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Dedication

 


Changing from
my previous genre of Sci-Fi Adventure has brought with it a whole
new level of focus and attention that I hadn't experienced before
with my writing. Over the year and a half it took to write this
book, many things have been put on the back-burner, like sleep and
work-related bookeeping. Everyone around me has had an astounding
level of patience, and for that I thank you. I hope the stress was
worth it!

 


I also
specifically wish to thank Mavis, who started out as just a
customer, became a friend, then somehow stumbled into being my
first book editor. She put her health aside to help me produce this
book, and I will be forever grateful.

 


Most of all,
thank you to my wife for putting up with my occasional crankiness,
general aloofness and crawling into bed at ridiculous hours after a
night of heavy writing. You are my world; never forget it.


A
Little Warning...

This book does
contain some coarse language, sexual references, adult themes, drug
references and violence. All new to me and my writing style! While
these things aren't at the basis of the story, they do turn up
every now and again. If you are the light-hearted type, just read
it like a movie rated "M" and close your eyes during the dodgy
bits.


 Chapter One

 


Thursday May
16, 01:31

 


A distant sound blared repeatedly from somewhere, bringing my
mind almost to full awareness. On my way
out of the dream I realised it was a phone ringing. It jolted me
awake, and one eye pried open to stare at the glowing red numbers
floating above the bedside table in the dark.

One thirty? Who the frig
could that be?

I rolled out
of bed and stumbled over to the desk. Despite my trusty oil heater
ticking away in the corner, the phone was incredibly cold in my
hand.

"Hello?"

"Oh thank God.
Jack, I'm so sorry, but I need you. Can you come over?" She's
worked up, crying and all. I thought I recognised her deep but
feminine voice though.

"Rachel?"
Rachel Gardener was a customer I'd had for a couple of years, under
both the handyman business, and my second, secret business as a
private investigator. She could seem a little unbalanced at
times-apparently suffered from a mild anxiety disorder-but most of
the time she was easy enough for a fella to get along with. Plus we
had a fair history, both personally and professionally.

"Yes, it's me.
Please Jack, I need help."

"Ok, ok. Are
you safe?"

"Yes. I just
need you here. I've got something to tell you."

"Righto. Just
give me a few minutes. I'll get something on and head over."

I hung up the
phone and shuffled into the bathroom. I've always slept in the
nude, and I'm a hairy bugger, so the cold had all my body hairs
standing on end. I looked like a furry echidna in the mirror when I
flicked the light on.

Draughty damn
house.

I put on the
work shirt and trousers that were lying on the floor, next to the
shower. I'd worn them the day before, but they didn't stink, and
right now there wasn't enough reason or inclination to find
anything else.

The pants were
black; the shirt tradie's fluorescent yellow, however there
shouldn't be anything at Rachel's that required night camouflage.
Then again, on second thoughts who knew what the heck I was heading
into. Perhaps being so obvious was not a good idea.

She had sounded pretty worked-up over the phone. How was I to know
she didn't have some crazy-man with a knife to her throat, or
something? I'd been a P.I. for long enough to know that things
weren't always as they seemed. And panicked ladies calling in the
middle of the night was enough to make anyone nervous.

Putting
yesterday's black work-jacket on over the top, just in case, I
glanced at the mirror again. I looked like someone just dragged
from a grave. Silver-streaked, dark-brown hair all over the place,
hadn't shaved for almost twenty-four hours and my light-blue eyes
looked glassy and tired.

Grey lines,
shadowed cheeks. At that point it was clear that while I may have
felt twenty-five at times, tonight I looked old enough to make my
real age of forty-three seem young. A voice told me I should tidy
myself, but I changed my mind. Stuff it; she wanted me out of bed
at this time of night, she could take me as I was.

Five minutes
later I was firing up the falcon and pulling out of the garage. I
thought it was a better choice than the work ute; quieter, and more
private with the tinted windows all round and matte black panels.
At night, it was almost invisible. Plus it had all my P.I. gear in
the boot, again just in case.

The moon was
full, with no clouds. Loved those nights. You could almost drive
without headlights... which by that stage I had done a few times in
the past. It was a good eight or so minutes back to town from my
place, country roads all the way. When I turned into Rachel's
drive, first thing I noticed was a missing car.

Her hubby's
4WD wasn't there, which I had kind of pre-guessed with her ringing
in the middle of the night and all, but it still had me wondering.
The wind was blowing a freezing gale when I trudged across the
frost-bitten grass to the door. I could hear her dogs, a four-foot
rottweiler and a mangy little string-haired chihuahua, barking
their respective heads off from round back.

She answered
the door on the second knock, and shuffled me inside like the road
was littered with paparazzi. Rachel's dazzling green eyes flared
nervously against the mass of curly red hair flowing across her
shoulders. Panic, fear and something I couldn't put my finger
on.

She was
wearing a kind of nightie thing, with a real silky thin fabric that
flowed ever so nicely over her short, slender body, and an open
dressing gown cast over her shoulders. At first I thought she was
mad wearing such a thing on this sort of night, minus-three degree
winds and all.

Her nipples
certainly agreed with me.

However, when
she closed the door behind us I realised the temperature of the
room was hovering somewhere between the centre of burning coal and
the surface of the sun. So in essence, she could have gone naked
with an ice-pack across her shoulders and been quite alright.

She led me
down the hall, passing the archway to the kitchen where the kettle
was already whistling, and I turned to see two mugs sitting on the
bench with tags hanging out. Obviously we were in for the long
haul.

This'd better be good, I thought
warily.

"Tea?" She
asked in a croaky voice as she left me in the dining room and
breezed back into her tiny kitchen.

Did I have a
choice? "Yeah sure," I replied aloud.

There was a
distinct air of tension in the house, like someone had died or
something. It made me uneasy. I looked around while I waited for
her to come back. From where I sat at the end of her oval table, I
could see out into the lounge and halfway up the hall to the
bedrooms.

She'd changed
things around since I'd last been there. Some sort of African cross
New Guinean theme with red droopy things everywhere, beads from the
doorways, and waist-high brown-timbered statues of black fellas
with big penises. Bit odd.

Looked like a lot of money had recently gone into decorating
the place. Interesting, considering she hadn't worked since
marrying. Thought it kind of funny too how, while it was her
and her bloke living
there-and mostly his money, it seemed-the decor was all her. Not
even a big screen to watch the footy on.

