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      The Glasshouse was three degrees too cold and reeked of ozone, burnt circuit boards, and stale instant coffee.

      Detective Sergeant Stephanie McBride liked it that way. Two floors under Keswick, windowless, air-gapped from anything with a modem within cooee, SAPOL’s Cybercrime Operations Room ran at seventeen degrees year-round. The cold kept the server racks from cooking. It also kept her off the carpet when a hot flush came through like weather. Everyone else on shift wore fleece. She wore relief.

      Four metres of stitched-together monitor threw a flat blue wash over eleven workstations, nine of them empty at 6.40 on a Tuesday morning. On the wall, a packet trace fanned out from a grain co-op’s server in Meningie like a road map drawn by something with too many hands. The fluorescents hummed at fifty hertz. She’d stopped hearing it around year three.

      “Tell me what I’m looking at, Priya. Slowly. Assume I’ve had no coffee, because I’ve had no coffee.”

      Priya Anand didn’t look up from her second monitor. Twenty-six, the best packet rat Stephanie had ever worked with, and constitutionally unable to summarise anything in under four sentences. “Anthol Logistics. Grain handling and irrigation contractor, about forty co-op farms round Lake Albert and the Coorong. Someone popped their customer portal at 11.14 last night using a password that was, and I want you to sit with this, Sarge, Anthol2019.”

      “Charming.”

      “From the portal they pivoted into the document server. Forty minutes in there. Systematic. They pulled maintenance logs, a safety audit from March, and six months of email between the Meningie ops manager and somebody in Melbourne head office. Then at 1.52 a.m., all of it lands on the SafeWork SA tip line and two journalists’ inboxes.”

      Stephanie pulled the audit up on her own screen and read it twice. The first read made her stomach drop, and she wanted to be sure before she let it. A grain auger at the Meningie silo had jammed twice in eight months. Both times the safety interlock had been bridged with a cable tie to keep the harvest moving. In April a nineteen-year-old contractor named Corey Duffield had lost three fingers and most of a hand clearing it. Anthol’s audit called the fix temporary and reviewed monthly. The email trail underneath called it something else: seventeen weeks of somebody in Melbourne deciding a lost hand was cheaper than a two-day shutdown.

      Whoever broke in hadn’t stolen anything Anthol would call valuable. They’d stolen the one thing Anthol was hoping nobody would ever read.

      Good on you, whoever you are.

      She caught the thought before it went anywhere useful and put it back in its box. She wasn’t paid to have opinions about Corey Duffield’s hand. She was paid to find out who’d walked through Anthol’s front door at 11.14 with a stolen password and a grudge.

      “Geolocate the pivot. And find me a pissed-off employee who left in the last year. Passwords like Anthol2019 don’t get guessed. They get handed over.”

      “Already on it. There’s a Discord handle in the traffic, twice. Sloppy. They were logged into two things on one connection. Davo_SA. And the tunnel was built by someone who knows infrastructure, not tradecraft. I’ll have a physical location inside the hour.”

      “Meningie,” said Stephanie. “Wherever the silo is, start there.”

      She reached for her mug, found a skin of powdered creamer on cold brown water, and drank it anyway. The Glasshouse ran on instant coffee the way the rest of the building ran on the HR intranet: badly, and out of necessity. Deb from the day shift came in early enough to catch it and pulled a face.

      “That’s not coffee, Steph. It’s a crime scene.”

      “I work in a crime scene. Consistency’s important.”

      It meant nothing and it did a great deal: four seconds of banter that let everyone not say the actual thing, which was that they’d all read the audit and were thinking about a nineteen-year-old’s hand. Stephanie had learned the trick by watching other people do it for ten years, before she understood it was a trick. She still had to choose it every time, the way other people chose which shoes to put on.

      Her hand found the photo frame on the corner of the desk without her looking, the way her thumb found the underside of her wedding ring and turned it against a knuckle that had stopped fitting it sometime in the last two years. The frame was face down. It always ended up face down by the second coffee. She turned it up when she arrived and had stopped asking whether she or the desk’s vibration did the walking. Matthew and Joshua, seven, gap-toothed, mid-argument about whose turn it was to hold the fish.

      She left her hand flat on the frame for one full breath. In for four, hold for four, the trick her GP had given her for flushes that had nothing to do with temperature. Then Priya’s voice changed.

      “Sarge. Hang on. This isn’t⁠—”

      Stephanie was at her shoulder before the sentence ended. Her body had caught the shift in pitch half a second ahead of her mind. Priya had pulled the traffic apart into two coloured streams. The red one was Davo_SA’s break-in: clumsy, fast, in and out inside an hour. Exactly what a farm kid with a grudge looked like on a wire.

