

Whose idea was this, anyway?

Bloody Andrew, always some harebrained scheme to pass the time. It wasn’t like Danny really cared for booze, but Andrew said it would keep them warm until they made it to the bonfire party. He checked his watch again.

8:50pm.

Stephanie’s dad would light the bonfire at 9:15pm. They had a grand total of twenty-five minutes to hightail it out of the town center to their small farm. It usually took him thirty, at least. Danny didn’t care for the bonfire. He wanted to see Stephanie. She’d be disappointed if he didn’t come and he didn’t want to fail his girl.

He heard the sound of crunching gravel and peered out from behind the bushes. Sighing, he hissed at Andrew to get out of the pub’s parking lot and out of sight.

“What’s your hurry, Danny?” Andrew laughed as he presented two small bottles. Danny straightened and pulled one out of its brown paper bag. Johnny Walker. Black label.

“How’d you get this? Old man Stapleton wouldn’t sell you shit.”

Andrew just laughed. Two years older than Danny, he had a knack for getting his hands on all kinds of stuff. Stuff teenagers shouldn’t have. “You’re just like your dad. All about the rules.”

“Shut up. Did anyone see you?”

Andrew shrugged, shoving the bottles in his knapsack. “Come on. We don’t have much time.”

Leaving the cover of dark, they ran along High Street, avoiding the circles of light cast by the street lamps. Snow began to fall properly. It made his trainers wet and they started to make a squishy sound as he ran. Andrew just laughed and told the shoes to shut up. For a Saturday night, the town was pretty quiet. They didn’t see anyone as they ran, until they turned up Paterson Street.

Two men got out of a car. Andrew slowed, grabbing Danny’s jacket and dragging him into the shadows of the building. Danny saw the guy nearest, catching a glimpse of his face as he passed under the street light just before he rolled a balaclava over his face and down to his neck. He wasn’t familiar but Danny got a good enough look at the crowbar in the dude’s hands.

They put their backs to the building and stayed out of sight.

“Who are they?” Andrew whispered.

Danny could hardly hear anything above his breathing. He took a deep breath to slow his brain down and shrugged. “I don’t know. What do you reckon they’re doing?”

“Nothing good.”

“Have you got your phone?” he asked Andrew.

Danny’s parents said he had no need for one of those new mobile phones but he didn’t agree and was saving up his pocket money. Andrew’s mum, who worked in the bank, bought him one as soon as they came out. He was the only sixteen-year-old in their small town who had a mobile phone. But Andrew shook his head.

“My dad confiscated it. The bill was too high.”

The two men disappeared between buildings. The boys ran closer, Danny peering around the corner to see them confront another man. “Where’s our money?”

“I don’t have it. Business has been slow this month.”

One of the men punched him in the face. The old guy fell to his knees. Danny recognized him as his dad’s mechanic. Blood dripped onto the concrete from his nose. They warned him about not paying up but the mechanic shook his head and pleaded with them to give him more time. Danny’s heart raced. His eyes fell on the crowbar and he shivered. Beside him, Andrew took a step forward but Danny grabbed his arm.

“What are you doing?” He hissed.

Andrew glared at him, his face angry. “They’re gonna hurt old man Harris.”

“And what are you going to do? They’re adults. They look like they mean business.”

Fear crossed Andrew’s face. Never in his life had Danny seen his friend scared. “We can’t do nothing. They’re gonna clobber him.”

Danny knew it as well as Andrew, but what could they do? They were just kids. The cop shop was closed and even if it was open, they had stolen bottles of booze stashed in their bag. But Andrew was right, doing nothing felt all kinds of wrong. Glancing at the ground, Danny picked up a small rock.

He nodded to Andrew. “Get ready to run. If they catch us, we’re history.”

In silence, they counted to three after which Danny threw the rock high into the air. It clattered to the tin roof of the building, catching the attention of the two men. The boys didn’t hang around to see what they’d do. They hit the pavement at full speed, heading back the way they came.

“We need to split up.”

Danny didn’t agree but when Andrew turned left at High Street, he turned right and darted down the street like a rabbit being chased by a fox. He heard footsteps behind him—or was that his heart knocking against his ribs? Even though his legs burned, he willed them to move faster.

He slipped through a break in a fence into someone’s backyard and hid behind an old outhouse where the grass had been left to grow long. He sucked in a breath and held it so no one would hear him pant. He listened for footsteps or breathing but heard nothing.

Too scared to move, he curled into a ball in the dark and let the snowfall cover him. He shivered through the night, but didn’t dare move a muscle. He only cared there was no dog to chase him out of the yard and that morning came without those goons finding him.