A couple of
minutes later she came in and placed the two tea mugs on the table
along with a plate of choc-chips and some sort of cake-slice thing.
Her normally attractive face was ragged and drawn, bringing out
every one of her thirty-six years, with black streaks running down
her cheeks where the hours of tears had liquefied her mascara. Her
red hair was now strung up in a haphazard ponytail.

"What is this
all about, Rach?" I queried as she took her seat across from
me.

I took a
couple of bikkies straight up. It had been a while since dinner and
I always got the nibbles around 2am. If I wasn't snoring at the
time, that is.

"It's Jonathan
I... I think something’s going on." She left a long pause,
seemingly straining to put her problem into words.

Jonathan
Gardener was her husband, obviously missing along with his 4WD. Big
bloke, about six-two and half that wide; hair everywhere but on his
head. He ran the main mechanic workshop in town, the one on Railway
St. I'd spoken to him a few times over my years in town, but since
they'd married the year previous, he had become kind of cagey
around me; not sure of my intentions or history with his missus, I
guess.

"Something like what, Rachel? Would you just let it out
already? I gotta get some sleep before starting on Harrison's deck
tomorrow..." I glanced at my watch as if I didn't already know how
bloody late it was. "I mean, later on today."

"I know. I'm
sorry, Jack. I'm just so scared I don't know what to do."

"Whaddya mean?
Has Jonathan done something to you?"

"No, not to
me. But I think he may have done something... to someone..." She
let that hang just long enough to have my mind reeling at a
thousand faces a minute. "You know that girl that's been missing
since last weekend?"

"Yeah. Blake's
got me asking around on my travels; see if anybody saw anything the
afternoon she went missing. Why? You don't think Jonathan has
anything to do with that, do you?"

Obviously my
last question was a little too direct for her. She immediately
shattered into a sobbing wreck. I'd seen this all before, couple of
years ago on the first and only night we had slept together. Only
this time there was no possibility it would end the same way. It
took her a while to calm back down.

"I don't
know... I..."

My masculinity
panged for a sec, and all I wanted to do was go and wrap my arms
round her and say it was all ok; protect her. But that had been
what got me in trouble last time, so I held back. Eventually she
pulled herself back together and wiped herself on a tissue she had
pulled from her dressing gown pocket.

"He's been at
that Holden tech thing in Brisbane for the last two nights." She
stood up and walked back out into the kitchen, still talking as she
moved. "I was sick and tired of tripping over his crap every time I
had to go in the shed to get the dog food, so I thought while he's
away I'd just do a bit of tidying."

"Shite, love.
You never tidy a man's shed."

The joke was
terrible, I know, but it was late, the tea was too weak and I
needed something to break the tense fogginess in my own head, more
than anything else. Besides, she didn't take any notice of what I'd
said.

"I was
shuffling some tools onto the back shelves," she continued, "when I
accidentally pushed a box off the top. And it had this in it."

I looked up
from my fourth biscuit and took a good look at what she was
holding. It was a footy jersey from the local club; red with blue
and white horizontal bands. She flipped it round so I could see the
name stencilled across the back.

Becker. As in
Allison Becker, the girl who had gone missing. It looked clean,
with no blood, but it still took me a long while to swallow the
choc-chip caught in my throat.

 



 Chapter Two

 


I looked her
straight in the face.

"Well, to make
you feel better, I'd say that it doesn't mean much. But hell Rach,
I'd be lying. How the frig did that end up in your shed?"

"I don't
know." Rachel sat back down with a flop, tossing the jersey on the
table. Only one word crossed my mind as I watched the thing hit the
timber.

Evidence.

"Why haven't
you gone to the cops?" I asked firmly, hardly giving a crap whether
she broke down again or not. "That's some serious evidence, Rachel.
If they know you've got that and didn't go to them straight away,
you could come down as an accomplice when the crap hits the
fan."

"I... I didn't
want to start something I wasn't sure of."

"Have you
talked to Jonathan?"

"No, I haven't
called Jonathan. I only found it this afternoon, and I've been
stewing on it all night. I haven't slept, or even eaten. It took me
an hour just to pull together the courage to call you. I was afraid
that the police would swoop straight in and arrest me or him, or
something. And I knew you'd know what to do."

It was
childish and probably mean, but the way she said that gave me a
mental image of her huddled in a corner, rocking back and forth
saying "Jumper, scary. Jumper, bad," for the last eight hours. In
my defence, that is often the way crazy people are on TV. But I
knew she had a clinical illness of the mind... I really had no
excuse.

Lucky I never
smiled, or told her what I was thinking.

By then
though, my frustration had kicked in. "Bloody hell, Rachel. That's
one heck of a place to put me in."

Now I did
admit that at that point I had raised my voice just a little, and
the agitation that I was feeling from being dragged into such a
predicament that late at night could have pushed a slight accusing
tone into my voice. But I was in no way prepared for the reaction
it caused.

"You?" she exploded, springing to her feet and driving
herself across the table at me. She was screaming like a banshee.
"What about the place I'm
in, you selfish mongrel? I've just found
something that could very well make my husband a
fucking murderer, and
all you can do is sit there and worry about you and your
pretty little world! At
least you can go home and sleep it off, go on tomorrow like
nothing's bloody happened. I gotta sit here and wait till the man I
thought I knew and loved waltzes in that door and says 'hi honey',
like he hasn't just killed some hapless teenage bitch!"

Right about
now, I wasn't really knowing what to think. I didn't know whether
to put on a calm voice and bring down the heat, speed dial the cops
or hit the freak with my pocket taser.

I'm sitting there in the middle of the night with a piss-weak
cup of tea in one hand and half a chewed bikkie in the other, with
a suddenly psycho woman screaming obscenities and thrusting her evil bloody
eyes at me, with a fire burning in them that looked set to cream
me.

I mean she had
gone from a sad, pathetic, blubbering mess to full-on crazy-town in
two seconds flat. I was suddenly aware that I was sweating like a
duck underwater too, but I'm thinking that was the result of the
furnace burning at the far side of the lounge-room, not my sudden
fear and shock.

I guess my
surprise showed, because in a quick moment, Rachel calmed it right
off. Her face morphed back into a human's and she re-took her seat.
A second later when she spoke, her voice had returned to its normal
placid tones.

"I'm sorry,
Jack. I'm just real stressed, hey. All of this has freaked me out.
My meds don't seem to be taking the edge off any more. I'm real
sorry. Jonathan has been working such long days lately that I've
hardly seen him for weeks. Then this... I'm just..." And again with
the tears.