      The blue stream opened four minutes after the red one, riding the same open door. It hadn’t touched the document server at all.

      “Someone piggybacked him.” Not a question. Focus, McBride. “Where did it go?”

      Priya’s voice went flat, the way it did when she was working out how much trouble she was about to explain. “Anthol runs irrigation SCADA for six pump stations along the Murray. Same network, no segmentation, because why pay for that. The blue stream went through the document server and out the other side into the SCADA gateway. Something landed at 1.56 this morning. It’s been there four and a half hours.”

      The cold hit her properly for the first time that shift, which was backwards. The room hadn’t changed. “Is it active?”

      “Dormant. Sitting in a scheduler process, waiting on a date or a command. Not smash-and-grab. Someone who builds things meant to still be there in six months.” Priya scrolled and stopped. “There’s a compile signature in the payload header. Half stripped.”

      “Read it to me.”

      Priya read it. Nine characters, two of them symbols, sitting in the metadata like a signature on a painting nobody was meant to find: D@@Mladen.

      It meant nothing to Stephanie. She said so. Priya shook her head, meaning it meant nothing to her either, and for a moment they looked at nine characters on a screen in a room built to be too cold to feel anything in. Stephanie felt something anyway: the small unhelpful prickle at the base of her skull that eleven years on the job had taught her not to argue with.

      She didn’t have a name for what she was looking at. She had a farm kid with a grudge, a nineteen-year-old’s ruined hand, and something patient sitting inside six pump stations that had gone to considerable trouble to look like nothing. Waiting for authorisation was correct procedure. It was also four and a half hours behind.

      “Get SA Water’s duty engineer on the line. Pull remote control on those six stations back to manual, right now. I’ll wear the paperwork after. And get me Meningie. Uniform, not us. I want eyes on Davo_SA’s address before he wakes up and clears his cache.”

      Deb had gone still at the next desk. “Steph, you can’t authorise a SCADA rollback on your own signature.”

      “I know exactly what I can’t do.” She was already reaching for the phone. “I’m doing it anyway. Write down that I told you to write down that I told you.”

      It was 6.52. Somewhere near Lake Albert a nineteen-year-old was learning to live without three fingers. A farm kid with a grudge and a Discord handle was asleep and about to have a very bad morning. And something with nine characters and no other name was sitting quiet inside a water system, waiting on a clock nobody in the Glasshouse could see. Stephanie put the phone to her ear, turned her wedding ring once around a knuckle that no longer quite fit it, and got to work.
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      Logan Robinson had four stubbies of West End Draught going flat on the workbench, a kelpie asleep across both feet, and a shed that smelled of kero heater, solder, and six hours of hardware running flat out in a space built for tractors.

      It was 4.50 in the morning and the leak was out. He knew because he’d checked, then checked again, then made himself stop, which for Logan was its own kind of achievement, like asking a magpie politely to stop swooping. The document dump had landed at SafeWork SA and in two journalists’ inboxes at 1.52 a.m. Clean, sourced, unarguable. Corey Duffield’s hand was on the public record now, cable tie and all. That part of the night had gone exactly to plan. That part Logan could live with.

      The part he couldn’t stop turning over was forty seconds around midnight. He’d been logged into the co-op portal and his own Discord at the same time, on the same connection, because he’d wanted to tell Davo it was working before it finished working. He had broken his one rule: never use your own accounts on the job. He’d taught Davo that rule an hour into the night. He’d broken it himself before sunrise.

      Sloppy. It arrived in his own voice, which was worse than someone else’s. You absolute drongo. One job. One rule.

      Across the shed Davo Corrigan paced a six-step loop between the workbench and the roller door, holding his phone up like it might say something different if he tilted it. Twenty-three, built like a fence post, and he hadn’t sat down since the dump went out. His cousin was at his mum’s place across town with three fingers gone and a hand that would never hold a footy again. Davo had spent four months asking politely for someone to care. Then he’d rung Logan and asked, not politely at all, whether he still remembered how to do the thing he used to do for the Air Force.

      “It’s not moving,” Davo said, for the ninth time. “Why isn’t it moving?”

      “Because it’s five in the morning and journos are humans who sleep, mate. Same as everyone with a working circadian rhythm, which excludes us.” Logan didn’t look up from the second laptop, where he was scrubbing the shed’s router logs the way you’d tidy a kitchen you had no plans to come back to. “Give it till eight.”

      “And if it doesn’t?”

