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Chapter One
Westport

James Hale unlocked the office a little after seven, the way he always did, quietly, without

looking over his shoulder, as if the street had no right to take an interest in him.
The brass plate on the door read:

KESTREL & CO.

Commercial Investigations

It had taken him a long time to settle on that name. Something small. Fast. Unassuming. A

bird that hunted in plain sight and was gone before anyone thought to ask why.

Inside, the office smelled of paper, stale tobacco, and the faint oiliness of carbon copy ink.
Two rooms. A narrow reception area with a desk that still bore cigarette burns from the
previous tenant, and a back office where the real work happened, filing cabinets, a scarred
wooden desk, a manual typewriter that James cleaned more often than he used, and a

phone that rang far more than it should have for a business this size.

James hung his jacket, loosened his tie, and filled the kettle he’d left on the bench the night
before. He flicked it on and stood at the window while it boiled, watching Westport shake
itself awake. Trams rattled past. Delivery trucks double-parked. Men in suits hurried with
their heads down, already late for something they didn’t control. The kettle clicked off and

James made himself a black coffee.

This was the hour he liked best. Before clients. Before explanations. Before people started

lying to him.

Kestrel had been open just over five years. Long enough for word to travel. Not long

enough to be respectable.
That suited James.

Westport felt heavier than it had a decade earlier.



The Vietnam war had ended the year before, but it hadn’t really finished with the city. Men
came home quieter than they’d left, factories thinned out, and work grew unpredictable in
ways that didn’t show up in government statements. Insurance claims rose. Defaults
followed. So did theft, the organised, paperwork-adjacent sort that hid behind insolvencies
and quiet write-offs. Most people thought organised crime looked like gangsters and

machine guns. James knew it usually looked like paperwork.

That was the part most clients never understood when they first came through the door.
They wanted to know whether a claim was fraudulent, whether a debtor was hiding money,
whether a business was what it said it was on the letterhead. James could usually tell them
that easily enough. What took longer, and mattered more, was working out the character
underneath the figures, whether the man behind the desk was someone who’d do the right
thing when it cost him something, or someone who’d already decided the answer to that
question long before James ever knocked. Most of the job was assessing that, not the paper

trail. The paper trail just told you where to look.

James didn’t see it as decay. Cities always changed shape when pressure was applied.

Westport was simply revealing what it had been carrying underneath the polish.

He hadn’t set out to build an empire. He’d set out to build distance, between himself and
the police force, and decisions that came with rank. Kestrel let him choose his work, his

clients, and, most importantly, his exits.

The phone rang.

James let it ring twice before answering.

“Hale.”

There was a pause on the other end. Then: “Morning, Boss.”

James closed his eyes briefly. Bluey Mercer was already awake. That was never a good

sign.

“What’s wrong?” James asked.



“Nothing yet,” Bluey said. “But it’s heading that way.”
James sat down. “Where are you?”
“North end. Industrial strip. Remember that outfit Calder uses for storage sometimes?”

James frowned. “I remember telling you not to go anywhere near Calder’s boys unless I

ask.”

Bluey chuckled, low and unrepentant. “Didn’t go near them, Boss. Went near someone

who’s gone near them.”
James rubbed his temple. “Slow down.”

Bluey did, grudgingly. That was one of the reasons James kept him on. For all his rough

edges, Bluey listened when it mattered.

“Insurance assessor rang late last night,” Bluey said. “Didn’t like the look of a panel shop

he’s been sniffing around. Asked for eyes after dark. Specifically asked for me.”
James felt the familiar tightening in his chest. “And what did you tell him?”
“That I'd run it past you.”

There was a pause.

“And?” Bluey added.

James exhaled. “And you didn’t wait.”

“No,” Bluey said. “I waited long enough to know it was going to be trouble.”

James stared at the wall. This was the balance he lived with. Bluey was good at what he
did, very good. He read people the way James read a ledger, slowly, line by line, never
trusting the totals. But Bluey also had a gift for stepping half a pace beyond where James

would have put him. That was why he was an employee.

“Are you in custody?” James asked.



“No.”

“Are you bleeding?”

“No.”

“Is anyone else?”

Another pause. “Not yet.”

James closed his eyes again. “Come in. Now.”
“Thought you’d say that, Boss.”

The line went dead.

James hung up and reached for his notebook, the plain one he kept beside the phone, its
cover soft with use. He wrote down the name of the insurance firm Bluey had mentioned,
careful with the spelling, careful with the spacing. Names mattered. Even when they were

only placeholders.

James poured the coffee out without tasting it and filled the cup again. The kettle clicked

off behind him. Some mornings needed to be restarted properly.

From the street, Kestrel & Co. looked like any other small office clinging to relevance in a
city that didn’t care. Inside, it functioned as something else entirely, a hinge point. Between
banks and borrowers. Between insurers and wreckage. Between what could be proven and

what was merely understood.

James had learned early that most trouble didn’t come from criminals. It came from

systems pretending they didn’t need intermediaries.

Bluey arrived ten minutes later, filling the doorway like a problem that refused to stay
outside. Big man. Broad shoulders. Red hair thinning at the temples, washed pale by years

of sun rather than age. Eyes sharp enough to be dangerous, not sharp enough to be subtle.

“Boss,” he said again, softer this time.



James looked at him for a long moment. He didn’t ask what Bluey had seen Calder’s
people doing. He didn’t ask how close he’d gone to the fire. Those questions had answers

that could wait.

Instead, he said, “Sit down. Start at the beginning. And this time, you don’t skip the parts

you think I won’t like.”

Bluey grinned. Not because he was amused, but because he was relieved.
“Right,” he said. “So it starts with a bloke named Reg...”

James picked up his pen.

Outside, Westport kept moving, unaware that another small piece of its machinery had

begun to turn.



Chapter Two

The Assessor
Bluey Mercer had a way of taking a room over without raising his voice.

He sat in the chair opposite James’s desk like he’d paid rent on it. Big hands on his knees,
boots planted wide, eyes alert and amused in the same breath. He looked like a man who’d

once made his living with his body and still trusted it more than any document.
James waited him out.

It was a habit James had learned before Kestrel existed, back when he was a cop and other
men thought volume equalled authority. Silence, used properly, didn’t just make people

uncomfortable. It made them honest. Or as honest as they were capable of being.

“Alright,” James said finally, pen poised over his notebook. “From the beginning. Names.

Places. Who rang who and why.”

Bluey’s grin tugged at one corner of his mouth. “You want the paperwork version or the

real version, Boss?”
“The real version,” James said. “Then we’ll make it look like paperwork.”
Bluey nodded once, like that settled it.

“So, it starts with a bloke named Reg,” he said. “Reg Lacey. Runs a panel shop, Reg's

Panels & Spray, out the back of a servo strip over in Moorland Industrial.”
James’s pen scratched the name. He didn’t look up. “Reg's Panels is a front?”

Bluey shrugged. “Not a front-front. It’s a real business. Does insurance work. Bashes.

Resprays. Doesn’t ask too many questions if the cash is there. That sort of real.”

James wrote that down too, then crossed out the last part. Not everything needed to live

on paper.



Bluey leaned forward slightly. “Thing is, Reg's got a cousin who works at Westport Mutual,
claims department. Little bloke with a thin moustache and an even bigger opinion. He’s

been telling anyone who'll listen that the company’s getting rinsed.
“How?” James asked.

“Claims money walking out the door,” Bluey said. “Late-model cars written off, then parts
showing up in the wrong places. He reckons someone’s running a line from claims to scrap

to export.”

James felt the familiar click in his head as the pieces started arranging themselves. “And

the assessor?”

“Alan Pritchard,” Bluey said. “English. Proper. Wears his tie tight enough you’d think he’s

afraid of his own throat. Not from Westport. Still believes rules are rules.”
James didn’t smile. He’d met plenty of men like that. Some survived. Most learned.

“He’s contracted by Westport Mutual,” Bluey continued. “Does their suspicious loss stuff.

He gets a whiff from the cousin, then he does what they teach them, starts following the

paper.”
James’s pen paused. “Following paper.”

“Yeah,” Bluey said. “Invoices. Salvage lists. Auction records. Disposal receipts. Bloke’s got

folders. Uses a ruler to underline things. It’s impressive, Boss.”
James made a small sound that could’ve been agreement or warning.

Bluey went on. “He keeps seeing the same pattern. Cars written off on paper, but the shells
are too clean. Too fresh. Too quick. The salvage numbers don’t line up with where they’re

meant to be going. And certain panel shops keep popping up at the start of the chain.”

James looked up. “Including Reg's?”



Bluey nodded. “Yeah including Reg's, Reg's is just the one Alan’s been watching.” Bluey
said, and then he held up a hand. “Not saying Reg's doing it. Might just be the place stuff
passes through. But it keeps cropping up.”

James leaned back slightly. “So this Pritchard bloke goes to police?”

Bluey laughed, sharp. “Nah. He goes to his boss. His boss goes to legal. Legal says: ‘We
can’t accuse anyone without proof.” And then someone in the room, someone older, says:

‘Ring Kestrel.””

James didn’t move. He didn’t need to. That was how it always went. Institutions didn’t like

doing dirty work. They liked contracting it out, then pretending the dirt hadn’t been theirs.
“So he rings you,” James said.

“Well he rang the office Wednesday arvo after you had left,” Bluey corrected. “He asked
for you originally, I think. But someone told him you don’t walk into yards at midnight

anymore. You send other people.”

James’s eyes narrowed. “Who told him that?” Bluey spread his hands. “Could be anyone.

Word travels. James let that sit. It was true. It was also the point of Kestrel.

“Alright,” James said. “So far we have: Westport Mutual, Alan Pritchard, Reg's Panels. Now
tell me what you did. And don’t skip steps.”