I was still
completely lost for words. Stressed, yeah fair enough. But heck,
I'd known Rachel a good few years by that stage; seen a few
meltdowns and slight tantrums. But I'd never seen her like this.
This wasn't stress—it was a chemical imbalance. She had mentioned
her medication too, which was unusual for her to do, and it made me
a little concerned. I just sat there and watched her cry for a
minute, trying to figure all this crap out.

So her hubby
had, supposedly, a missing girl's sports jersey in a box at the
back of his shed. Funnily enough, the very same jersey that she had
been wearing the day she disappeared. It was a massive
circumstantial coincidence, that was undeniable.

But did it
really prove anything? Yeah, sorta. How the hell else would he have
gotten a hold of that piece of clothing if not by pulling it off
the dead girl’s body? But was she even dead? Did he simply pick it
up off the side of a road?

In the last
couple of days, the cops had done some major searching of the whole
town using canine detection crews, bush land and all, and turned up
nothing. Not a single trace of her. Though they hadn't said
anything to the family yet, as far as their investigations were
concerned the trail was already cold.

From witness
reports that Senior Sergeant Walter Blake had showed me, it seems
that Miss Becker had left the under-seventeens footy training at
Patterson Oval on Saturday May 11th. She always walked home after
training. Apparently she liked to cool down from the session, and
her home was only eighteen hundred metres or so from the field.

Heck, if her
parents had been looking out the eastern window at the time she
disappeared, they'd have probably seen her go, or the car that took
her at least. But they didn't, till about a half hour after the
time she'd normally walk in the door, and of course by then she was
long gone. Not long after that, they called the cops.

All the girls
from the team, as well as their fifty-year-old grey-haired coach,
had said that they saw her walking down the road that afternoon.
Some even said they waved from their SUVs when their parents drove
past. But despite so many eyes on her at random intervals,
somewhere between 4:48pm and 5:15pm, she had simply vanished, and
not one person saw anything suspicious.

It was
certainly a mystery, one that that small town police force was
hard-pressed to deal with. I think that's why Blake had ended up
pulling me in. gotten to know each other a few years back, not long
after I rocked into town. He was one of only five people in the
whole district who knew about my new secret night job, and he
sometimes used my unique position, personal access and past
military training to his advantage.

We'd
collaborate on jobs, with him feeding me a bit of intel in order to
help get more information from possible suspects or witnesses. I
loved the arrangement, and despite making no money out of most of
the bones he threw me, it usually worked out even with all the free
ID histories, rego reports and background checks I was able to get
out of the force.

Not that we told anybody about that bit.

I was brought
out of my reverie when suddenly Rachel was standing over me with my
almost-empty cup in her hand.

"So what are
we going to do, Jack?"

"We? Sorry, love, but there's not a whole lot
I can
do to help, besides put in a good word for you
with the sarge. But you
are going to take that jersey down the cop shop
first thing in the morning and tell them exactly how you found
it."

"But they'll
just want to arrest Jonathan." She was a lot calmer than before,
but I could clearly see a spark of unbridled panic in her eyes
again. She was making me bloody nervous.

"Not
necessarily. Most likely they'll just have him in for questioning
when he gets back into town. Find out what he knows as to her
whereabouts. The missing girl case is technically still not a
homicide just yet. But they’ll ask you some questions too, where
you just need to lay out the truth, and they'll most likely want to
come and search the premises for anything else."

She plonked
herself back into her seat. "Oh no..." The crying was about to
start again. I looked at my watch. 2:30 really was my limit; I had
to get out of there.

"Look, Rach,
sorry to be harsh, but tears aren't helping you here. You've got to
just stay together, think rationally and don't go jumping to any
conclusions."

She was
nodding, soaking up some more saline with that sodden tissue of
hers.

"Just to be
safe, I wouldn't be calling Jonathan just now, either. He may be
perfectly innocent, but it'd be best if the cops talk to him first,
ok? And it might be a good idea, after you drop the jersey down the
shop, to just go stay somewhere else for a couple of days. You
know, till the cops have talked to Jonathan. Is your mother still
in that two bedroom place up by Harry's Hill?"

"Yep. And
Jonathan's only been there twice. He's never been able to remember
where she lives."

"That's good.
Best if you do that, I think. Just for a few days, maybe a
week."

I started to
stand up, making it clear it was time for me to go home. She
copied, and began hesitantly leading me to the door. I had the
distinct impression that she was about to beg me to stay on the
couch or something.

I could understand her trepidation; fears her husband might
come home early or something. Either way, it would not have been a
good idea. Plus I really just could
not stand her
presence right then. Something about her was giving me the
creeps.

She just went
to open her mouth when I cut her off.

"You should be
ok tonight, Rachel. Take half a sleeping pill and make sure you get
a good bit of shut eye. In the morning, take that bloody jersey
into the cops."

I was at the
door now, just bracing myself to pass between the enveloping heat
and the icy cold. I was really wishing I'd brought my darn snow
jacket.

"Good night,
Rachel. Let me know how you go tomorrow, ok?"

"Ok, Jack. And
thank you so much. I didn't know who else to call. It means so much
that you believe me."

Shit the air
outside was cold. My toes almost curled up inside my boots when
that door opened. "Righto. Hear from you later."

She stayed
standing in the doorway while I walked down the drive to where I'd
parked the falcon. A key turn later, I was getting blasted by warm
air in my little comfort booth.

I really felt
at home in that car. I'd spent so many hours whiling away inside
it, into the darkest parts of many a night, that I was about as
settled in that seat as I had ever been anywhere else.

I looked up
from the glowing lights of the dash as I put it in reverse, and
noticed that Rachel was still watching me from the front porch.
Ordinarily, such a thing wouldn't bother me, but for some reason I
got a sudden chill down my spine.

Quickly I
backed the car out onto the dark road, put it in drive and pumped
the accelerator. Vivid flashbacks hit me of her face when she'd
lost it in that dining room. I just had to get the hell out of
there.

It wasn't till
I was turning onto my road that I started to come down off my
nerves. It was then that it came to me how strange her last words
had been.

"It means so
much that you believe me," she had said. It played over and over
again in my head as I headed home, tossing up dust on the gravel
roads.

"Believe me."

What an odd
thing to say. It had never even occurred to me that she may have
been lying. But considering that odd remark, was it possible that
she had something to hide?

Already things weren't adding up. And damn it, now I wasn't going to get
any sleep at all.

 



 Chapter Three

 


Thursday May
16, 11:13

 


Never bothered
setting an alarm, because since starting the handyman business in
'03, I had always just gotten up when my body let me. However after
the night before, and the intermittent sleep that followed, I was
wishing I had. Mr Harrison was booked in for around a 9am start,
and there I was dragging my tools out of the ute a bit after
11.