He returned home a little after breakfast, colder than he’d ever been. His dad asked how Andrew was and his mum wanted to know why he was drenched to the core when it had stopped raining hours ago.

“I need a shower,” he said, his teeth chattering like a wind-up toy, before shutting himself away in the bathroom.

It was noon by the time he felt warm and safe again, but it didn’t last long, not when he heard old man Harris had been found beaten to death. He rang Andrew and they agreed to tell the cops every detail they could remember. Danny even sketched the face of the man he saw with the jimmy bar.

It wasn’t enough.

Those guys were like ghosts. No one recognized Danny’s drawing and no one came forward with information about the beating. The cops never found the two men.

Danny felt bad for Harris’s wife, Joan, but there was nothing more he could do.
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Benjamin Goodman cast a discerning eye over the newly built home. He tried to ignore the sharp angles and squared off roof, and focused on its weak spots. Where could a burglar gain entry? He made some sketches in his notebook: the layout of the property, the locations of doors and windows, the placement of the Dalmatian-sized dog-door, the distance to the road, and the forest surrounding the construction.

Monstrosity, more like it.

He kept his thoughts to himself as the prospective client, Nigel Bancroft, followed him. The proud homeowner kept trying to peer over Benny’s shoulder. A mean feat in itself, given Ben’s stature. At six feet six inches and just about as wide, he took up a lot of space. The skinny tech-tycoon stood like a twig in comparison. Hell, even Cooper the Dalmatian weighed more than Bancroft. Could probably push his doggy-daddy over with an excited bounce, too.

“Well?”

Ben waved him away for a bit longer as he continued his external tour of the building. A hot January wind blew through the forest and carried with it dead leaf litter. December had been nigh on boiling and he dreaded to think what the rest of summer was going to be like.

He had two more months of this heat still to endure. Then it would cool through autumn and he could once again look forward to winter, and maybe a little more snow. Until six months ago, he’d hardly spent any time in the snow.

Ben smiled, thinking back to last winter. One of four ex-Army soldiers, he and the team had come to the Crossing to rescue an old friend. Richard Riley led the small band of men, with Gabriel Jackson, James Wright and Ben following his lead unquestioningly. Though they put themselves in danger regularly, their last mission had forced them all to rethink their continued life of peril.

The new alpine playground, however, had been all kinds of fun. Not that Ben would ever confess such information to the others, what with a former member of their team trying to kill them and the local copper warning them all to keep a low profile.

“I say again, well?”

Bancroft’s whiny voice yanked Ben’s mind away from what brought him to town to focus on the job again. In his opinion, the house was butt-ugly and did not belong out here. It suited somewhere like Toorak or St. Kilda, smack bang in the middle of urbanization with an ocean view. It most definitely did not belong in a country town like Wills Crossing. Even that was pushing it, considering the Crossing sat forty minutes to the east.

This place defined isolation. National Park bordered three sides of the property, while cattle grazed across the road on the fourth side. He suddenly wondered if the building was fire-ready and whether Bancroft had an escape plan in place should wildfire threaten. He’d make sure to include one if he got the job.

He didn’t know what Bancroft intended to do with his four acres, except make more millions from inside his eyesore of a home.

If Ben had learnt anything from his few months here in the Crossing, it’s that he was a traditionalist. Give him a weatherboard farmhouse with a tin roof and a wide veranda to laze on when the work was done. He liked space. The absence of bounty hunters, assassins and crazy-ass former soldiers intent on revenge was an added bonus. And if he never saw a war again, he’d die a happy man.

He stopped at the front stoop, his little shadow bumping into him before apologizing profusely. Ben turned and tried not to glare down at the man. At five-four, he was over a foot shorter than Ben.

“Mr. Bancroft. Nigel, if I may?” He waited for a nod of acceptance before proceeding. “You’re not going to need a lot of gear. There is one access road, so a camera facing the entry would be prudent. If we place motion detectors and sensor lights at each corner of the house, along with a fairly typical internal kit, you’ll be set.”

“Mr. Goodman, I run my business from here. I think I’m going to need more than a typical kit, as you say.”

Ben shut his notebook and tucked the pen into the spiral bind. “Are you expecting trouble?”

The smaller man shied away from the question. “Not as such, no, but I have some pretty fierce competitors in my line of work.”

Ben nodded, struggling to see other nerdy little tech gurus storming Bancroft’s fortress. “We can add more, of course. Additional cameras if you like. Thermal imaging. The alarm can be hardwired to the central office, if needed, although there is an ongoing cost with that service.”

“Money’s no problem.”

Ben could see that by the lack of taste surrounding him. “I can also offer you a cloud-based system, where you can log in remotely and set up alarms if sensors are triggered. You can access the entire system on your phone or tablet so you can see every camera angle when you’re not home.”