Bluey’s grin faded slightly. “He wants eyes after dark, Boss. Not a report. Not a letter. Just

someone to look, see what’s there. Maybe grab a plate number if there is one.”
James waited.

Bluey nodded slowly, as if reliving the night. “We went Friday first. Me and Alan. He drove
his own car, something tidy. I told him not to, but he gets stubborn when he thinks he’s

being tested.”

James made a note: Pritchard drove himself.



“That’s important Boss,” Bluey added, seeing the note. “Coz his car stands out. Too clean.

Too new. Too... daytime.”
“And?”

“And the place is fenced,” Bluey said. “Not just cyclone wire, either. Proper high stuff.
Barbed. And there’s dogs. Not little yappers like the ones the grow out of old ladies

armpits. Big ones. The sort of dogs that don’t bark much because they don’t need to.”
James felt his jaw tighten. “So you leave.”

“We leave,” Bluey said. “I tell Alan: we’re done. He says: ‘We can’t be done, I've come this

far.’ I say: “Then come back with daylight and a warrant.” He says he can’t. [ say: “Then you

”»

can’t.
James nodded, satisfied. “And then you went back anyway.”
Bluey gave him a look of wounded innocence. “Not that night.”
James didn’t change expression.

Bluey sighed. “Saturday. He rings again. Says he’s spoken to his people and they want

’»

more. Says we need to confirm what’s going on. Says he’s arranged ‘authority’.
James’s pen stopped. “Authority.”

Bluey nodded. “He’s got a bloke, some junior claims manager, who’s said: ‘If the gate’s
open you can go in.” Like that means anything. Like a chopped-up Monaro stops being

chopped up because a bloke in a tie says you're allowed.”
James wrote: Authority (imagined).

Bluey continued. “So we go. But later. Quieter. Alan’s all twitchy now, cos he’s had all day

to think about dogs.”

“And you?” James asked.



Bluey’s grin returned slightly. “I'm just annoyed Boss.”
“Good,” James said. “Annoyed is usually safer than brave.”

Bluey looked pleased to be understood.



Chapter Three

Reg's Panels
Westport had a habit of changing its face depending on the hour.

In daylight it was a city of offices and shops and men pretending to be decent. At night it
became a city of edges, industrial strips humming with forklifts, trucks rolling without
headlights where they should have them, small yards lit by harsh security lamps that made

everything look guilty even when it wasn’t.

Moorland Industrial sat out past the outer ring, where the roads widened and the buildings
got low and ugly. Sheet metal. Roller doors. Faded signs. The kind of place where nobody

walked for pleasure.
They parked two streets away and went on foot.

Bluey kept Alan behind him without saying so. He didn’t need to. Alan moved like a man

who’d never had to consider his body as a liability.

They found the panel shop by the smell, fresh paint and thinners, even at midnight. The
yard out the back was fenced high. Security lights were off, which meant someone trusted

the darkness more than the law.
And there were the dogs.

Bluey saw them first. Two shapes low to the ground, heads up, eyes catching what little

light there was. They didn’t bark. They watched. That was worse.

Alan’s breath quickened.

“See?” Alan whispered. “They’re guarding something.”

“They’re guarding territory,” Bluey murmured. “Dogs don’t care about chop shops.”
Alan swallowed. “What do we do?”

Bluey glanced at the gate. It wasn’t locked.



He could’ve told Alan to leave then. He could’ve done the professional thing and walked
away, rung James, waited for daylight, waited for paperwork. But Alan’s eyes were on the

gate like it was a question he couldn’t stop himself answering.

Bluey did what Bluey did.

“Stay here,” he said.

Alan grabbed his sleeve. “You can’t!”

Bluey peeled his fingers off gently. “You can’t,” he corrected. “I can.”
He moved to the fence line.

He didn’t climb. Not yet. He stood close enough that the dogs shifted their weight,
watching him. He could smell them now, wet fur, old meat, that wild animal smell that told

him they weren’t pets.
He stepped back again, thinking.

Then he reached into the canvas bag slung over his shoulder. Bluey called it his tool bag,
though half the things in it had nothing to do with tools. It went with him on jobs like this,
bits of rope, gloves, a torch that worked when it felt like it, and whatever else experience

suggested might come in handy after dark.
Tonight it held something he’d picked up earlier from Tom Rawley.

Everyone called him Tommo. Some called him Tommo the Dog Man, usually with a grin and

just enough respect to keep it friendly.

Tommo ran greyhounds. Not the glamorous kind you saw in papers. The practical kind.
Dogs bred for speed and temperament, kennels run like a regiment. He knew more about
animals than most vets, and he understood dogs the way some men understood engines,

by sound, by smell, by instinct.



Tommo owed Bluey a favour for something Bluey had done years ago that neither of them

spoke about in daylight.

Bluey had rung him earlier, before he’d left home, because he’d seen the dogs the night

before and because he believed in preparation more than courage.

Tommo had laughed down the phone.

“I've got something for you,” Tommo said. “Two blankets off bitches in season.”
Bluey had made a face Tommo couldn’t see on the phone. “You’re kidding.”

“Not kidding,” Tommo said. “Dogs’ll lose their heads for it. Don’t ask me why. Just do what

I'm telling you.”

Bluey had collected the blankets on the way in, rolled tight in a sack, and carried them now

in his backpack like contraband.
He pulled one out.
Alan watched from the shadows, confused and frightened.

Bluey didn’t explain. He didn’t have time for explanations that sounded insane. He just

swung the blanket and lobbed it over the fence.

It landed somewhere in the yard with a soft, ugly thump.
For half a second nothing happened.

Then the dogs moved.

They didn’t run toward Bluey. They didn’t bark. They turned, noses down, drawn like
something had yanked them by the brain.

Bluey threw the second blanket.

The dogs went for it like it was the only thing they’d ever wanted.



Bluey shook his head once. Tommo had been right, disgusting, but effective.
Alan made a small sound that might have been disbelief.

Bluey didn’t look back. He moved.

He slipped through the gate, fast, low, and quiet.

Inside, the yard smelled like hot metal and old oil. A stripped shell sat under a tarp.
Another sat bare, its doors gone, its interior gutted. On a stand near the roller door, a line

of engines sat like trophies.

Bluey felt it then.

Not suspicion. Recognition.

This wasn’t a rumour. This was a system.

He moved quickly, eyes scanning for plates, numbers, anything. He spotted a chassis stamp
on the stripped shell. He memorised it. He didn’t write it down. He didn’t need to. His

memory was good, and paper got lost easily.

Then-

A door inside the workshop clicked.

Bluey froze.

A light snapped on.

And a voice, male, bored, dangerous, called out: “Who’s there?”
Bluey was already moving.

Not running. Running made noise.

Noise made mistakes.

He walked. Fast. Controlled. Like he belonged.



The dogs were still occupied. God bless Tommo and his disgusting blankets.
Bluey slipped back through the gate and into the shadows.

Alan stared at him with wide eyes.

“You saw something,” Alan whispered.

Bluey nodded once. “Yeah.”

“Proof?”

“Proof enough for me,” Bluey said. “Not enough for your legal team.”
Alan swallowed. “What do we do?”

Bluey glanced down the street.

Headlights.

Coming slow.

Too slow.

Something in him tightened.

“Now we leave,” he said.

The car rolled to a stop near Reg's Panels.

A man stepped out.

Not big. Not dressed like muscle. Just... certain. The kind of man who didn’t hurry because

people usually waited for him.
He paused beside the car and looked straight toward the shadows.
Right where Bluey stood.

For a moment Bluey had the uncomfortable feeling the bloke knew exactly where he was.



Then the man smiled, thin and brief, and turned back toward the workshop as if Bluey

wasn’t worth acknowledging.

Alan’s voice shook. “Who was that?”
“Trouble,” he said.

They walked back to the car without speaking.
Alan didn’t say another word on the drive.

Bluey kept his eyes on the road, the radio off, the streetlights ticking past like markers on a

ledger.



Chapter Four
Roger Calder

There were different kinds of work in Westport.

Some of it moved through offices and letterheads. Some of it moved through yards and

sheds. And some of it never moved at all unless someone knew which man to ring.
Roger Calder was one of those men.

Calder ran a vehicle recovery and heavy repossession operation. On paper, that meant
cars, trucks, and industrial plant that had wandered away from their owners or simply
stopped being paid for and needed persuading to come back. In practice, it meant working
the margins, the places where finance, insurance, and disappearance overlapped long

enough for someone to make money out of the confusion.

The work was legal enough to invoice and quiet enough not to advertise. Calder didn’t

chase contracts. The phone rang when it needed to.

His base of operations was a lock-up factory on an industrial road most people only noticed
when they’d taken a wrong turn, out west where the city stopped pretending to be tidy.
The air out there carried its own signature, diesel and river silt, and on the wrong kind of
evening, the meatworks a mile off doing what meatworks did. Corrugated iron walls. Steel
frame. Big roller door that rattled in the wind. Faded paint. The sort of place you could pass

every day without remembering it.

The sign out front read Calder’s Vehicle Services.
The name wasn’t registered.

That wasn’t an oversight.

Calder didn’t work alone.

He never had.



Calder was an ex-Vietnam veteran. Not unique in that, but typical of a certain group who
came back trained, disciplined, and largely unwanted in society. They weren’t criminals by
nature. But they weren’t the sort of men you pushed around either. They were men who
understood structure, routine, and the value of doing a job properly, even if the job itself
existed in a grey space most people preferred not to think about, they were certainly not

men to messed with.
These are the men Roger Calder chose to work for him.

The work he took on demanded people who understood pressure without needing it

explained. People who didn’t panic when a situation shifted, or mistake noise for danger.
The men Calder worked with understood that.

He once joked that it was less a business name and more a club badge - exclusive
membership, veterans only, alcohol discouraged but not forbidden, and absolutely no

outsiders after hours.