"Hey Jack, how
ya doin', mate?"

"G'day Tom.
Sorry I'm late, mate. Had a hell of a night."

"That's
alright, Jack. Gee, you're not wrong though; you look half dead.
Everything ok?"

"Yeah, just
couldn't sleep is all." Only half a lie.

"Hope you're
still in the mood for pulling things apart."

"Always, mate,
always." I returned his smile, cause I knew what he was getting
at.

Only last week
when I was doing work on his place, I'd told him the story of when
I was ten years old, home from school sick one day. I'd gotten
bored; went to the garage, found a socket set and pulled apart half
my dad's prized GT falcon, just for fun. I had engine parts lying
on the grass next to the shed, two doors off and most of the dash
spread across the front bench-seat. Boy when the old man came home
that day, all hell broke loose!

Mr Harrison
had thought it was a great laugh.

"Fair enough,"
he said now, still grinning. "You'll have to put in the hard yards
today so you can pass out tonight then, huh?"

I agreed, and
Harrison chuckled.

"I've already
run that lead out for you, Jack. Have you got everything else you
need?"

"Yeah,
thanks."

"Righto, I'll
leave you to it. I'll be inside, so just call if you need a
hand."

"Thanks, Tom,
I will."

I always loved
a customer who leaves the tradie to just do his job. Too many
followed me around, asking questions and picking on my decisions.
Those types drove me insane!

And as good
customers went, Tom Harrison was one of the best. I'd been doing
work for him for almost five years now, on and off. Tragically, his
wife had died of a heart attack while showering back in '08, and
when the ambulance crews had arrived they had to pull the entire
glass screen off the cubicle to get her out.

It had been
such a rough time for the poor old bloke. With the bathroom in such
a state, he hadn't been able to bring himself to go into the
bathroom for weeks after the funeral. Eventually one of his
estranged family members had come to their senses and given me a
call.

I fixed the
shower up for him, for nothing as I didn't have the heart to charge
him. His family never offered to pay, despite being the ones who
called. After the job, and a few cups of tea, we'd been pretty good
mates ever since.

Presently, I
trudged up to the deck that needed the flooring replaced, feeling
like a man twice my age wearing concrete boots. It was on the
western side of the house, coming off a side door that caught the
afternoon sun.

Of course the
saw-mill delivery boy had dropped the load early, today of all
days, and done his usual trick of planting the new timber a good
twenty metres from where I needed it, despite repeating to him the
instructions three times the day before. Yet another reason I was
pissed at myself for not getting out of bed on time.

Setting up the
saw-trestle and plugging into the lead Mr Harrison had left out for
me, I just couldn't shake from my mind the developments of the
night before. Too many things were just a little odd. Trying to
correlate what I knew about Jonathan Gardener, with the possibility
of him committing a kidnapping and likely murder, was like
wondering why a bloody apple tree was growing navel oranges. There
was just no logical connection to look for.

He may have
looked part monkey, and been a man of few words, but the fact was
that he had a very decent reputation around town, with everybody
from elderly ladies to P-platers bringing their cars to his depot
for repair. I never did, because I did most of my own work, but I
had never heard a bad word about his professional conduct.

In fact a good
mate of mine worked there at the workshop, and always spoke highly
of him. You mention his name to anyone and you got back nothing but
praise and positive comments. He coached the local under 5's in
cricket on Saturday mornings, was a member of the Chamber of
Commerce, as well as on the Council Public Advisory Committee, was
a non-smoker, liked snuggling and long walks along the beach.

So what the
hell was a bloke like that doing with a missing girl's jumper in
his shed? Question of the bloody week.

By now, Rachel
should have taken that jersey to the cops, and could very well be
on her way up Harry's Hill, twelve Ks south of town. I wished to
hell that she'd never called me up, not least because I'd just cut
the first two lengths of merbau seventy millimetres short. Lucky
I'd bought a couple of extra lengths for stock.

As I
re-measured and started cutting again, the decision came to me that
it was about time this whole thing took a back-seat. I'd just
concentrate today on getting the deck done properly, pack up fast,
and start knocking around asking a few questions.

Wasn't a big
deck; shouldn't have taken me any more than three or four
hours.


***

Thursday May
16, 15:52

 


It was nearly
four that afternoon when I was finally putting the ute into gear
and cruising away from Mr Harrison's smiling face and Queen-style
waves.

Trying to
decide where to go first with the limited time I had before the
town closed for the evening, I spontaneously took a left at Railway
and headed down to number fifty-two, Gardener & Co Mechanical.
May as well go straight to the source. Hopefully I was ahead of the
police.

They were
still pretty busy at the workshop; obviously the boys were
struggling to keep up with the boss out of town for the week. I
turned off the Navara and locked the door. My mate Sammy called out
from the workshop door as I approached.

"Jack Mullens?
What the heck are you doing here? Don't tell me there's a gasket on
that old girl you can't fix yourself."

Sammy Kato was
Jonathan's 2IC. Where the business name said "& Co", Sammy was
the "Co". His mother was an Australian Aboriginal, but he had a
Japanese father, so he looked like neither of them, stood only
about five-two and had a soft olive tinge to his skin.

Gardener and
him had been in partnership for a few years now, and while I'd
never had a vehicle in the shop, Sammy and I went fishing together
on the odd weekend up Moogera Dam way. He was a good eight or nine
years older than me, but we'd become good mates since he'd come to
town in '07.

Sammy knew all
about my night job as a P.I... though to be honest we never talked
about it much. He just didn't seem too interested. But with that in
mind I admitted to myself that I'd have to just play it cool. It
would simply be a good, general and non-suspicious chat about
Jonathan Gardener.

"Yeah, sure,
mate," I replied sarcastically. "My passenger-side windscreen wiper
has worn down, and I just can't seem to figure it out. Can you get
one of the boys onto it for me?"

"Oh, you are a
funny bugger, Mullsey," Sammy laughed.

He had
staggered out to meet me a few metres from the roller door, using a
rag to wipe the oil from his hands as he moved. Like me, he'd spent
a bit of time in the military when he was younger. Only he'd come
back with a shattered femur in his right leg, from which he'd never
really recovered. Poor fella still had a pretty bad limp.

He was full of
smiles though, as usual, as he stopped and glanced up at me. "Just
not used to seeing you here, is all. What brings ya?"

"Can't a mate
spontaneously drop in to another mate's workplace and pull him up
for a cuppa without copping the third degree? What's the world
coming to when being a good mate is a crime?"