Bancroft stood as tall as possible and stuck his chin out, as if offended. “I want the works, Goodman. Just write me up a quote. Include all of the above.”

“As you wish. I’ll need a few minutes.”

Much to Ben’s relief, the wiry man left him, disappearing into the glass and steel home with his pup. Returning to his utility, Ben climbed into the passenger seat and set about quoting the job. He opened his laptop and brought up a fresh template before he got typing, itemizing every one of the features he’d described, plus a few extras he suspected might float the tech guru’s boat. The eyewatering total at the bottom made him pause, but since money was no problem ... he printed out the quote and left the vehicle in time to see the front door open and the Dalmatian dash out from behind his master.

“Cooper! Come back here this instant!”

Yeah, that dog wasn’t listening. The young hound bounded across the manicured front lawn toward Ben, his floppy ears flapping in the wind before his long legs tangled and tripped the poor pooch over. Testament to the excitable puppy’s happy-go-lucky nature, Cooper rolled with the flow, found his feet like a baby giraffe and kept on running.

Until he got up close and personal with Ben. Then the dog came to a screeching halt and had to sit his butt on the ground in order to stare up at the security consultant.

“I’m so sorry,” Bancroft huffed, reaching them a moment later completely out of breath. “He’s still a puppy. Just loves to chase.”

Ben chuckled, reached down and scratched the Dalmatian behind the ear, sending the dog’s back leg into overdrive. He held out the written quote to Bancroft.

“You don’t have to accept now. Please, consider what you really need and give me a call. My number is at the bottom of the page.”

Bancroft barely glanced at the quote. “No need, Goodman. The answer is yes. My business comes first, so when can you start?”

And just like that, Ben had his first client. Now all he needed was to back it up with actual security and he was on his way. “You’re sure? You should probably get a second quote.”

Bancroft laughed. “You’re my third and you haven’t once belittled me or my concerns, Goodman.” He pushed his frameless glasses higher up the bridge of his nose. “I know I must seem like a paranoid geek to you, building such a modern home in this setting, but I can’t deal with the city any more. You’ve got the job if you want it.”

Ben held out a hand and waited for Bancroft to shake it. “What exactly do you do, if you don’t mind me asking, Nigel?”

“Stocks. Investments. Officially they call me a day trader. In my down time, I build websites but I can do your tax return, too. So long as I’ve got the internet, I’m set. If you ever need some financial advice, call me.”

Probably good to know. Ben straightened. “I can start Monday, if you like.”

“Excellent. Not too early mind. Say, ten?”

Nodding, Ben made for his vehicle.

“That’s some ute you’ve got.”

Bancroft once again followed with Cooper loping alongside. Ben grinned at the giant Ford Raptor. It outweighed almost every other utility on the market. It was a beauty, built for the likes of him. Even if Riley called it a gratuitous exercise in excess.

“Sure is. Straight off the showroom floor.” Since he’d yet to buy a house, he had to spend his money on something. The Raptor seemed appropriate. “Bigger than a standard Ranger, more powerful than an Amarok or Hilux.”

Standing next to it, Bancroft looked positively weeny. Ben had to stifle a chuckle before he fare-welled the businessman with another handshake and hit the road. It was almost four and he’d promised Riley’s wife, Stevie, he’d collect a few things at the grocery store before returning to their home. He also needed to help Riley put together the latest—and hopefully final—round of baby furniture the father-to-be had picked up. Stevie was about due.

Heading east, he wound down the window and let the hot January air blow through the cab of the Raptor. He tapped the onscreen display in the center console and turned the radio on. The steady bass of Bon Jovi filled his ears as he rolled along the black top, the buzz of the enormous tires and their deep tread like a giant mosquito.

National Park blurred by on his left, while cows grazed to the right. A few wallabies hopped in amongst the bovine, reminding him how much he loved this country. His mother brought him over from New Zealand when he was four, wanting to leave behind the stigma of a teenage pregnancy and secure a fresh start for her son. Even now, after thirty-two years, he still got a thrill out of seeing native Australian wildlife in their natural habitat.

On the road ahead, a sleek black Chrysler hurtled toward him. Sunlight gleamed off its shiny chrome bumper, though the gloss had lost some of its luster on the driver’s side corner where it had obviously come into contact with something. The posted speed limit on this stretch of road was a hundred kilometers an hour, but the vehicle traveling toward him clearly exceeded that by a good margin.

Ben shook his head at the stupidity of some drivers. Just because cars could fly at nearly double the limit, didn’t mean the roads were safe enough for it.