Inside, the factory was laid out for work, not comfort. A long bench down one wall. Tool
racks kept in strict order. A battered table near the back that doubled as a mess area, boot
polish tins, enamel mugs, half-finished meals. There was always food available, always tea

& coffee on, and always a chair for someone who needed to sit quietly for a while.
They weren’t choirboys.
But they were organised.

Calder’s teams worked set hours. From six in the evening until midnight, the work was
direct. Repossessions already authorised. Vehicles already flagged. Addresses already
checked during daylight. That window was for retrieval, quiet entries, hopefully clean
removals, no unnecessary conversations. If a unit was there and the paperwork matched, it

came back to the yard.

At Midnight everyone returned to the factory.



For an hour nothing moved. Food. Coffee. Cigarettes. The noise dropped out of the

building and the men reset.

Calder was strict about it. The hour between twelve and one wasn’t rest, it was separation.

What had already been approved stayed behind. What came next was observation only.
At one a.m. the crews rolled out again, always in pairs.
Those hours weren’t about taking anything. They were about looking.

Motels. Hotels. Boarding houses. Industrial streets where trucks were sometimes left
overnight. They checked number plates against repossession lists. Watched driveways.
Noted vehicles that didn’t belong where they were sitting, or belonged to people who had

suddenly become hard to find.
Everything was written down.

By morning the information went back to Calder’s office. Addresses were checked,

paperwork updated, and new recovery orders prepared for the following night.
They finished at six a.m. Always.
By then the city was waking up, and Calder’s world shut itself down again.

All the information was then updated by Calder’s office girls during the day ready for the

6pm repossession orders the following day. It was a loop. Deliberate. Repeatable.

That structure was what kept the work clean, and what kept Calder’s men alive. They
didn’t improvise repossessions in the dark, and they didn’t chase rumours. They gathered

information when the city was careless, and acted on it when the rules were clear.
That was the system.
And once a man understood it, he rarely needed it explained twice.

On an average week, Calder’s operation would handle dozens of recoveries, cars, trucks,

plant and machinery, anything with a paper trail and an owner willing to pay to see it



returned. Units were stored in the yard behind the factory until instructions came through

on where they were to go next.

During busy periods, those numbers doubled. Years earlier, Calder had recovered a
delivery truck full of goods that had vanished mid-run for a neighbouring factory owner.
Payment came by arrangement, the use of a large, empty back lot nearby, secure enough

to hold overflow when the yard filled up.

The work was steady enough that no one needed to rush, and quiet enough that no one

needed to boast.



Chapter Five
Chop Shops

James Hale walked straight into Calder’s workshop like he had a hundred times before.

James had known Roger Calder a long time. Long enough not to knock, and long enough

not to explain why he was there.

Their work crossed often. When Kestrel needed something heavy recovered, trucks,
machinery, anything too large or too complicated for paperwork alone, James rang Calder.
When Calder needed someone who could follow a paper trail or ask questions quietly, he

rang James.
The arrangement had started as business. Over time it had become trust.

Calder didn’t look up straight away. He heard the footsteps, approach him as James Hale

walked in.
“G’day James” Calder said as he wiped his hands on a rag and turned. “What’s news?”

James glanced around the space, the yard, the benches, the men who barely acknowledged

him but had already clocked his presence.
“I need to ask you something.,” James said.
Calder nodded once. “Usually how it starts.”
“Reg's Panels,” James asked

That did it.

Not a flinch. Not surprise. Just a slow exhale through the nose, as if a thought had finally

been spoken aloud.
“Yeah,” he said. “I wondered when that name would come up.”

James waited.



Calder had always been careful about where his crews worked.
Part of that discipline involved knowing what not to touch.

Recovery work was recovery work. Find it. Secure it. Move it. Hand it over. Get paid. Walk

away.
The difficulty, Calder had learned early, wasn’t finding things. It was knowing when not to.

Over time, they’d built up a working list, places that were better left alone. Panel shops that
didn’t ask questions. Yards that processed metal too quickly. Businesses that sat in the

uncomfortable overlap between insurance loss and scrap value.

These places weren'’t targets. They were markers.

One of the few consistent difficulties Calder’s crews faced came from chop shops.
Chop shops were different.

Nothing legitimate ever entered one. Vehicles arrived late, were stripped quickly, and by
morning most of them no longer existed. Engines went one way. Panels another. Anything
that couldn’t be reused ended up as scrap, sold by weight or dumped and burned out in the

Millhaven wetlands in the south-east of the city.

Places like that worked odd hours. They kept dogs. They surrounded themselves with
legitimate businesses, panel shops, scrap yards, crushers, enough noise and paperwork to
make the real work harder to see. They were careful not to be too obvious. Too much
attention was bad for business, even when the occasional patrol car had already been paid

to keep moving.
Paper never caught up with places like that.
That wasn’t sloppiness. It was design.

Calder understood that ecosystem better than most. He also knew that once insurance

assessors started circling, it was only a matter of time before someone else did too.



He kept a list in his head. It changed slowly. Once a name went on it, it rarely came off.

Reg's Panels had been on that list for a while. Same yard. Same muscle standing around it.
Not because anything had ever been proven. Just because it sat wrong. Calder had learned

to trust those instincts.

Most of it stayed filed away. Not written. Not shared. Just noted, for when someone else

finally asked the right question.

“They sit wrong,” Calder went on. “Always have. Never noisy enough to be stupid. Never

clean enough to be safe.”

“You ever touch them?” James asked.

Calder shook his head. “No reason to. And plenty not to.”
James nodded. That was answer enough.

“Call it instinct,” he said, “but that place isn’t just fixing cars.”
Calder studied him for a moment, then nodded toward the yard.

“Funny thing about markers,” he said. “They don’t move. They just tell you where

everything else is heading.”

James let that settle.

“Thought you should know,” he said.

Calder gave a thin smile. “I already did.”

James turned for the door.

Behind him, Calder added, “If you start pulling at that thread”
“I know,” James said. “I won’t be the only one who feels it.”

The door rattled shut behind him.



Calder stood where he was for a long moment, then looked back toward the yard, toward

the places he’d learned not to touch. Reg's Panels stayed exactly where it was. For now!



Chapter Six
Call the Cavalry

Bluey didn’t wait for instructions.

The insurer still wanted answers, and the numbers still didn’t reconcile. Not in a way you
could smooth over with a phone call. The write-off had moved too quickly, salvage logged
as collected before the assessment notes were even finalised, dates that didn’t line up

unless someone was being creative with the paperwork.

Bluey had seen enough yards over the years to recognise the smell of one that wasn’t what
it claimed to be. Reg's Panels had that look about it. Too much movement, too little
explanation. The kind of place that, to a man who’d spent enough time around recovery

yards, quietly screamed chop shop.

They hadn’t asked him to go back. That was the problem. They wanted an answer without

another visit, and Bluey didn’t trust answers that didn’t involve daylight and his own eyes.
So Bluey went back to Reg's Panels in daylight.

He didn’t sneak. He didn’t snoop. He walked in like a man doing a job and asked questions
the way men like him always had about stock, timing, what had gone where and when. He
wrote things down. He noticed what had changed since the last visit. He noticed what

hadn’t.

One of the men in the yard watched him longer than the others. Not hostile. Just attentive.

The kind of look that measured how long someone stayed and who they spoke to.
When Bluey left, the man was already walking toward the office.
He left without incident.

It was later, after lunch, after the silence had stretched just a little too long, that the police

car pulled in behind him.



The charge was thin. Trespass, they said. Interfering. Obstructing. The words didn’t matter.
Bluey had been around long enough to know when the words were just a handle.

Somebody at Reg's had made a call before he’d even hit the main road.

They took him to the station. No sirens. No drama. Just the slow, humiliating certainty of

being walked through a public door like you belonged there.

Bluey gave them the safe version: suspicious activity, believed he had permission to

observe, left when challenged. No accusation. No names. No plates. Just “concern”.
The desk sergeant listened like he’d heard it all before and didn’t care to hear it again.

Then Bluey made his first real mistake. He mentioned Westport Mutual not as a threat, just

as a detail, a way of saying this isn’t a pub argument, this is insurance work.
The desk sergeant’s eyes changed.
Not fear. Not respect. Something colder. He made a call into the back.

Bluey had been in enough police stations over the years to know that desk calls didn’t

usually move that quickly.

A few minutes later, two new uniforms appeared, and suddenly Bluey was being taken into
an interview room and asked questions he hadn’t been brought in for. Where exactly had

he been. Did he enter the yard. Who gave permission. Did he have anything in writing.
Bluey kept his answers small. He didn’t volunteer. He didn’t explain. He didn’t fill silence.

Then one of them said, casual as a bloke ordering lunch, “You’ve got yourself into more

than trespass here.”

Something in Bluey clicked over. This wasn’t procedure. This was pressure. Someone had

decided the conversation needed to become uncomfortable.
And that was when he rang James.

“Boss,” he said. “We need the cavalry.”



James didn’t ask why. “Cavalry” was Krestrel’s code for call the lawyers.

James listened without interrupting, and that alone calmed Bluey. James had a way of

making chaos feel like a solvable equation.
“Say nothing,” James told him. “Solicitor’s coming. I'm coming.”

Bluey did what he was told. He sat in the station under fluorescent light and watched as
the desk sergeant disappeared twice. Bluey had been around long enough to know when

the rules were being followed.
This wasn’t that.

A man in plain clothes arrived, leaned against the wall, and looked at Bluey as if he

recognised him. Bluey stared back until the man looked away.
And then James Hale arrived.

James didn’t enter like a saviour. He entered like a professional. Calm. Neat. Eyes taking
everything in without giving anything away. Bluey felt an almost embarrassing wash of

relief.
James spoke to the desk sergeant. Quietly. Politely. Nothing that sounded like a threat.
Then he waited.