"Bloody rot,
if you ask me, Mulls."

"Yeah, that's
what I reckon."

"Come on then,
let's see what we can do to improve the rot."

He chucked an
arm around my shoulders and we stepped in through the glass office
door to the side of the workshop. He led me round the counter and
out back, into a little lunch room that had a second door out to
the shop.

While he
boiled the billy and busied himself finding where the boys had
hidden the coffee and sugar, I glanced around the small room. It
was clear that a woman hadn't been within a hundred metres of the
place for probably twenty years, unless you take into consideration
the naked calendar bimbos hung all over the walls.

Filthy grease
prints lined every surface, with a soft polish of oil giving all
things a crude sheen. Now, I'm no clean freak, but I couldn't even
look in the fridge when Sammy opened the door to retrieve the
milk.

Turned my
bloody stomach to think of the condition my mug must have been in
when he started pouring too. Glad coffee is brown, so you can't see
the scum till you're done drinking it.

"So how's
things been, Mulls?" Sammy asked as he placed my cup in front of me
and sat down on a chair opposite. I was trying to keep my hands off
the table, to save picking up some disease. "I was starting to miss
you, seeing as we haven't been up the dam for a while. But then I
s'pose she's getting too bloody cold at night to think of camping
now anyway."

"Too true.
Think we're better off holding it till spring, mate. No point in
freezing our arses off for two perch and a bunch of yabbies."

"Optimistic bugger! When have you ever caught
two perch?"

My indignant
response was drowned out by some young apprentice going mental with
an air-wrench under a green torana, three metres behind me out in
the workshop. The green was about as gaudy as anyone could imagine.
Worse than the lime bench tops in my Grandmother's old place. Awful
colour.

"Business going well?" I asked when my ears had stopped
ringing. "I see your boss is away." May as
well get right in there.

"Business
partner, thanks."

"Sorry."

"No you're
not. But yeah, it's going ok. Things usually get a bit quiet around
now; folks like shacking up and staying in-doors to escape the
onset of Antarctic winds."

"Yeah, I get
that."

"Still booked
out for the next couple of weeks though."

"That's
good."

"Mmm. And
Jon's away at that big Holden expo they hold in Brisbane every
year. He's been whining about not going for almost a decade, so I
said to him to 'just shut up and go this year, and give me and the
boys some bloody peace'."

"Fair enough.
What do they do down there?" I took my first sip of coffee. It
tasted like petrol, light on the palate, with a dash of fresh
coolant and a hint of sugared caffeine.

I put it back
down.

"Oh nothing
much," he replied. "Just show off all the latest models and
technology that'll be coming out in the newer Commodores. Jon's
always been a nut for that sort of thing. He even went down two
days early just in the hope of seeing the things roll in."

Two days
early. That put his departure around Monday morning; the Monday
just after Allison Becker's disappearance. Yet Rachel had him
leaving Tuesday.

One of them
was either lying, or being lied to.

 



 Chapter Four

 


"I hear the
reserves are coming to town next weekend, mate," Sammy commented,
suddenly changing the subject. He was referring to the army
training exercise being conducted at the old, mostly-unused
military grounds forty kilometres west of town; up in the
mountains.

It was part of
a new routine they had started for the army reserves in recent
times, trucking units all round the place and setting up minor
scenarios in random bush locations. Trying to get them used to
winging it, I s'pose.

"Yeah, I'd
heard," I replied, following the lead. "Bet all the young
part-timers will be having fun playing GI Joe for a couple of days
up there."

"You should go
up there and give them a few tips, mate." Sammy had the biggest
grin across his ever-tanned face, because he bloody-well knew how
I'd gotten out of the service.

I'd ended up
getting shafted from the army when old mate Captain caught me
shagging a girl under the mess tables at one of our bush
get-togethers up the Gold Coast way, off in the hinterland. I'd not
long been back from my stint in the Gulf, was a little unstable,
and I kind of exploded at my superior, pants around ankles and
all.

Back then they
used to take us all up there once or twice a year for training and
such, something like what they were doing this weekend, only a
little more involved. In the late eighties and early nineties
family and work commitments weren't quite as persuasive as they
seem to be today, and a bloke could afford to disappear for a bit
longer.

Reserve crews
from all over Queensland would come down for a couple of weeks at a
time and do a big cross-unit educational thingo. Gwen was the name
of the girl I got caught with; she was from up north somewhere...
Townsville I think. We always hooked up at the Gold Coast gig; had
been for years.

Just never got
caught till then. She was an office pen-pusher in her day job or
something and she loved breaking free, she always said. I've got no
idea about any of that. Never worked in an office myself; bit too
stuffy for me.

I think they
kicked Gwen out too, but she never spoke to me again so I don't
really know. Honestly, I still think I must have scared her off by
losing it at the Captain like that. Shame really.

I realised
that Sammy was still talking, which brought me back into the
room.

"... So I
said, 'screw you, I don't have to pay for half a bottle of wine
that I didn't drink!' I don't think she liked that. It's been a
week, and I still haven't heard from her."

I let out a
laugh as if I had heard the whole story. "Bloody drongo. She's not
going to call you now! You're the fella: you are supposed to pay
for the entire meal. Where's your sense of chivalry?"

"Chiva-what?
No stuff it, Mulls. The bottle cost almost a hundred bucks, and I
don't even drink the crap. I only had a beer and sat on that all
night. I'll be buggered if I'm gonna pay for something I didn't
order."

"No wonder you
still live in that flat all alone, mate, if you won't even fork out
a few dollars to please a lady."

"You can
talk!"

"Hey!" I said
it with gusto, but I was smiling all the way. Sammy was a mad
prick. I thought I'd try gently pulling the conversation back round
to our mate. "So you're coping here all alone, hey? Even with all
these bloody apprentices? You must be almost pulling your hair out,
the little bit you got left anyway. When's the boss get home?"

"Business partner. Not real sure, hey. I know the car show wraps up tomorrow
arvo, but he's not needed back in till Monday anyway, so he might
wait till the weekend to drive back. Don't know. He'll probably do
his usual and stumble in sometime round lunch."

Regretfully, I
took a second sip of my coffee, just to keep up appearances. "Often
take a bit of extra time off, hey?"

"Yeah, and
leaves me to hold the bloody fort." Sammy's tone had become
somewhat bitter, and only got worse as he went on. "Last weekend,
the bugger even knocked off early; almost one o'clock. Said he had
to go over his mate's place to watch the Rabbitos game on the big
screen. We had six cars in that day. Pain in the arse."