When the car passed, he relaxed and sang along to the radio as the farmland to his right was swallowed by more bushland. With trees whirring by either side, Ben tried to keep a lookout for ’roos darting out in front of him. Poor little buggers wouldn’t stand a chance against his Raptor. But he didn’t see any kangaroos.

Up ahead, a car lay on its roof at the edge of the road, hard up against the thick trunk of a eucalypt. Ben slowed the beast of a vehicle, stopping some distance away in case the petrol tank of the overturned car exploded. Shutting off his motor, he grabbed his mobile phone and dialed emergency, relaying the details and the location before crossing to the sedan.

“Hello?”

He crouched. Shattered glass crunched underfoot. He smelled petrol. A wisp of light gray smoke curled up from the engine block.

“Can you hear me?”

Two bodies lay at awkward angles. One man. One woman. Too much blood. Getting down on his knees, he crawled to the broken driver’s side window, sticking his head through to get a closer look. The man’s neck was at an unkind angle. Blood from a gash on his head covered half his face.

Ben felt for a pulse but the position of the body didn’t make it easy. Reaching in, he tried to release the seatbelt. It didn’t budge. He pressed the button half a dozen times but the lock didn’t let go.

“Hold on.”

On his feet, he raced back to the Raptor and grabbed a boxcutter from his tool kit. Returning to the sedan, he cut the male driver loose, catching him before he hit the ground. Sitting back on his ass, he grabbed the guy under the shoulders and wriggled him free of the wreck.

He got to his feet and hauled the driver over his shoulder fireman-style and moved him some distance from the car. He tried for a pulse again but found nothing. Ben sat back on his heels and glanced at the wreck. If he started CPR on this guy now, he wouldn’t be able to go back for her. But if he went for her and the guy died...

Damn.

With an apologetic look to the man, he ran back. More smoke billowed from the engine block, thick and black. Sirens wailed in the distance but Ben couldn’t wait for them. He needed to get the woman out now. He’d have to pull her out through the driver’s side as the trunk of the eucalyptus tree had obliterated her door and, most of the left side of her body.

He crawled back into the car. Her left shoulder was smashed to pieces, the collar bone bent at almost ninety degrees in the middle. The bone of her upper arm had been snapped in two and poked out through her skin. Blood covered the left side of her face but he put it out of his thoughts, he needed to get her to safety first.

Besides, he’d seen worse.

A lot worse.

Cutting her seatbelt, he maneuvered her out of the vehicle but unlike the man, he didn’t sling her over his shoulder. Scooping up her slight form, he carried her under the knees and back over to her partner.

Neither of them had a pulse. Neither were breathing.

Sirens grew louder as the whoosh of flames caught his attention. It only took a brief glimpse to see the car was alight.

Laying the bodies side by side, he knelt between them and tried the only thing he could think of. Placing a palm in the center of both chests, he started simultaneous compressions and prayed the ambulance wouldn’t be much longer.
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Senior Sergeant Neville Wilson hated these kinds of call outs. Car accidents. In a small town like Wills Crossing, what were the odds he knew the occupants? Pretty bloody high—even here, half an hour out of town. Still, he gritted his teeth and pushed the accelerator harder. Not attending was not an option.

Hurtling through the forest, he steeled himself against what he might find, but nothing prepared him for the scene that appeared as he rounded the bend.

“Holy shit,” the constable beside him gasped his eyes wide with shock. “What the hell’s he doing?”

Neville could hardly believe what he was seeing. His gaze flickered to the rear vision mirror to make sure the ambos and fire crews weren’t far behind. He brought the patrol car to a stop by the second vehicle and blinked hard.

He recognized the first man on scene as Benjamin Goodman. The former soldier was trying to perform double CPR. Had that ever been done? Neville didn’t know but if anyone had the bulk or strength to do it, it was big Ben. The man rivaled a mountain and he had one hand on each of the victim’s chests, pushing against them to try and restart their hearts.

“Go!” He yelled at Brandon White, half pushing the kid out of the car. They both scrambled.

“Ben!”

The big guy looked up, his face twisted in fear. Neville knelt beside the driver, ready to take over but when he looked down at the familiar face, his gut lurched. Bile stung the back of his throat and he swore.

“The ambos are right behind me. Talk to me, Ben.”

“Found them in the car,” he puffed, the enormous effort required to perform this Hail Mary beginning to show. “Pulled them out. Not breathing. No pulse. Didn’t know what else to do.”

On the other side of Ben, Brandon used both hands to take over compressions on the woman. Neville lifted his hands to do the same but they shook like nobody’s business. He squeezed his eyes shut, swallowed his nerves and did what he was trained to do.

Relieved, Ben set both of his big hands on his equally big thighs and heaved giant breaths of air. He watched Neville before turning his attention to Brandon, then moved out of the way when the paramedics arrived.