The solicitor arrived not long after Les Conroy, tie straight, face expressionless, carrying a

briefcase like it contained authority itself.
Les spoke. James listened. Bluey stayed silent.
And slowly, like a tide going out, the word charge vanished from the room.

It became a misunderstanding. A miscommunication. An overreaction. Everyone very sorry

for wasting everyone’s time.

By half past two, Bluey was free to leave, and the desk sergeant had become oddly friendly.



Outside, Bluey looked at James.
James said, “You're coming back to the office in the morning.”
Bluey nodded. “Yes, Boss.”

James’s gaze held him a moment longer. “And you’re not going anywhere near that yard

again without me knowing.”

Bluey opened his mouth, then closed it. He was smart enough to hear the difference

between advice and instruction.

James turned to Les.

“Thank you for coming on short notice.”

Les gave a small nod. “It didn’t need to go as far as it was heading.”

“No,” James agreed. “It didn’t.”

Les looked past them, toward the station doors. “Someone pushed for this.”
James didn’t answer. He didn’t need to.

Les adjusted his grip on the briefcase. “If it comes back around, it won’t look the same

twice.”

“I wouldn’t expect it to,” James said.
That was the end of it.

Les left without another word.

Bluey exhaled once they were alone.

James watched the station for a moment longer, committing faces to memory, movements

to habit. Then he turned.

“You did the right thing,” he said.



Bluey nodded. “Didn’t feel like it at the time.”

“It rarely does.”

They walked toward the car. No hurry. No victory.

As James unlocked the door, he paused.

“Reg's Panels,” he said, not as a question.

Bluey looked at him. “Yeah.”

James opened the driver’s door. “We’ll talk in the morning.”

Bluey understood what that meant.

This wasn’t finished. It had just changed shape.



Chapter Seven
After Hours

James didn’t go straight home.

He stopped by the office long enough to leave his jacket on the chair and make one call.

The kind of call you made knowing the door would already be open.

Calder’s yard was lit when James arrived, not brightly, not invitingly, just enough to say

someone was working and didn’t need help doing it. The roller door was half up.
Inside, the air smelled of oil, old metal, and warm engines.
The Monaro sat just inside the bay.

A 1969 HK Holden Monaro GTS, flared guards, squat and purposeful, the sort of car that
didn’t end up in places like this by accident. It was up on stands, wheels off, nose angled

slightly toward the light.

Calder was leaning over the engine bay, sleeves rolled, hands blackened, talking quietly to

one of his men. They weren’t arguing. They were agreeing.
James didn’t interrupt.

Calder finished what he was saying, wiped his hands on a rag that had already done too

much work, and finally looked up.
“You don’t come by this late unless something’s wrong,” Calder said.
James nodded toward the Monaro. “Client’s?”

“Was,” Calder replied. “Insurance job. Fire damage claim that didn’t quite add up. Car
deserved better.” Calder had a habit of saving cars insurers had already given up on. He
hated waste. Good machinery. Good cars. Good iron. Most things written off on paper still

had years left in them if the right people got hold of them first.



James stepped closer, took it in. Someone had stripped it carefully, not rushed, the way
you worked when you respected the thing you had your hands on. The care. The method.

The absence of panic.
“So,” he said, “Reg's Panels.”

He nodded once toward the back of the yard, where the shadows thickened and the noise

dropped away.
“Let’s talk,” Calder said.

James followed him into the darker end of the yard, where the noise from the workshop

didn’t carry so far.

The Monaro stayed where it was, suspended, incomplete, waiting, like a reminder that
some things didn’t burn by accident, and some things didn’t end up in the wrong hands

unless someone helped them get there.
Bluey was waiting outside the office the next morning, leaning against the brickwork.
“Thanks, boss,” he said, as James unlocked the door. “Close call.”

James nodded. Bluey didn’t need anything more than that. He’d been told what mattered
and spared what didn’t.

Inside, James sat down and finished the report. He kept it factual. Timelines.
Discrepancies. Salvage movement. The likelihood that the vehicles had been dismantled
quickly and irretrievably through an associated operation. No recoverable assets. No

further action recommended.

The insurer accepted it without argument. The file was closed. Fees were paid. The loss
was absorbed the way large losses always were, quietly, and by someone far enough
removed not to feel it personally. Stuff moved fast once insurance companies stopped

asking questions.



Reg's Panels ceased trading not long after. The yard emptied. The phones went
unanswered. By the time anyone thought to look again, there was nothing left worth asking

about. Places only disappeared that neatly when somebody planned the exit.
In the back of James’s mind, though, the numbers still didn’t sit right.

Too much movement. Too little resistance. Too many people relieved to see the matter

end where it did.

It wasn’t enough to reopen the file. But it was enough to remember. It would be several

weeks before he realised it had only been the beginning.



Chapter Eight
Bluey

By the end of 1974, Kestrel had thirteen process servers on its books.

They were a mixed bunch, former police, one retired warrant officer, a couple of men who
had learned patience the hard way through years of knocking on doors that didn’t want to
be answered. All of them were competent. Most were reliable. A few were brave in the

quiet, professional sense of the word.
None of them were like Bluey Mercer.

Bluey had a way of turning up early and leaving late without anyone ever quite
remembering when he arrived. He didn’t rush, didn’t fuss, didn’t ask questions unless they
mattered. If something went wrong, he didn’t panic, he adapted. And when things went
really wrong, Bluey tended to still be standing at the end of it, brushing dust off his coat and

asking where the nearest pub was.

Tall, broad through the shoulders, permanently relaxed posture. Shock-red hair, the colour
that earned him the nickname Bluey, in the usual Australian way of naming a thing by its
opposite. He had been called Bluey for so long no one remembered his name was Douglas

and Bluey was a better fit anyway.
He smiled easily. That was the mistake people made.

He was one of eight children. He always said seven. Not out of shame, just habit. One
hadn’t made it past infancy, and in families like his that fact settled quietly into the

background.

His grandfather had come out from Scotland in the late 1800s, a shipbuilder by trade,
pushed out by shrinking yards and thinning wages. He’d settled near the docks because
that was where the work was, and because men like him tended to stop moving once they
found something solid to hold onto. By the time Bluey was born, the trade was already

fading, replaced by newer industries and older frustrations.



Bluey’s father worked when he could and improvised when he couldn’t.

They lived in public housing on the southern edge of Westport, close enough to the docks
that the air carried rust and salt on the wrong days. The house had once been temporary
earth underfoot that was patched lino later and a roof that sagged just enough to make you

nervous in heavy rain.

Bluey remembered neighbours with too many children to count properly. He remembered
women crying behind flywire doors. He remembered men disappearing for weeks and
coming back with money they didn’t explain. He also remembered the day a church group
came through the street, offering to “help” families who were struggling. The kind of help

that meant an envelope of money and one less mouth to feed.
His mother had stood in the doorway, arms crossed, and said no.

He never forgot that. The Mercers didn’t have much, but they had each other, and they
held onto that stubbornly.

By the time Bluey was a teenager, he understood - family mattered, and systems didn’t

care if you fell through them.

Everything after that, the drifting, the work, the fights, the mistakes grew naturally from

those lessons.
In his early twenties, the city started making offers.

A bit of money here. A favour there. Nothing that looked serious until it added up and he
got pulled into rackets the way a lot of men did back then. Helping someone collect.
Standing around to make sure a conversation stayed civil. Carrying cash that didn’t belong
to him for longer than he should have. He wasn’t running anything. He wasn’t planning

anything. He was just “useful”, until that usefulness got him locked up.

In prison, he learned enough to know he didn’t want to ever be there again and luckily, he
wasn’t in for long, just enough time to learn how institutions worked when they were tired,

underfunded, and uninterested in your explanations. He met people there. Some



dangerous, all of them broken and others who would turn up later, years down the track,

pretending not to recognise him until they needed something.

One night in 1956, everything changed. He was walking home with a couple of mates from
a party nothing flash, just music, beer, the kind of night that blurred into the next day if you

weren'’t careful. They were halfway down a side street when a voice came out of the dark.
“Mercer.”
Bluey stopped.

He knew the voice. It was Danny McBride he known Danny and his brothers since high

school.

The others kept walking. Nobody waited around back then. Bluey turned.
Danny stepped forward and nodded down the street.

“Need a favour,” he said. “Quick one.”

Bluey didn’t move.

“What kind?” he asked.

Danny tilted his head. Somewhere nearby, a car idled. Too quietly.

“Just a pickup,” he said. “Someone’s in a spot.”

Bluey looked past him, down the street, and understood enough to know he didn’t want to

understand more.

He shook his head. “Not tonight Danny.”
The smile thinned.

“You sure?” Danny said. “Be money in it.”

Bluey held his ground.



“Find someone else,” he said. “I'm done for the night.”

There was a pause. Long enough for Bluey to register Danny’s nervous uncertainty, nothing

about this felt okay.

“All right, Mercer,” he said finally. “You got out of it this time.”
He let it sit.

“Next time,” he added, “don’t make me ask twice.”

The car rolled off down the street, tyres whispering over bitumen.

Bluey stood where he was until the sound disappeared, then walked the rest of the way

home alone.

A few days later, the papers carried a small story, a shooting, late at night, two men found
dead near a car that didn’t belong to them. Names were mentioned. One of them was

familiar.
Bluey folded the paper and never mentioned it to anyone but it stayed with him forever.

By the early 1960s, Bluey knew two things for certain: he didn’t want to end up like Danny,

and he didn’t want to go back to prison.
That wasn’t the first time he’d crossed paths with James Hale.