I glazed
quickly over the fact that this new info cleared Gardener from work
three hours prior to Becker's disappearance. "What, Saturday? You
guys open on a Saturday now? Must be busier than I thought."

"Only since
old Harold closed down the garage on the other side of the bridge.
Amazing how many customers of that old bloke's we ended up with
when he retired."

"Yeah, I
guess." Things were dragging on a bit now, and I needed to take
away this new set of information and have a think. Besides it was
coming up to five o'clock, getting pretty dark outside, and I
didn't want to be in the way of closing time. "Well, s'pose I'd
better leave you to it, Sam. The boys will start whining that
you're keeping them from their Thursday video game night." I stood
up and took my mug to the sink, inconspicuously tipping the rest
down the drain.

Sammy laughed,
still sitting behind me, but it sounded slightly forced somehow.
"Yeah, the little retards. Kids today would just stay home and
never work a minute if they had a choice, hey. 'Y Generation?' They
should call it the 'Slack Generation'."

"Yeah. Quiet
though, mate." I pointed out into the workshop, where the three
young men were putting tools away on their hooks on the far wall.
"You might have a rebellion if they hear you talk like that."

Sammy walked
me back out to the ute, and we had a couple more small jokes before
I got in, saying goodbye through the lowered window. I was far from
with it by that point, my mind reeling too fast with information.
Getting back on Railway Street I drove slowly down till I reached
the T-junction and took a right, taking the long way home so I
could think.

Between the
jumper, small hints from Rachel, and Sammy's unwitting testimony
pinpointing Gardener's movements from the last week thus far, it
was beginning to look more and more like the mongrel had in fact
kidnapped the poor Becker girl. It was too much in the way of
circumstantial evidence.

He had knocked
off work with heaps of time to spare that Saturday afternoon, going
off radar for a good few hours. He had a history of coming and
going from the workshop at random times-times that his own wife
seemingly wasn't aware of-so obviously he never had gone straight
home from work. Then he conveniently skipped down just a day later
to wait the week out in the big smoke, while the initial flurry of
investigation blew over.

The man's
involvement in this crime was becoming less murky by the hour, and
it was making me even more concerned for the young Allison's
condition. Because if he had just kidnapped a girl for the fun of
it, with no further plans, he most likely would not have just left
her tied up somewhere while he tripped off to Brisbane.

Too much of a chance she'd be found, wherever he had her
hidden, and he'd be implicated straight off. If she was still
alive, someone would need to be here to keep her quiet.
So, Gardener either hadn't gone to Brisbane at
all and was secretly holed up somewhere local, or he'd taken her to
Brisbane with him, somehow, or...

Or, he had an
accomplice.

 



 Chapter Five

 


Friday May 17,
19:48

 


The rain was
falling lightly through the glow of the street lamp ten metres away
and the evening was heavily overcast; the temperature struggling to
stay above freezing. I'd already been sitting there in the car for
almost an hour, watching the heat from the falcon's engine steam
the raindrops off the bonnet.

With only a
hint of irony, I was parked in the exact same place where I'd first
done a stake-out job for Rachel. It was a few years back, when she
was still Miss Samson working as a receptionist at the local
accountant's office. Some kid had been stealing her garden
ornaments at night. That was when I got my first taste of being a
Private Eye.

It all began
when I had been doing a fencing job for her, patching up a few
loose palings, and got to talking with her about things going
missing from her yard over a few nights a week or so before. One
night a bicycle, then some boots, a solar garden light. He took
four of her gnomes, too.

She was saying
how frustrated she was that the local cops didn't want to have a
bar of it. No evidence, they said, and no leads. I had agreed that
it was a pain in the arse, and that with the region's petty-crime
rate rising at the time, the town needed someone who could do a bit
more than the police.

Later that
night I got to thinking, and like a mug I called Rachel up the next
day to suggest I do a bit of a stake-out for a few nights and see
if we couldn't nab the bugger. She jumped at it.

So I did it,
and by some miracle I actually caught the prick red-handed. Ended
up being some bloody kid from just up the road, maybe nine or ten
years old. The rat was flogging off her stuff at school and making
a tidy little profit.

I dragged the
mongrel back home to his mother, who had thought he was in bed
asleep, and she gave him a bloody well-deserved hiding. I could
hear her yelling all the way as I walked back to Miss Samson’s
place that night. He never stole anything again.

Doing that job
gave me a bit of a boost, and that had nothing to do with the six
hundred bucks she forced me to take as a reward. It felt like I was
finally pulling something good out of the crap I had to do over in
the Gulf in my twenties.

After that I'd
thought, "hey, I can do something with this." So I started slipping
out a few flyers with a different email address on them and getting
a few quiet jobs.


Small.town.nightwatchman@gmail.com, that's me. Been a busy little
address over the years, that one.

Got a second
mobile too, specially for the job. I'd deal by phone text and
email, do the job alone and usually at night, then get them to put
the money in a bank account under a different name. Never met with
the clients personally, just in case.

Rachel,
though, did know who I was. And she never forgot what I did for
her... only not in a good way. For a while there she was calling
once or twice a week, just to prattle on about nothing or feed me
local gossip, almost flirting at times. It did get on my nerves,
but a lot of what she told me was helpful neighbourhood intel and
she was keeping my secret for me, so I let it go.

Over the span
of a few months, our relationship had started to go in a direction
I didn't want. At one point we actually hooked up. But I called a
quick end to that arrangement. She was just a bit too fickle for my
liking, at the time suffering from frequent anxiety, some kind of
minor flashbacks to her past and mood-swings. That particular night
she had been really upset about something I can't quite recall.

The part I'll
never forget, though was when, in a moment of weakness that I still
regret, I surrendered to her "needs" and made love to her. It felt
more to me like taking advantage, and I found myself unable to look
her in the eye the next morning.

She became
more needy than ever after that, which just pushed me further away.
I managed to talk her into crisis counselling, and I gradually
distanced myself. About a year later, Rachel Samson abruptly got
married to some bloke, became Rachel Gardener, and she hardly ever
called me again.

Till the other
night, of course.

Yes, that spot
on Bracken Rd had ended up being the beginning of both a very
interesting line of work, and a steep emotional learning curve for
me. It ran parallel to her street, with rows of fancy brick houses
between them, and gave me a perfect view across a still-vacant
block straight into her living room.

It had flicked
over 8pm and finally something was happening. Mr Gardener's silver
toyota landcruiser had just pulled up. I'd gotten word from Rachel
that he was due back tonight, when she had called the mobile
earlier that afternoon to say she was set up safely at her mum's
with her dogs.