Former nurse and now paramedic, Joan Harris, set down the defibrillator and put her stethoscope to the man’s chest. Her sad expression conveyed all he needed to know. She reached down to open one eye of the victim, shining her penlight into the pupil before doing the same to the other. Her face lost all color while she cut down the center of the man’s shirt and applied the defib pads. They listened as the machine assessed the patient. They waited for it to shock him, but it announced that no shock was advised.

No shockable rhythm meant no detectable electrical current in the heart. The chances of resuscitation plummeted. Neville grunted, not ready to give up. He continued compressions, not listening to Joan’s words or his training that told him it was too late. With a shake of her head, she set her slender hands over Neville’s and he stopped. Behind her, her fellow paramedic did the same with Brandon.

Silence fell over the lot of them. Reality sank in. The only voices were those of the local brigade, training their hoses on the burning vehicle and the forest undergrowth that had caught alight. They sure as hell didn’t need a bushfire to come from this mess.

As Neville’s heart rate slowed, his stomach cramped and convulsed. Straightening, he ran over to the edge of the forest and threw up. His body ached at the loss of two lives, two local lives. He squeezed his eyes shut at the thought of having to tell their next of kin, until the worst thought of all dawned on him.

How the hell was he supposed to tell two foster kids they’d just lost their carers and were about to go back into the system?

“You knew them. I’m sorry.”

Ben’s deep baritone sounded next to him. A bottle of water touched Neville’s arm. He took it gratefully. “Thank you. Yes. I did.”

“Come on.”

Ben took him by the bicep and led him over to the back of the ambulance. Joan wrapped a blanket around his shoulders, unshed tears in her eyes. She squeezed his hand and sat on the step beside him. Neville twisted the cap off the bottle and rinsed his mouth out before downing half the water. The cool liquid eased some of the tension in his gut, but it was soon replaced by intense sadness.

“Andrew Lawson and his wife Patricia. Bit of a ratbag but a good guy nonetheless. They volunteered for charity and fostered kids. He made a good show in the ski race last year.”

“I’m sorry for your loss,” Ben said, using a bottle of water to wash his hands. He stood and glanced down at his blood-smeared clothes. A frown wrinkled his forehead and he turned his attention to the fire crew while they mopped up. “They must have lost control coming around that bend.”

Neville stood on legs too rubbery for his liking. Ben grabbed him by the shoulder to steady him but he shook his head and the man let go. He followed Ben’s gaze and tried to imagine the car crash. It was a plausible explanation, but the bend wasn’t particularly sharp or dangerous. Neville frowned and took another gulp of water. Shrugging off the blanket, he moved forward to stand in the center of the road. Ben followed.

With the blaze now contained, the fire crew began packing away their gear. One of the men jogged over. He took off his helmet and removed his safety goggles. Neville was surprised to see Ben’s mate, the one they called Hollywood, shaking his head at them.

“It’s under control now.” The blond man, who was sweating bullets in the heavy fire fighter’s jacket, shook Ben’s hand. “Always in the thick of it, aren’t you, big guy?”

Ben clapped him on the shoulder before pointing at the road. “There are no skid marks. Wouldn’t the driver have braked?”

The same thought occurred to Neville. “Drew was a mechanic, loved his cars. I doubt there’ll be any mechanical faults with the family sedan. Fancied himself a bit of a driver, too.”

The thought of Drew Lawson losing control on a bend with his wife in the car made absolutely zero sense. Unless he’d swerved to avoid hitting wildlife.

“Sarge?” Brandon waved him over.

Standing at the rear of the car, the rookie pointed at fender damage. Black paint was etched into the chrome. The tail lights were smashed but all the damage was to one side. This end of the car hadn’t been too badly affected by the fire.

“That could’ve been there prior to the accident,” Brandon suggested. “Or not.”

Neville shook his head as Hollywood waved them goodbye and returned to his crew. “Don’t go assuming anything.” Brandon was young, impressionable. A good recruit, but he hadn’t learned much yet. “We don’t know anything. We need to get the accident investigators out here pronto. Call Melbourne, would you?”

Brandon nodded and promptly left for the patrol car. Ben’s large presence beside Neville was oddly comforting. He looked up at the giant. At six feet tall, Neville was no shorty but standing next to Ben, he felt puny.

“That was a brave thing you did.”

Ben shook his head. “Or stupid. I could’ve saved one.”

“No.” Joan joined them. “I’d say they were killed on impact. Patty’s head trauma was catastrophic. It looks like her head made contact with the tree trunk. Andrew has fatal neck injuries.” She looked up at Ben and patted his bicep. “In all my years as a nurse and paramedic, I’ve never seen anything like what you did. I have no doubt that if it were possible, you would’ve saved them both. You deserve a medal.”