James had seen him years earlier, when Bluey was seventeen and fighting amateur bouts
out of a church hall near the docks. A big red-haired kid with heavy hands and better
footwork than most of the men twice his age. He didn’t fight wild. He listened between

rounds. Took instruction. Didn’t waste energy proving things he already knew.

James had been in uniform then. Not long out of training. Working general duties and
learning the city the slow way, shift by shift, call by call. He’d gone to the hall on a noise

complaint that wasn’t really about noise. He’d stayed longer than he needed to.

Bluey had noticed him. Not as police. Just as a man watching.



They didn’t speak that night.
Years later, they would.

When James left the police and started Kestrel, Bluey was one of the first people he
approached. Not because Bluey was clean, he wasn’t, but because he understood lines.

Where they were. When not to cross them. And when crossing them was unavoidable.
Bluey also understood corruption.

The city ran more and more everyday on quiet arrangements. Corruption wasn’t hidden. It
just wasn’t discussed. In the years after the war, Westport had been busy pretending to
clean itself up, but the habits lingered and evolved into bigger things. Protection money.
Union muscle. Dockside rackets. Doors that opened faster if you knocked the right way.
He’d seen police do good work, and he’d seen them do the opposite with the same face

and the same badge.
He never talked about what he’d been involved in and James never asked.

What mattered was that Bluey recognised the signs early, the pause before a name was
written down, the way a patrol car slowed but didn’t stop, the difference between a

warning and a threat.
Bluey didn’t collect information.
He collected favours, grudges, and phone numbers that still worked.

Bluey worked for James because James didn’t ask him to pretend the system was clean.
He didn’t moralise. He didn’t promise protection he couldn’t deliver. He understood the

city the same way Bluey did, not as it ought to be, but as it actually was.
When things went wrong, Bluey didn’t look for police help. He looked for exits.

And when police did get involved, Bluey watched them the way he watched everyone else,

carefully, without fear, and with a long memory.



That was why James trusted him near trouble.
Bluey didn’t confuse badges with safety. He never had.

By the early 1970s, Bluey Mercer had well and truly learned how to survive in a city like

Westport.

He was a process server on paper but in practice, he was the bloke James Hale sent when a
door needed knocking and the answer might be complicated. He handled witnesses,
repossessions, and the occasional situation where someone needed to be found without

announcing it too loudly.

He was cheerful about it. Almost offensively so.

“Yep,” he’d say. “No worries, boss.”

And usually, there weren’t any.

Bluey liked to say he worked for James because it was honest money.

That wasn’t quite true.

Somewhere along the line, neither of them could say exactly when, they’d become friends.

Not the sort that came over for dinner or asked after your health. The sort that noticed
when you were carrying a load and made sure you didn’t carry it alone. The sort that stood

where you could see him when things went bad.

Bluey never called it friendship. He called it work. James never corrected him.
He’d known James for nearly fifteen years now.

Long enough to trust him.

Long enough to know when things were about to get messy.

And long enough to smile anyway.



By the time the Greenfall file crossed James’s desk, Bluey had been with Kestrel long
enough to know when James was carrying something heavier than paperwork. Bluey
didn’t need to be told to stay close. He just did. And James didn’t need to ask him to be

careful - Bluey already was.



Chapter Nine

Greenfall
The file arrived on a Thursday.
James didn’t notice it at first.

It wasn’t a recovery - just a routine commercial assessment. The sort of job that made up

most of his week.

There were no arrears schedules, no demand notices, no quiet authorisation to take
possession of anything. Greenfall had recently taken delivery of a Massey Ferguson tractor
under hire-purchase, supposedly for use on their nursery at Ravensridge. Now they were
applying for finance on three more machines, talking up expansion and hinting at becoming

the Westport distribution hub if things continued to grow.
On paper, it was a success story.
James had learned that tidy paper often hid untidy people.

The client was Greenfall Nurseries based out of Ravensridge, a fringe town pressed up
against protected forest where the bitumen thinned and oversight tended to soften. They
traded in plants, landscaping supplies, and, according to the application, a growing volume
of second-hand farm machinery. Greenfall supplied councils, contractors, and private

buyers, and now claimed demand was outpacing capacity.
James read the file carefully.

The figures were plausible. The justifications neat. Cash-flow projections presented with

confidence. Whoever had prepared the submission understood what financiers liked to see.
What unsettled him wasn’t what was written.

It was the name.



Greenfall was run by one of those families James had known about for years, first from his
time in uniform and later through Kestrel’s work. Not criminals in the traditional sense, but
familiar enough to surface whenever process servers filed complaints. Debt summons that
took too long to serve. Verbal abuse. The occasional threat that stopped just short of
assault. It was one of those names that, whenever it came up, Kestrel sent two men instead

of one.
They were difficult without being chargeable. Persistent without being provable.

Experience had taught James that with families like that, the interesting details were

usually buried deeper in the paperwork.
And then there was the employee list.
Mick “Feral” Dwyer.

James didn’t need to check the records.

Dwyer had prior convictions, serious assault, firearms possession. The kind of history that
followed a man wherever he went. He wasn’t listed as an owner or director. Just an

employee. Yard supervisor. Logistics.

James knew what that usually meant - Logistics. One of those broad words that could
mean freight schedules, yard work, transport coordination... or almost anything else if

nobody asked too many questions.

He leaned back and let the pieces sit together, the clean application, the family reputation,

the known history, the ambitious request for more machinery.
Greenfall wasn’t a business in trouble.
It was a business that didn’t want to be examined too closely.

James had already formed an opinion about the Collis family, one he’d carried with him
since his police days and reinforced through Kestrel’s work. Based on that alone, he could

easily have recommended against any further finance.



But that wasn’t the job.
Southern Mercantile hadn’t asked for opinions. They’d asked for confirmation.

So James took the Greenfall file home that night and read it again at the kitchen table, the
way he did when something refused to sit properly during office hours. He laid the
documents out in the order they’d arrived, not the order they were meant to be read.
Contracts first. Then amendments. Then correspondence. He ignored the totals and

followed the dates instead.
Greenfall was more than a nursery.

On paper, it was a retail and wholesale operation, plants, soil products, bulk orders for
councils and landscapers. That was the obvious stuff but what sat behind it was less
publicised: a steady trade in second-hand farm machinery, attachments, and surplus plant,

bought and sold quietly to contractors who preferred to avoid waiting lists and paperwork.
It was a sensible sideline.
It also gave cover.

There should have been trading history. Turnover. Stock movement that told a story over
time. Instead, what James had seen so far looked curated, enough activity to make the

numbers believable, not enough to explain the business behind them.

There was a lull, three months where nothing moved on paper, followed by a sudden burst
of administrative activity. Endorsements. Adjusted valuations. Changes to coverage limits.
Insurance paperwork, all of it dated within the last few months. The kind of adjustments
businesses usually made when they were expanding, buying equipment, or protecting new
assets. Coverage shifted from replacement to indemnity. All routine changes, each

defensible on its own.

On their own, none of it meant much. Together, it looked like preparation.



James closed the file. If Greenfall was doing the business the paperwork suggested, a visit

out to Ravens Ridge on Saturday morning seemed the best way to find out.



Chapter Ten

Ravensridge

Early Saturday morning, James packed the camera and notebook he used for commercial

reports and drove out to Ravensridge.

The drive took him out of Westport and into open country, the houses thinning to

paddocks and windbreaks.

Ravensridge announced itself slowly, the main street wide enough to turn a horse team,

lined with shops that looked like they’d been rebuilt more than once since the gold days.

The town had begun as a stopping point on the road to the goldfields back in the 1870s.
These days the road ran on into the mountains. Beyond the town it climbed into the hills,
winding through tall forest where the trees closed overhead and the air stayed cool and

damp.

The slopes were thick with mountain ash and tree ferns, the sort of country where the bush

closed in quickly once you left the road.

Greenfall’s main yard sat just beyond the township, bordered on one side by farmland and
on the other by bush that hadn’t been touched in decades. The fence was intact. The gates

were open. The sign was freshly painted.

Across the road a produce and stock-feed store sat under a corrugated awning, bags of

grain stacked out the front beside a rack of fencing posts.

Rows of plants were laid out neatly, price cards clipped and aligned. Pallets of bagged
product stood stacked near the entrance. A couple of customers moved between displays,

unhurried. From the road, it looked exactly like what it claimed to be.
James parked and walked in.

Toward the rear of the yard, past the retail frontage, sat the machinery area.



Second-hand tractors. Implements. Attachments. A sensible spread, enough to justify a
trading sideline. And parked slightly apart, on firmer ground, an almost new prime mover

with semi-trailer on the back that didn’t belong comfortably with the rest.
James took out his camera.

He’d only taken a few shots when a voice cut across the yard.

“Hey, Feral!”

The shout came from the office.

“Better smile. James Hale’s here with a bloody camera.”

Feral didn’t appear.

Ray Collis did.

He came out fast, eyes already narrowed, posture set before he spoke.
“You're not welcome here,” Collis said. “Get out.”

James lowered the camera but didn’t put it away.

“I'm here because Southern Mercantile asked for a commercial report,” he said calmly.
“Your request for additional tractors. Possible distributorship.”

That changed things.

Collis stopped moving.

“What sort of report?”

“Stock on hand,” James said. “Value. Trading figures for the last three months. Standard

due diligence.”
Collis snorted. “You’d be lucky.”

James waited.



“This is a cash business,” Collis went on. “Always has been.”

James nodded, as if that explained the numbers instead of avoiding them.

He flicked through his notes. “Where’s the Massey Ferguson listed on the application?”
Collis hesitated.

“Millhaven,” he said finally. “Being fitted out for row work.”

James wrote it down.

“And the truck?” he asked, nodding toward the new looking prime movie with the semi-

trailer attached.

That was the wrong question.

“That’s none of your business,” Collis snapped. “Now get out. You're trespassing.”
The friendliness vanished as quickly as it had appeared.