I hadn't told
her that I planned to watch the man's arrival.

His headlights reflected off the green colourbond at the rear
of the double carport, illuminating half the street in a light
emerald. Gardener killed the engine and a
moment later peeled himself out of the driver's door.

I drew the
spotting scope to my eye and watched in close detail as several
McDonald's wrappers, a coke cup and what looked to be half a pack
of french-fries dropped from his lap onto the concrete driveway. A
diet that suited his figure. He never picked them up, just shut the
door and started moving.

He didn't even
stop to grab anything out of the boot; he just rounded the
landcruiser and went straight for the front door. I was just
starting to guess that he was probably wondering why the missus
wasn't in at that time of night, when I saw seemingly all the
internal lights come on and watched him walking into the lounge and
right up to the phone stand.

A few seconds later Jonathan Gardener was treading back and
forth across the carpeted room, with the cordless phone pressed to
his ear. As
I watched him moving between the open curtains,
he seemed to me to be real agitated,
moving his thick body with purpose and power. There were plenty of
hand movements and other physical gestures, as if he was
supplementing the verbal with some sign language to the person on
the other end.

I'd already
kind of assumed who he was talking to, but I needed to make sure,
so I reached to my belt and whipped out the Nokia. Holding the
screen down low to avoid the light showing up, my fingers speed
dialled Rachel's mobile. Straight to voicemail. As I suspected,
he'd probably rung her to go off because she knew he was coming
home after a week away, and he was pissed that she wasn't home for
the welcoming committee.

Poor baby.

The phone call
only lasted for a few minutes after that, and next thing I knew, Mr
Gardener was emerging from the house again like a steam-train and
leaping back into his 4WD. In a flurry of short tyre squeaks, the
car backed down the drive and disappeared east behind the house
next to me, toward the intersection. I quickly tossed the scope on
the passenger seat and fired up the ford.

A few seconds
later I was rounding the end of Bracken Rd and heading north on
Wattle, which I knew would eventually bring us out onto the bypass
around town. I was a little way behind him and couldn't see his
lights over the slight hump in the road, but there was only one
left turn off this street before he would hit the highway, and I'd
soon know if he'd taken it. I wanted to stay a good distance behind
to avoid being noticed.

Out on the New
England I pumped the pedal to bring her up to speed. The highway
was dead quiet at this time on a Friday night. Most travellers were
in bed resting up, and most young hooligans were in town doing
burnouts at the industrial estate and lapping the main street. I
could see Gardener, only car on the road and just a couple of
hundred metres ahead, already at the limit heading north-west.

However
Harry's Hill, where Rachel was staying at her mum's, was twelve
clicks to the south. Either she'd lied to him on the phone just
then, or he wasn't heading out to go see her. The speedo showed a
solid climb, so I touched the cruise control key on the steering
wheel and set it forward to 110. I felt the surge from behind as
the computer seized control and pushed the sedan forward.

I'd come to
really love that car. I'd bought her new in '09, and had her fitted
out with the factory perimeter alarm and technology kit. Despite no
plan to ever own an iPhone to use the cable thingo from the kit,
the integrated Bluetooth certainly came in handy. Straight after
taking delivery, I'd put her in to my mate Nick's auto electrical
shop in Kedron, North Brisbane.

His boys had
gone to work on her, installing auto-darkening tint film to all the
windows, GPS tracker, three hundred and sixty degrees of HD cameras
linked to movement sensors, and it's own mobile network integration
card.

I still have
to chuckle to myself—my car can call me if it gets into
trouble.

It couldn't
have been more than three or four minutes later when I noticed the
silver landcruiser indicating at the next exit right. Willow Rd
came off the highway there from one of those tight, no shoulder
turns, and led down into Granger Valley.

Really more of
an extended gorge, it ran the length of the highway from a bit
further north of where I was, all the way back down to the south
side of town. Nothing but a v-shape of grassed land littered with
trees, and the odd road criss-crossing Thompson's Creek at the
bottom.

This was where
I started to get real suspicious, immediately playing with the
possibility that old mate here was about to take me straight to
where he'd buried that young Becker girl's body. Or, preferably,
had her tied up in a shack somewhere.

He'd exited by
the time I was coming past the turnoff, and slowed right up; just
cruising down the narrow road into the low-lands. In case he
happened to be glancing out his rear-view mirror, I sped past the
turnoff at full speed till around a hundred metres down the
highway, pulled up fast into a wide turn right across the empty
lanes, and drove back to the intersection.

I decided
against using my headlights as I pulled off the highway, and
instead opted to switch on my latest gadget for only it's second
trial run.

Late last
summer I'd taken the falcon back down to Nick's and had a Night
Vision Suite installed. I'd seen it on the net one night and
decided, in my game, it was stupid not to have it. Honestly, I've
got no idea how it works, but it has infra-red lights mounted
around the forward grill and two big long-distance forward
projectors in place of the standard fog lamps.

From what I
can tell, it then uses cameras to pick up the reflected invisible
light. The end result is a nifty live video projected on my
windshield. It may have cost me almost seven grand to install, but
in times like this, it was worth every penny. I could drive safely
at speed while being completely concealed.

Gardener's 4WD
was already almost a K up the road by now as it wound alongside the
creek, and was starting to disappear into the trees. I increased
speed to try to cover the distance so I didn't lose him.

It was getting
so tense, keeping my eyes on his car while watching for kangaroos
on the winding track, that my heart nearly jumped when the bloody
phone rang with Rachel's mobile number filling the LCD on the dash.
The falcon's Bluetooth picked it up.

"Yeah Rach,
what's up?" I could here her chihuahua yapping in the
background.

"Did I already
tell you that Jonathan was due home tonight?"

"Yeah, this
afternoon. Remember?"

"Oh yes,
that's right. Sorry. I left my meds at home when I left for mum's.
I start getting forgetful after a day or so. So how are things?"
Her voice sounded odd; strained, somehow.

Do her meds have anything to do with that?
I wondered.

"Neither here
nor there," I replied aloud. "How are you going? Have you talked to
Jonathan since he came back?"

"Hmm mmm. He
called the minute he got in the door, bitching that I wasn't home.
Said he wanted me home to greet him. Probably just 'cause he was
after a bit of nookie."

Too much information, I
thought.

"I told him I
got lonely," she continued, "and had taken the dogs with me to stay
over at Jill's house for the last few nights."

So she did lie
to him. Jill Slater was Rachel's best friend, from what I knew. She
was loud and obnoxious, incredibly over-bearing, full of herself
and difficult to get along with. But those two were inseparable,
and it would make perfect sense for Rachel to shack up over at
Jill's.