Ben recoiled at her words and Neville resisted the urge to ask about his past. The big man and his three mates were once military. Their little stoush in town six month’s back with another former soldier gave Neville both too much and yet not enough information.

Aside from what he’d been told by Richard Riley, the group’s mouthpiece, he hadn’t been able to find a single thing about their backgrounds. While he knew their identities were completely legitimate and they were who they said they were, he knew precious little else. It didn’t sit well. He wanted to know everything about everyone in his town.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three
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Ben suspected the cop saw him flinch at the paramedic’s words but he couldn’t have stopped it if he tried. The truth was he deserved a medal for helping to free a country from invasion during a war. Instead, his government had left him in a hell hole to fend for himself but the cop didn’t know his story and Ben didn’t care to share.

“Black paint?” He grabbed Neville’s shoulder. “I might have something.”

Leading him back to the Raptor, Ben climbed into the driver’s seat as Neville took up residence in the passenger side. He pushed the ignition button to turn on the accessories and used the center screen to access the onboard computer. Following the prompts, he found his way to the camera playback.

“Not a standard feature,” he explained. “Remember the meteor that hit in Russia and all those cars with onboard cameras and their footage? I had this one rigged up. The camera is in the back of the rear-view mirror.”

Neville was trying to find it. “Oh. I see. Unusual.”

Ben nodded. “Custom-made. Here we go.”

On the screen, he saw the road as if he were travelling along it not half an hour ago. He heard the music of Bon Jovi and his own singing, but the Chrysler filled the screen as if it were hurtling toward them now. Ben paused the playback and pointed to the damaged front end.

“Maybe your constable is onto something?”

“I’m going to need this as evidence.”

“I’ll download it onto a flash drive when I get home, although, it might not be of use.” He adjusted the position of his finger. “No number plates.”

“Maybe not.” Neville agreed grimly. “But maybe it’s all the evidence we need to rule out accident and rule in culpable driving.”

They sat in quiet for a few moments. Ben’s focus drifted to the two bodies now covered in white tarps. “Do they have family?”

Neville swallowed audibly in the quiet interior. “Yes. Andrew’s parents are still in town and Patty’s mother lives in Sydney. I’ll need to tell them.”

“Death is never easy.”

“No.” Neville took a deep breath. “And it isn’t going to be for the kids they’ve been fostering. How the hell do I tell an eight and a six-year-old that the two people who took them in after their birth parents died in a car accident have now died in a car accident?”

Ben’s heart ached at the loss of life, the grief that was to come and the thought of having to tell such young children the news. He remembered back to when his mother had been told he was missing in action. Of course, she presumed the worst. What parent wouldn’t? But his mother was a tough old bird and once the initial shock wore off, she held faith her son would return to her. Which was more than what he could say for Ruth.

Ben shook his head to dislodge memories of the past.

These were kids. Six and eight. Did they even understand the concept of death? Ben glanced at Neville. The cop looked ghostly pale, sick at the thought of what he had to do. Ben instantly empathized with him.

“I could come with you.” He offered but Neville shook his head.

“Thank you, but I can’t take you on official business.”

“Understood. I don’t envy you.”

Neville gave a shaky smile. “Neither do I. I hate this part of the job. It’s worse in small towns. I know almost everyone here. It’s easier when you’re a Fed. You can palm these things off to the boys in blue. Now I am the boy in blue.”

Ben watched as an unmarked white van rolled up. Men in white coveralls began their investigations of the scene and the bodies. A shudder rolled through his big frame and he took a long breath. The sense of helplessness at not being able to save them didn’t sit easily in his gut. Like his teammate, James “Hollywood” Wright who’d decided he’d give firefighting a go, Ben was trained to rescue people, to be proactive, to save the day.

Today was not that day.

Half an hour later, the deep sound of helicopter blades reverberated through the air. The trees trembled under the force of the downdraft as a blue and white chopper touched down on the road. Two uniformed officers stepped out, one carried a camera while the other had a clipboard and started making notes immediately. Two more men, this time in suits, followed.

“I thought you were stationed in Bourke’s Ridge?”

Neville nodded. “I was, but the department declared the town too small to need a manned station, so they relocated me to the Crossing four months ago. It’s a fair call, the Ridge has no crime to speak of, unless strangers roll into town.” He gave Ben a sideways glance.

Ben chuckled at the not-so-subtle reference to him and the other Shadow Soldiers. “Does that mean you got a promotion as well?”

A smile greeted Ben. “Yes. You can call me Senior Sergeant now.”

“Congratulations. I suppose there’s more action here.”