James closed the notebook and slipped it into his jacket.

“No problem,” he said. “I'll note that access was declined.”

“Note whatever you like,” Collis said. “Just leave.”

James walked back through the yard without hurrying.

He didn’t see Feral, but he felt him, the kind of presence that stayed just out of sight,
watching. James already knew what Calder would later confirm. Feral wasn’t a decision-
maker, just hired muscle, the sort of employee that told you more about a business than

any balance sheet ever would.

As he stepped back into the public side of the nursery and walked out through the rows of
customers this time he noticed all the tree ferns, mature stock, well presented, stacked
closer to the path than most of the smaller plants. The kind of thing that caught the eye and
justified a higher price.



Collis followed him part of the way, voice already shifting as he addressed customers, easy,
familiar, practiced. Whatever tension had been reserved for James vanished the moment it

was no longer required.
James took that in.

Outside the gate, he paused long enough to look back once more, then crossed the road to

the neighbouring business a small operation that looked directly into Greenfells side yard.
The owner didn’t hesitate when James introduced himself.

“Yeah,” he said. “They lease the place.”

“How long?”

“Couple of years.”

“Busy outside business hours?”

The man nodded. “Funny you should ask, that truck,” he said, jerking his head toward the
nursery yard, “comes and goes all hours. Late nights. Early mornings. Mostly loaded. Tree

ferns, by the look of it.”
James thanked him and left.
On Monday morning, back at the office, James rang the forestry department.

He asked simple questions first. Where tree ferns of that size were usually sourced. Who

was licensed to remove them. What paperwork should accompany transport.
The answers came carefully.

Only licensed contractors were permitted to remove mature tree ferns. Each fern was
required to carry a permanent tag, stamped with the contractor’s licence number. Most
commercial supply came through a limited number of approved harvesting zones, well

away from Ravensridge.



James asked about volume.

A semi-trailer load, the voice said, would be unusual.
James gave them the registration number of the truck.
There was another pause.

The department confirmed that Greenfall, nor the Collis family were licensed contractors.

They said they would make enquiries and get back to him.
James thanked them and ended the call.

He sat for a moment longer, then added a note to the file.



Chapter Eleven

Commercial Report
James didn’t ring ahead. He didn’t have to. He knew Calder would be there.

Calder’s place was lit the same way it always was, half the lights on, half the doors open,
nothing that suggested whether they were working or finished. The Monaro was still there,
pushed further back now, its bonnet down, the roller door half-raised around it like a pause

rather than a welcome.

Calder was at the steel table, sleeves rolled, cup in his hand. He looked up as James came

in.
“Coffee’s hot,” he said.
“Thanks,” James said.

James helped himself to a cup hanging on a hook under a cupboard in the small kitchenette
behind him and poured himself a coffee. They sat opposite each other, the Monaro ticking

softly behind them, the place alive with quiet, habitual movement.

“I went up to Ravensridge,” James said. “Greenfall Nurseries, run by Ray Collis.”
Calder snorted softly.

“Yeah,” he said. “I know Ray.”

“He’s applied for three more tractors,” James said. “Hire-purchase. Talking up a

distributorship.”

Calder leaned back slightly.

“That’d be ambitious.”

“He’s got Mick Dwyer working for him.”

Calder’s expression shifted just enough to notice.



“Feral?” he said. “Still breathing, then.”

“He’s working the yard,” James said. “Logistics, according to the paperwork.”
Calder smiled thinly.

“That figures.”

“Thing is, there’s a green Massey Ferguson on the application that doesn’t seem to live

where it’s supposed to. Ray says its getting fitted for row work”

Calder looked up properly at that.

“Green?”

“Yeah.”

Calder frowned faintly.

“That’d stand out. Masseys are usually red and silver.”

“That’s what I thought,” James said.

“Where’s it meant to be?”

“Millhaven,” James said. “They’ve got a factory out there. Been there for years.”
Calder nodded as he nudged a length of chain aside with his boot.

“That’d make sense. Quiet out there. Big yards. Plenty of room to work on something

without anyone getting in the way.”
James leaned against the bench.

“There’s something else,” he said. “From what I saw up there, it looks like they might be

moving tree ferns.”
Calder watched him for a moment.

“Looks like?”



“Nothing proven,” James said. “But I flagged it with Forestry on Monday.”
“They’ll check it out.” Calder assured him

He picked up his cup again, but didn’t drink.

“Could be nothing. Nurseries move all sorts of things.”

James shrugged slightly.

“Maybe.”

Calder set the cup down.

“Have a look out at Millhaven and see if the tractor’s there. If it is, you've got your answer.”
“And if it’s not?” James asked.

Calder gave a faint smile.

“Then you’ve got something worth worrying about.”

They sat for a moment. James pushed away from the bench. “I'll take a run out there. And
if Forestry comes back with something solid, I'll let you know.” As he reached the door,

Calder spoke again.
“Ray doesn’t run operations,” he said. “He’s usually just a middleman.”

James paused, then nodded. He already knew the business didn’t fully line up. Everything

was too clean. Until it wasn’t.
The call came late the following afternoon.

James was halfway through another file when the phone rang, not the main line, but the
one he used when he didn’t want his name passed around more than necessary. The voice

on the other end identified itself as Forestry. They didn’t ask him to confirm who he was.

“That truck you gave us,” the man said. “We’ve checked it.”



James leaned back slightly.
“Yeah with the semi.. And?”

“It’s been sighted before,” the voice continued. “Multiple times. Always after hours. Always

loaded.”
“With tags?” James asked.

“No,” the man said. “None recorded. No licensed contractor associated with the

movements.”
James made a note.

“The quantity you described,” the man went on, “that wouldn’t come from private land.
Not legally. Not in one piece. There are only a few places it could be coming from,” the

voice said. “And none of them are authorised.”
James waited.

“We’ve got officers looking into it,” the man added. “But if you're involved in anything

commercial connected to that business, you might want to tread carefully.”

“Because?” James asked. There was a pause not hesitation, exactly. More like

consideration.
“Because once this gets formal,” the man said, “it stops being tidy.”

James thanked him and ended the call. He sat for a moment longer, then reached for the
Greenfall file. He added one more line. Unauthorised extraction suspected. Forestry enquiry

underway.
On Wednesday morning James rang Southern Mercantile.

Harold Fletcher listened while James outlined the situation. He kept it tight. He

summarised the site visit at Ravensridge, the trading inconsistencies, and the lack of



verifiable stock movement at the scale being claimed. He mentioned the Massey Ferguson

only once, noting that it was listed as off-site and not where it ought to have been.
There was a pause on the line. “Where do you believe it is now?” Fletcher asked.
“Millhaven,” James said. “Industrial estate. Holding yard.”

Another short pause. “Can you confirm that?”

James considered the question. “Yes,” he said. “I can.”

“All right,” the voice said. “If you're heading out there, see if it’s actually on site. A quick

look will do.”
“You want confirmation?”

“Just make sure it exists,” Fletcher said. “Condition too, if you can. And where they’ve got

it sitting.”

“And if it’s not there?” James asked.

“Then we’ll deal with that afterwards.”

James closed the Greenfall file. “I'll let you know,” he said.

When he hung up, he didn’t reach for his coat straight away. “Bluey,” he called across the

office. Bluey leaned around the doorway. “Millhaven,” James said.
Bluey didn’t ask why. “Give me ten Boss.”

James closed the folder and set it aside. The work wasn’t finished yet. Millhaven was next.



Chapter Twelve
Millhaven

Millhaven was an old industrial area, stitched together from sheds that all looked like
they’d been built for something else and then quietly repurposed. Machinery yards bled
into panel shops. Panel shops bled into recyclers. No fences where you’d expect them,

gates where you wouldn’t.

It was the kind of place where nothing stayed put for long, and no one asked why.
James drove.

Bluey rode shotgun.

Bluey had his window cracked, elbow out, cigarette pinched between two fingers. He
looked relaxed, but James knew better. Bluey only looked relaxed when he was measuring

angles.

James had Fletcher’s instructions written on a scrap of paper in his inside pocket. Confirm

the Massey existed. Note the condition if possible. See where they had it sitting.
That was it. Just a quick check.

“You reckon it’s actually here Boss?” Bluey asked.

James nodded once.

Bluey grinned.

James didn’t park at the gate.

He left the car a little way down the road, where the verge widened and the scrub
thickened just enough to break sightlines. Two dogs lay stretched across the front of the
yard when James and Bluey walked through the gate. One lifted its head as they came in,

watching without moving. The other didn’t bother.

Bluey slowed slightly.



“Friendly looking place,” he muttered.
James didn’t answer.

The main shed sat back from the gate, a long corrugated-iron building that might once
have been a packing warehouse. The paint had long since given up trying to stay on the

walls, and the roller doors looked like they’d been repaired more than once.

Bolted onto one side of it was a small office, little more than a square tin room with a
narrow window and a timber door that had been painted cream sometime in the distant

past.
James headed for it. Bluey kept an eye on the dogs.

James knocked on the office door loudly. For a moment nothing happened. Then footsteps
crossed the floor inside and the door opened. Mrs Collis stood in the doorway, looking first

at James, then at Bluey.

James knew her from his days as a cop at the local station. She recognised him

immediately. “Well,” she said. “If it isn’t trouble. Ray said he saw you the other day.”
“Afternoon,” James replied evenly. “I'm not in the police force anymore, you know.”

“I know,” she said. “Something to do with Southern Mercantile and the tractor he just

sold.”

“Yes,” James said. “The new Massey Ferguson.”

Her eyes flicked past him, down the yard. “Bloke picked it up yesterday,” she said.
“That was quick,” James said.

She shrugged. “Plenty of interest.”

“Who took it?” Bluey asked pleasantly.