      “Then we’ve got a very well-organised PDF and no readers, and I’ll ring the ABC myself and do my best impression of a man with nothing to lose.” He reached down and scratched the kelpie’s ear, mostly to give his hands something to do. “Which isn’t much of an impression. Turns out I really don’t have much to lose. Handy, in this line of work.”

      It got the laugh it was built for, short and involuntary, more relief than humour. Logan filed it away. Knowing which sentence would land and reaching for it on command was a skill he’d built the year he was medically discharged from 462 Squadron for what the paperwork called occupational burnout with anxiety features and what he called, privately, running out of whatever the rest of the room seemed to have an endless supply of. Six years in comms and signals. First in, last out. Right up until the week he wasn’t.

      He was good at this, though. He could do this until his hands shook and his eyes stopped focusing and it still felt like the only room in the world with the temperature set right. A hundred and fifteen kilos folded into a chair built for someone smaller, and a face that at twenty-nine still carried a teenage skin condition nobody in Meningie had thought worth a referral. None of that mattered when the problem was a network. Networks didn’t go quiet the way people did, that half-second while a colleague decided whether what Logan had said was a joke or a diagnosis.

      Outside, the kelpie’s ears came up before his did. It took him another five seconds to hear what she’d heard. An engine on Cemetery Road, idling too long for a vehicle that was going anywhere.

      “Davo. Window.”

      Davo went. Six years of watching Logan had taught him that when Logan’s voice dropped a register and lost its usual padding, you didn’t ask why first. He came back from the gap in the roller door looking like a man who’d swallowed something the wrong way.

      “Ute. Bloke under the bonnet. He’s been under there since I made the last cuppa. Mate, the cuppa was forty minutes ago.”

      Logan went to the door himself and opened it a hand’s width. Fog sat low over the paddocks the way it did most mornings off the lake. Through it he could pick out the ute: white, tradie-plain, bonnet up, parked on the verge a hundred metres down and angled so whoever leaned into the engine bay had a clean line back to the Corrigan gate. Further along, past the cemetery fence, a woman in hi-vis and a beanie stood with a dog that had done its business eleven minutes ago. She hadn’t once looked down at it. In Logan’s admittedly limited experience, that wasn’t how dog owners behaved.

      You’re being paranoid. The thought arrived on schedule, the same shape it had taken outside every CO’s office in his last eighteen months in uniform. Nobody cares that much about you. And directly underneath it, second, as always: And if you’re wrong this time, Davo goes down with you. So, which is it, genius? Paranoid, or right?

      His thumb found the red toggle switch on the edge of the workbench without his deciding to put it there. He’d built the rig himself, eighteen months ago, in an afternoon of the manic competence that only ever showed up uninvited. One flick and the drives took a current spike that didn’t so much erase the data as make it something a forensic lab would need a year and a grant to recover. He’d never needed it. He’d built it the way some people bought smoke alarms: hoping very much never to find out whether it worked.

      “Logan.” Davo’s voice had gone small. “What do we do?”

      Good question. He had about four seconds to answer it before the answer stopped being his. Flip the switch and they lost everything, including tonight’s work, still half-encrypted on the drives and traceable to a farm shed on Cemetery Road. Flip it and he was also announcing to whoever was watching that the bloke with the soldering iron and no criminal record had something worth burning. Don’t flip it, and there was a version of the next hour where nothing happened at all. A tradie with a dead alternator. A woman whose dog was slow. And Logan looked like exactly what he was: burnt out, twenty-nine, jumping at engines.

      Davo ran the raffle at the pub every second Friday, in aid of his cousin. He had a clean record, a job at the produce store, and a mum three doors down who still packed his lunch. Until four months ago he’d never done anything that could put any of it at risk. Logan had taught him how. Logan had stood next to him while he did it. He had a gift for knowing exactly the right thing to say, and an equal gift for doing whatever felt like helping even when the risk wasn’t his to spend.

      “You’re going back inside and going to bed,” Logan said. “If anyone ever asks, you were out cold by two, and you’ve got no idea what I got up to in your shed. That’s not a suggestion, mate. It’s the only version of tonight where you still hold the raffle tin on Friday.”

      “And you?”

      He looked at the switch under his thumb, at the ute, at the woman with the very patient dog. He decided the way he decided most things that mattered: too fast to talk himself out of it. Depending on who you asked, that was either the best or the worst thing about how his brain worked.

      “I’m going to walk down to that ute and ask the poor bastard if he needs a hand with his alternator,” he said. “Give him something to write in his notebook that isn’t your address.”

      He didn’t touch the switch. He left it where it was and pushed the roller door up into the fog before Davo could find a way to argue him out of it. Arguing him out of things had never once worked, and this was not the morning to
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