“You got that right. The Crossing has become a veritable playground for small crime.” He shook his head. “The town has tripled in size of late. Apparently, it’s the newest tree-change destination for those wanting to leave the city. I mean, they bring work and income but they also bring craft beer.” He wrinkled his nose. “Who the hell drinks that stuff?”

Ben watched the officers photograph the scene and the overturned car from every angle. They pulled out a measuring tape and made some measurements before taking photos of the road. Their intense scrutiny of the scene gave Ben the willies. The suited men stood with heads together, pointing and talking.

“How is Riley’s wife?” Neville asked, the change of topic much needed.

“Ready to pop.”

Neville nodded. “I had lunch with Kate and Gabe last weekend at my brother’s place. She’s looking very round. Twins, huh?”

Ben smiled. The mention of Gabe and his wife filled Ben’s cold, empty chest with reassuring warmth. Gabe and he went back a long, long way. They’d served together under Riley’s command and had been to hell and back. He was thrilled, if not somewhat jealous, his closest friends were starting families.

“Yes. Twins. They’re excited.”

“As well they should be, Ben.” He nodded toward the scene before them. “I hear Hollywood’s got himself a missus now.”

The words made Ben laugh. “Don’t let Mia hear you say that. She’ll have you.”

As the fourth member of their team, Hollywood was young, brash and completely hot headed. Always the one who got himself into danger. On the bright side, he’d come good and settled down. Perhaps his near-death experience six months ago had made him see sense.

“But yes, he’s found love. They’re waiting for their new place to settle, then they’ll open a bed and breakfast. I’m supposed to help them build some new guest quarters.”

“You’re quite the handy man, aren’t you, Ben? Very talented.” He plucked one of Ben’s new business cards from the center console between the front seats and examined it. “This new security venture of yours...I think you and I should stay in touch.”

Ben blinked, not sure what the Senior Sergeant meant by that, but as the adrenaline left his system, he didn’t have the energy to think about it. He was starting to feel nauseous and light headed.

“Are you still helping Riley with the handy man business?”

Ben nodded. “Of course.”

He turned over the business card, pulled a pen from his shirt pocket, and wrote some details on the back. “On the road coming up from Bourke’s Ridge, there’s a big farm, Taylor’s Run. It has a massive arch at the head of the driveway. Do you know of it?”

Ben vaguely recalled seeing something like Neville described but he really couldn’t say he’d paid much attention at all. “Not really.”

“It’s the Taylor farm. The Taylor’s are in Europe, enjoying their retirement and the farm is looking a little neglected. The grass has grown too long in the paddocks and with this weather, I’d like to keep potential bushfires at bay. Their daughter is there but since she’s just returned from the city after seventeen years away, I’d suggest she might not remember how to use the machinery, assuming her father had ever taught her.” He handed Ben the card. “Would you be able to drop in and see if she needs a hand?”

Ben took the card and coughed. “You mean, cold call out of the blue and ask if she wants her lawns mowed? Might work if I was fifteen and needed some pocket money.”

Neville laughed, a proper sound this time. “She won’t bite.”

“No sons to help out?”

“Their son Danny. I’ll doubt he’ll help. He left the farm the second he could and doesn’t bother to help with it at all. That reminds me, I should tell him about Andrew. They were tight.”

The mention of the crash sobered them both as the dying whir of the chopper blades finally quieted. “You’ll need a statement from me, then?”

Neville patted Ben’s shoulder as he turned to leave the cab. “Tomorrow. Come in to the station in the morning. I need to deliver some bad news this afternoon and I’m afraid it’s going to ruin more than just my evening.”
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Beth Streak didn’t know if coming back to Wills Crossing was the right thing to do. While the house didn’t have all the reminders of Rob that their home in Melbourne did, it was too big and too empty for her to be rattling around in on her own. The peace and quiet should help but in truth, it only gave her mind the time and space to relive old memories best left untouched.

A warm breeze blew through the open window, ruffling the sheer curtains and chasing away the chills of the past. She wondered how long this could go on. It’d been two years since the Army chaplain appeared on her doorstep to report her husband had been killed in Afghanistan. Would the grief ever dissipate? Out of habit, she played with the wedding band she still wore as she rose from the sofa and moved to stand at the big bay window overlooking the sprawling paddocks that belonged to her parents.

Once upon a time, sheep and cattle grazed Taylor’s Run, but since her father retired the farm, the wild grasses had taken over. Standing almost hip high, the golden shafts danced this way and that in the morning light. To the untrained eye, it looked like a scene from a fairy tale. Acres upon acres of flaxen waves undulating in the breeze. The reality, she reluctantly admitted, was that she stared at a fire hazard.