But that
didn't explain why he was heading out here, for two reasons. One:
because I knew Jonathan Gardener hated Jill Slater's guts, always
had, and wouldn't be caught going over to her place in a pink fit,
and two: because Jill lived six streets over from the Gardener
place, right in the middle of suburbia, not out here in
quasi-bushland four kilometres north of town.

I could see
Jonathan's car closing in now ahead of me, so I loosened my foot
and slowed the ford off a little. The road had turned to dirt track
and had started winding back up the hill, still running along the
highway above. I was so busy keeping an eye on the grey-scale
video-stream lining my windscreen, I'd almost forgotten the
phone-line was still open.

"Where are
you?" Rachel asked, obvious curiosity in her voice. "You sound like
you're driving."

I wasn't about
to tell her where I was or who I was following, so I thought
something up quick. "Yeah, just out for a drive to clear my head.
Heck of a day today out at a place with a wonky door. Took me
nearly four hours to replace; had to rebuild half the doorway.
Bitch of a job."

It wasn't a total lie, if at all. I really had spent almost
the full day fighting with a doorway that was out of square on
three different axes, including a sunken stump under one side.
Nearly did my head in. The part I left out
was how after that, I'd spent an hour visiting the Becker household
and offering my support, as well as keeping an ear open for any new
intel.

Over a cup of
their tea, and tears, I had also told them about my extra work as a
private investigator and offered my services free of charge, should
they require me to help with finding their girl. Now eight people
in town knew about my secret night job.

The father was
an accountant and Mrs Becker ran the local vet clinic. They were
good people, and deserved none of this. I only hoped I could find
their missing daughter before it was too late.

Not long
before I had left, Allison's mother showed me a recent picture of
their daughter, for identification. She was a beautiful girl; soft
and lightly freckled skin, straight auburn hair, brown eyes.
Standing in the doorway to leave, I had looked both of them in the
eye and promised I would do what it took to help find their
girl.

"Oh," Rachel
continued, bringing me back to the now. "Well anyway, I told
Jonathan that I was staying at Jill's till tomorrow morning, and
that he may as well find something to do for a while. I'm trying to
stall him till the police have had a word. Do you know if they have
any plans yet? I told them he was back tonight."

"Wouldn't have
a clue, but I'd be guessing Blake would have his boys cued up for
tomorrow morning. Did you tell Jonathan to stay home?"

Up ahead, I
saw Gardener's brake lights brighten the tree line, and he pulled
off the road down a track I couldn't yet make out.

"I tried, but
obviously I couldn't make him suspicious. He said that seeing as I
wasn't home, he wanted to go visit his friend and catch up on his
football. I hate that sport, so he's always gone to Peter's place
to watch taped games on his day off. He said he'd just stay tonight
and tomorrow night, then head home first thing Sunday. I couldn't
talk him out of it without it sounding odd."

As I closed
the distance my infra-red projectors were just picking out a small
shed planted on a cleared block, twenty metres from the roadside. I
started to slow the falcon and eventually found a spot on the
shoulder where I could get a good view.

I pulled up
and stopped the engine. The only thing still glowing was the LCD
screen in the dash with the phone-call info scrolling at the
bottom. If this was indeed Gardener's football buddy, I was curious
to make sure.

"Oh, righto,"
I replied into the Bluetooth mic. "I'm dropping in to see Blake in
the morning. Just in case the police are still looking for him
while I'm down at the station, where does this Peter live?"
Obviously I already knew this; I was just looking to confirm
it.

"Actually, I
don't really know. I think it's down on the creek somewhere. I know
he just lives in a shed up the highway. Never been there
myself."

Yep, I'm looking at it right now, I
thought as I looked though the viewfinder of my camera. "Righto,
well, I'd better head home and let you get some sleep, Rach. I'll
talk to you tomorrow."

"Ok. Hey,
after you've been down the police station why don't you pop up here
to mum's for a cuppa? She said there's a few jobs she'd like you to
take a look at. Mainly those rotten boards under the bath."

"Oh yeah. I'd
almost forgotten about that floor. Sounds good. I'll text you. Have
a good one. See ya."

I pressed the
button on the steering wheel to terminate the call, and returned to
watching the shed through the camera.


 Chapter Six

 


The area where
Gardener had pulled up was a good eighty metres from the road, and
I could clearly make his rotund silhouette walking from the
landcruiser to the single sliding door of the shed through the
green haze of the image. I took a few shots, just for
prosperity.

A couple of
years back, I'd saved up some cash and put it toward getting a
night vision adaptor for my Canon Eos. I'd had to save up quite a
bit, cause the bloody thing was worth $6500, for just a hunk of
electronics and glass wrapped in a hundred-millimetre plastic
cylinder.

But it was
worth it. With my 300mm zoom lens plugged on the end, having that
adaptor meant I could see the leg hairs poking through the
stockings of a cross-dressing prostitute from a kilometre away in
the pitch dark.

Gotta love
that.

A curtain
parted and some bearded bloke opened the door for Gardener. Then
the curtain fell back and all went still. Only thing showing was a
strip of light making it through the edge of the curtain.

My parabolic
sonic-amplifier kit was further back in the boot than I could reach
from the folded down rear seats, and I didn't want to get out of
the car to grab it just now. So hearing them from here was not an
option. I wanted to make sure the blokes went inside and settled
before I made a move.

Plus, come to
think of it, I didn't reckon the mic would really have had any
great results over such a distance in that rubbish weather, even
with the large fold-out capture dish.

I sat for a
few minutes trying to decide what to do. Best thing I could think
of was to get out, into the rain, and see if I could get in closer.
Maybe not the cleverest idea in the book, but I had to know what
was going on inside that shed.

And if they
had the poor Becker girl in there.

I didn't lock
the ford as I moved away through the bush toward the shed, in case
the flashing indicators gave me away. I'd clean forgotten to bring
the other key fob, which was set to silent locking, and didn't have
the time or patience to fumble around with the car's settings at
that point.

When a good
ten or fifteen metres into the undergrowth, I turned back for a
second just to check that the falcon's matte black finish was doing
its job. Yep, she was practically invisible, even with the soft
sheen that the drizzle was giving her panels. Beautiful. Only the
windows showed a slight reflection of the moon as it struggled to
break through the clouds.

I turned back
to look at the shed. As I stood there for a moment, psyching myself
for what I was about to do, the quiet was broken by a semi-trailer
rattling past, on the highway a few hundred metres away
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