She smiled thinly. “Man with a truck.”



James nodded, as if that answered something.

That gem of information was all James needed. If the tractor had already moved, Ray
would know exactly why he’d come looking for it. It was time to leave before Ray or any of

his brothers turned up and caused problems.

James excused himself to Mrs Collis and asked her to have Ray ring him. Then he gave
Bluey the quiet let’s get out of here nod. The dogs watched them cross the yard but didn’t

move.



Chapter Thirteen
Collis Brothers

They were almost back to the car when another vehicle came up the road behind them.
James heard the engine first and glanced over his shoulder. By the time they reached their
car, Bluey was already moving around to the passenger side. James was heading for the

driver’s door, ready to get in and get out of there.

The other car rolled past them, then swung sharply across the road in front, stopping

sideways and blocking them in.
Bluey straightened. “Well,” he muttered. “That’ll be them.”

Ray Collis climbed out from behind the wheel. His brother Mick got out of the passenger

side. Ray looked straight at James. The recognition was instant and so was the anger.
“Never learn, do you,” Ray said.

“Easy, boys,” James said calmly. “We’re leaving. We’re not looking for any trouble.”
Ray spat on the gravel. “Fuck you,” he said, and swung for James head.

The punch came fast but wild. James moved just enough for it to slide past his shoulder.
Ray’s fist slammed into the side of the car instead with a dull bone cracking sound. Ray

jerked his hand back, swearing.

Mick had already raced around the passenger side of the car after Bluey and came in at the
same moment. Bluey saw him coming, but he also caught movement behind James. Feral

was circling in from the road, trying to come in from the blind side.
“Boss, behind you!” Bluey called.

James turned just in time to see Feral coming at him from behind. James grabbed him and
slammed his head hard against the side of the car. The impact rang off the metal and Feral
dropped straight to the ground, out cold. Ray still stood there clutching his wrist and

swearing under his breath.



James looked at him calmly. “You ever threaten me or my staff again,” he said quietly,
“and I'll take it very personally. You've got ten seconds to leave before someone needs an

ambulance.”

Ray didn’t argue. He jumped back into the car and roared off toward the warehouse,
leaving the other two behind. Mick was back on his feet by then, sporting a heavy

nosebleed and holding his ribs. Feral was stirring.

Bluey came around the car, grabbed Feral and hauled him to his feet. As he did he casually
frisked the man’s coat, pulled out a .38 pistol and, without saying a word, placed it inside

James’s car. Feral had a habit of carrying a gun. Bluey wasn’t taking chances.

Bluey walked around past Mick and slid into the passenger seat. James started the engine

and pulled away, leaving Mick and Feral standing in the road.
As they drove off James said to Bluey, “Why’s Mick holding his ribs?”

Bluey glanced in the mirror. In true Bluey fashion, there was the hint of a grin. “P’raps he’s

laughing, boss.” he said.

James said nothing. There was a fair chance Mick had a cracked rib or worse. For a brief

period in his younger days Bluey had been an amateur boxer.

Only once they were clear of Millhaven did James start thinking about what he’d seen in
the back of the yard. Behind the sheds, near the far fence, sat a row of scrap bins. Not full,
active. Fresh-cut panels. Curved sections. Newer metal than repairs ever produced.

Southern Mercantile would get the report they’d asked for.

But the gun. The tractor sale. And the scrap. Those were part of something more and

James just couldn’t put his finger on it yet.
They were a few minutes down the road when Bluey shifted in his seat. “Hang on, boss.”

James glanced over. “What is it?”



Bluey tapped the door pocket with two fingers. The weight of the gun was obvious even

without seeing it. “Don’t fancy carrying souvenirs Boss.”

James eased the car onto the shoulder as Millhaven gave way to scrub and low industrial
drainage. Ahead, the land dipped toward the Thornburn Creek sludge pits, grey water, reed
beds, the faint chemical tang of a place designed to swallow things and never speak of

them again.
Bluey was out before the engine stopped. “Won’t be a sec.”

He jogged down the embankment, shoes sliding a little on the damp clay. James stayed
where he was, eyes on the road, listening to the distant hum of traffic and the birds that had

learned to live with bad water. There was a muted splash.

Bluey came back lighter. “Right,” he said, brushing his hands on his jeans as he climbed in.

“That’ll keep.”

James pulled back onto the road. Neither of them mentioned the gun again.



Chapter Fourteen
Reporting

James rang Harold Fletcher at Southern Mercantile the following morning. He didn’t lead
with the fight. He led with the facts. Fletcher listened while James outlined what he’d found
at Millhaven.

“The Massey Ferguson’s gone,” James said. “Picked up yesterday.”
“That was quick.”

“Too quick,” James said. “And there’s no paperwork.”

“No paperwork?” Fletcher said sharply.

“None that anyone wanted to show me.”

Fletcher was quiet for a moment. “Where’s it gone?”

“Cash transaction. Unlikely to be recovered.”

“And Greenfall?” Fletcher asked

“Operational,” James said. “Retail and wholesale as stated. Secondary trade in machinery

appears legitimate on the surface.”
“What does on the surface mean?” Fletcher asked.

“It means the paperwork lines up,” James said. “But what’s happening out there doesn’t

quite match the size of the order they’re claiming.”

Fletcher was quiet for a moment. “Anything else I should know about?”

“I should mention I referred Greenfall to Forestry while [ was out there,” James said.
A pause.

“You referred them?”



“Yes,” James said. “Some of the activity around tree ferns they were selling looked

questionable. One of their officers told me they’ve already been looking into it.”
“And?”

“He said if it becomes formal, it stops being tidy.”

Another short silence.

James added, “If you were considering supplying them with additional tractors, recovery

could become complicated.”
Fletcher grunted softly. “We’ll keep that in mind.”
“Anything else?” he asked.

James thought of the gun. The scrap bins. The clean cuts. “No,” he said. “I was able to get

in and have a look around.”

“Good,” Fletcher said. “That’s all we needed.”

“And the additional tractors?” James asked.

Fletcher hesitated. “We’ll hold off on those for the moment,” Fletcher said.
James noted the phrasing. “One more thing,” he said.

“Yes?”

“There’s scrap moving through Millhaven that doesn’t look like normal repair work,” James

said. “Newer panels. Clean cuts. I can’t tie it to anything yet, but.. ”
“That won’t be necessary,” Fletcher said, cutting in.

James said nothing, knowing somebody had already decided how far this conversation was

supposed to go.



“You were asked to confirm the tractor and the condition it was in,” Fletcher continued.

“That’s all we needed.”
“I understand,” James said.
“We appreciate the work,” Fletcher said. “Send the invoice through as usual.”

James hung up and sat still for a moment. Southern Mercantile had what it needed. Which
meant they didn’t want anything else found. He slid the Greenfall file into the cabinet

marked Completed. It didn’t belong there.
The phone rang.

James picked it up. “Hale.”

“Mr Hale,” the voice said. “Forestry.”
James said nothing.

“Could you pop into the office sometime today?” the man continued. “We’d like to confirm

a few details.”

James frowned slightly. Forestry usually didn’t move that quickly. “About Greenfall?”

James asked.
“YeS.”

“Alright,” James said. “I'll come in.” He replaced the receiver slowly. The file was still

sitting on the desk. James pulled it back out of the cabinet.



Chapter Fifteen

Clearance

James arrived at Calder’s place late. A flatbed trailer was backed up to the roller door as he
pulled in. One of Calder’s men was guiding a battered Falcon down the ramps while

another man kept the winch cable tight. Newly recovered.

The roller door that was usually half-open was fully up and the yard was full of cars nose-
to-tail, with machinery parked with intention rather than tidiness. Nothing shiny. Nothing

accidental.

Calder was inside, leaning over an engine bay with two of his men. Another Holden but this
time a Torana XU-1, the Monaro was nowhere to be seen. Sleeves rolled. Hands blackened.

No urgency. No wasted movement. He didn’t look up when James walked in.

James waited until Calder straightened and wiped his hands on a rag that had long since

given up pretending it was clean. “You look like you’'ve had a day,” Calder said.
“Couple of them,” James replied.
Calder nodded toward a battered chair. “Talk.”

James remained standing hesitating for a minute gathering his thoughts into words.

“Millhaven,” he said. “I went up there.”

Calder waited.

“They’ve already sold the Massey Ferguson. Cash. No paperwork.”

“That’ll turn into an insurance claim,” Calder said.

“Most likely.” “There was a gun as well,” James added. “But that’s not the interesting part.”
Calder looked at him. “What is?”

“Scrap,” James said.



That got Calder’s attention. He stepped closer, voice lower now. “What kind of scrap?”
“Panels,” James said. “Fresh cuts. Newer than they should’ve been.”

Calder leaned back against the wall. “Panels, huh,” he said. “Fresh cuts.”

James watched him.

Calder frowned slightly, more to himself than anyone else. “You remember Reg's Panels?”

he said. “Couple of months back. Maybe longer.”
James nodded. “Insurance investigation. Didn’t sit right.”

“Didn’t,” Calder agreed. He was quiet for a moment, thinking. “After that job,” Calder said
slowly, “I heard a bit of noise about panels turning up around Millhaven. Never had

anything solid. Just talk.”
James waited.

Calder looked back at him. “Sounds like you might’ve just found where that talk was

coming from.”

James thought for a minute. “You think they’re connected?” he asked.

Calder shrugged. “I think it’d be stranger if they weren’t.”

“Moving metal like that,” Calder continued. “That’s not repair waste. That’s clearance.”
“Clearance for what?” James asked.

Calder leaned towards James. “When something’s too hot to move whole,” he said quietly

“or too visible to sell as-is.”
James waited.

“Millhaven’s good for holding,” Calder went on. “Not great for disposal. Stuff doesn’t

disappear there, it waits.”