She needed to engage a contractor to see to the dry fuel, and perhaps another to address the leak in the roof. Of course, there were also the half dozen window sashes that refused to budge when she tried to open them this morning. She sighed and leaned against the window jamb. No wonder her parents had hinted at selling up before they left for Europe. This place was a disaster.

She’d agreed to house sit while they galivanted across the Northern Hemisphere, but that was before she knew about the upkeep that hadn’t been, well, kept up. She’d need to have a word with her brother when he returned. Danny never did like the farm much. Too much of an urban cowboy, he was. Why he’d remained in Wills Crossing was anyone’s guess.

Still, she couldn’t stay too mad at him. Her little brother had done alright for himself, marrying his high school sweetheart and producing two awesome little kids. She could hardly wait for them to come back from their summer getaway, having spent just the one afternoon with Bella and Tom since her return. At six, Bella was too cute for words and as for Tom, no four-year-old should be allowed to be such a dynamite.

Beth smiled, the thoughts of Danny’s kids easing the melancholy that had taken hold. Children had a way of doing that, as she learned from the few times she had fostered kids while Rob was deployed overseas. Between those young ones and the high school teens she taught, she learned early on she wanted children of her own. Now with Rob gone, she couldn’t see motherhood in her future.

The grandfather clock in the hall rang off, its ten chimes telling her she should get her ass into gear and call the local tradesmen for some quotes.

As she moved away from the window, the sound of tires crunching on gravel called her to the entryway. Standing inside the screen door, she watched the police cruiser come to a halt. The driver’s door swung open and a tall, lanky blond man climbed out, placing his standard issue cap on his head as he straightened. She smiled and pushed through onto the veranda, waving at the figure she hadn’t seen in seventeen years.

“Morning,” he called as he took the steps two at a time. His grin suggested he was glad to see her. “Why Beth Taylor, you haven’t changed a bit in seventeen years.”

She expected a handshake. She got a bear hug instead. “Neville Wilson. Who would’ve thought you’d become a policeman?”

“Not my father, that’s for sure.”

She nodded and pointed toward the wicker outdoor chairs. “You know it’s Streak, not Taylor, right?”

He nodded, his expression growing solemn as he lowered himself into the chair. “Sorry to hear about your husband.”

“Thank you.”

“How long have you been back?”

Beth almost told him to cut the bull. Even though he wasn’t a local from the Crossing, he was a Wilson and they knew everything that went on regardless if it was here in Wills Crossing or his home town, Bourke’s Ridge, further along the mountain range. She didn’t need to tell him very much at all, but she decided she didn’t need to show him cheek today. He looked weary.

“Christmas.”

“Ah. In time to see your parents off on their adventure then?”

She nodded, wishing she had the courage to go with them. But she didn’t, and that was that. No point wallowing. “Lucky sods.”

“And your brother?”

Beth gaped, surprised he hadn’t already swung by Danny’s new digs. Or he had, and found no one home in the recently developed housing estate at the southern end of town. Old Bill Rogers had sold his acreage to the developers and before long, the place was teeming with construction crews and new homes popping up overnight—or so her dad had explained. Beth had yet to go see for herself.

No. Since returning to her childhood home, she hadn’t set foot in town.

“Beth?”

She shook herself free of her thoughts. “Sorry, Nev. Danny and Steph left on Boxing Day, taking the kids on holiday. Said they’d be back on Australia Day in time for the start of school.”

The news had the policeman flustered. “Where did they go?”

She shrugged. “They hitched up the caravan and said they were headed north. Where exactly, you’d have to ask Danny himself. He has his phone. You and he not on speaking terms or something?”

Neville shook his head and edged forward on the chair. “Nothing so dramatic. Just haven’t had time to catch up, is all. Do you remember Andrew Lawson, Danny’s friend?”

Beth chuckled. “How could I not? The trouble those two got up to. He wasn’t the best influence on my young, naïve brother, but Mum says he came good.”

“He did, Beth. Married Patty Young. They’ve been fostering some kids for the last six months and doing a great job.”

There was a sadness in Neville’s voice Beth knew all too well. She’d heard it before. Two years ago, to be precise, though it hadn’t been a police officer back then. Her heart squeezed at the news he had come to deliver. Obviously, he’d wanted to tell Danny.

“Oh, no.”

Neville nodded. “Sorry to be the bearer of bad news. There was a car accident yesterday afternoon. Both of them were killed. A passing motorist stopped to help but it was too late. The kids are with Andrew’s parents until DHS can sort something out, though they’ll have to do that quite soon. Andrew’s mum has advanced MS now, and his father’s heart condition won’t help the matter.”

Beth’s stomach heaved, threatening to return her breakfast with interest. She put her hand to
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