“And then?” James asked.

“And then it goes where metal starts being weight,” Calder said. “Crushers. Foundries. Big

yards.”

James thought of the scrap bins. The clean cuts. “You seen machinery moving that way?”

he asked.
Calder shrugged. “I've seen machinery moved where nobody’s supposed to notice it.”
“One-offs?” James said.

“Patterns,” Calder replied. He pushed off the wall. “Tractors don’t vanish on their own,”

Calder went on. “Neither do trailers. Panels. Or guns.”
“You saying this is bigger than Greenfall?” James asked.

Calder looked at him for a moment. “I'm saying Ray Collis isn’t clever enough to be the

start of it. he said. Blokes like Ray don’t build operations. They just work in them.”
One of Calder’s men spoke up. “You want us watching Millhaven?”

“Not yet,” Calder said. “You watch too hard, you spook it.” He turned back to James.
“Whatever you've tripped over,” Calder said, “it’s already moving. You're just the first one

who’s noticed it isn’t moving right.”

James nodded once. “That’s all I needed.”

Calder smiled faintly. “That’s usually a lie.”

James headed for the door.

Behind him, Calder called out, “If another tractor goes missing”
“I'll ring you,” James said.

“And if metal starts talking?” Calder added.



James paused.
“Then I'll listen.”

Outside, the night settled around the warehouse, engines cooling, men working, vehicles
being moved and recorded on paper ready to be filed. Whatever this was, it was outside

Kestrel’s files now. And it wasn’t done yet.



Chapter Sixteen
Forestry

The Forestry Department occupied a low brick building on Young Street that had never
been renovated because no one could remember a time when it needed to be. The sign out

front was sun-faded but legible. Inside, everything worked - just slowly.

James parked two doors down and walked the rest of the way. He didn’t bring Bluey in.

This wasn’t that sort of visit.

The waiting area smelled faintly of eucalyptus oil and damp paper. Wall maps showed
shaded reserves and numbered compartments, each marked by hand, updated with pencil

and crossed-out dates. A ceiling fan turned lazily overhead, doing more noise than good.

A woman behind the counter looked up. Practical haircut. Sleeves rolled. Someone who

had learned the difference between curiosity and caution.
“James Hale,” he said. “Commercial investigations.”

She checked a clipboard. “You rang about tree ferns.”

“I did.”

She nodded once and led him through to a back room that held a long table, a kettle that
had boiled too often without being cleaned, and a filing cabinet whose drawers no longer
shut properly. A man was already seated there, early fifties, Forestry badge clipped to his

pocket, tie loosened like he’d given up pretending it mattered.
“This is Colin Roberts,” the woman said. “Compliance.”

James shook hands.

Roberts gestured to a chair. “You’ve got a semi-trailer number.”

“Ido.”



James slid the notebook across the table and opened it to the page he hadn’t written

anything on yet. The registration was there, neat and deliberate.
Roberts copied it down, then leaned back.

“You’re not the first to ask,” he said.

James waited surprised.

“Tree ferns are controlled stock,” Roberts went on. “Protected species. You can’t just dig
them up and sell them, not legally. Licensed contractors only. Each fern’s meant to carry a
permanent tag, metal band, stamped with the contractor’s licence number. No tag, no

lawful origin.”
“And how many licences are active?” James asked.

Roberts reached for a folder. “Fewer than people think.” He flipped it open, scanned a list,
then frowned. “None issued to Greenfall Nurseries,” he said. “Or anyone trading out of

Ravensridge under that name.”

“That doesn’t surprise me,” James replied.

Roberts looked up. “You've seen volume?”

“Enough to justify a semi-trailer,” James said. “Moving after hours.”
Roberts sighed. “That fits.”

“Fits what?”

Roberts hesitated. Just long enough. “We’ve had reports,” he said. “Nothing actionable yet.
Ferns showing up at wholesale yards without tags. Paperwork that looks tidy until you ask

where the ground was disturbed.”

James nodded. “And the source?”



Roberts tapped the map pinned to the wall behind him. A finger landed on a stretch of
shaded green. “Protected forest,” he said. “Hard to access. Easy to hide in. Easier if you've

got machinery and people who don’t mind working at night.”
“And transport,” James added.
Roberts looked at him for a moment, then nodded once. “Transport helps.”

James thought of Millhaven. Of scrap bins. Of clean cuts. “Can you trace shipments?” he

asked.

Roberts shook his head. “Once they’re loaded, they look like any other plant haul. Ferns
don’t talk.”

James almost smiled. “What happens next?” he asked.

Roberts closed the folder. “We make enquiries. Quiet ones. If tags are missing, we escalate.

If not -”
“You wait,” James finished.
Roberts didn’t argue.

James stood. “If you find anything tied to that trailer, routes, yards, buyers -I'd appreciate a

call.”

Roberts studied him. “You’re not Forestry.”

“No,” James said. “But I work for people who don’t like surprises.”
That earned a thin smile.

Then so quietly James nearly missed it he almost whispered, “Mr Hale, tread carefully you

may have stepped into something bigger.”
Outside, Bluey was still in the car, cigarette finally lit. “How’d it go?” he asked.

“They’re interested,” James said. “Which means they’ll move carefully.”



Bluey nodded. “And the ferns?”

“Not licensed,” James replied. “Which means they came from somewhere they shouldn’t.”
Bluey exhaled smoke through his nose. “That’s going to annoy someone.”

“Yes,” James said. “Eventually.” Thinking about what Roberts had said, he started the car.

Young Street slipped past quietly as they drove away, trees bending slightly in a breeze that
never quite reached the ground. Somewhere between Ravensridge and Millhaven,
paperwork was being adjusted. Somewhere else, something that had been moved carefully

was about to be moved faster.

Forestry would do their part. Everyone else would do theirs. And Westport, as always,

would pretend not to notice until it couldn’t.



Chapter Seventeen
Tilly

James took breakfast on Bellavista Road.

Not the loud end. The stretch that still belonged to early mornings and men who preferred
standing to sitting. Cafés opened before the trams grew impatient, and nobody asked how

long you planned to stay as long as you didn’t waste space.

The place was called Caffé Santoro, a narrow room with a zinc counter, fogged windows,
and the constant hiss of steam. Joe and Nick ran it. Brothers from Calabria, both arrived
twenty years earlier with nothing more than work habits and an opinion about coffee that

never softened.

Joe worked the machine. Nick worked the room.

James sat on a stool at the counter, jacket folded over the back of the chair.
“Usual,” Nick said, already reaching for bread.

The coffee came short and black. The toast followed, thick-cut and buttered while it was
still hot. James unfolded the Westport Herald while he ate. The front page carried reports of
record rainfall across the state. Rivers up. Roads cut. Freight delayed in and out of the

north. The kind of disruption that didn’t matter until it did.

He read it once, then again more slowly, before folding the paper back on itself.

“James?”

He turned.

Tilly stood just inside the door, coat still on, eyes scanning the room before landing on him.
“Good,” she said quietly. “I was hoping you’d be here.”

James smiled despite himself.



He’d been married once before but Tilly (short for Matilda) wasn’t his ex-wife. She was
something else, an ex-girlfriend who’d stayed in his life because neither of them had ever

quite learned how to fold things away properly.

She slid onto the stool beside him but didn’t touch the counter.

“You want coffee?” James asked.

She hesitated, then gave a small nod. “Yeah... alright.”

Nick glanced over, eyebrow raised.

James tipped his head slightly. “One more.”

Nick moved off to the machine, passing the order to Joe without breaking stride.
For a moment, neither of them said anything. “You look good, Til,” James said.
She gave a faint smile. “So do you.” It didn’t quite land as a compliment.

James picked up his coffee, turned the cup slightly in his hands.

“This isn’t a social visit.”

“I gathered as much.”

Nick returned and set the coffee down in front of her. She thanked him quietly and waited
until he’d moved away before touching it. She stirred it slowly, watching the spoon more

than the cup.

James said nothing.

“You're still at Kestrel?” she asked.
“Yeah.”

She nodded, as if confirming something to herself. “I wasn’t sure whether to come to you,”

she said. “Might be nothing. Probably is nothing.”



James waited.
“But it doesn’t feel like nothing.”
He let that sit a moment, then: “Alright.”

She looked up at him. “You’re the only one I thought might be able to tell me that,” she

said.
James gave a small shrug. “Depends what it is.”
Another second passed.

Then she leaned in slightly, voice dropping. “There’s been some movement,” she said. “At

the track.”

James watched her. Tilly had been around the Redmere track long enough to know how it

was supposed to behave.
She shook her head slightly. “I'm not even sure how to explain it.”
He said nothing.

“It’s not obvious,” she said. “That’s what’s bothering me. If it was obvious, | wouldn’t be

here.” A small pause. “I'd have walked it off.” She stirred her coffee again, slower this time.

“I'just... it doesn’t feel right,” she said. “The numbers are moving, but not the way they

should. Not for what’s actually happening.”
James leaned back slightly. “Redmere?”

She nodded. “I might be wrong,” she said. “I keep telling myself that. But I've been

watching it long enough to know when something’s off.”
James held her gaze. “What kind of off?”

She hesitated, “money’s not losing,” she said. “It’s like it’s disappearing.” The phrasing sat

badly with him. Too many things lately seemed to be disappearing cleanly.



“And the explanation?” he asked.

“That’s the problem,” Tilly said. “The bloke who usually explains things to me didn’t turn

up yesterday. Missed a meeting. Didn’t answer last night.”
“Gone?” James asked.
“Quietly,” she said. “Which is worse.”

James glanced out the window again. Another truck rumbled pass as the road was bustling

with morning traffic now. “You haven’t told anyone official?”

“No,” Tilly replied. “Because if I do, it becomes about gambling. And this doesn’t feel like
gambling.”

“What does it feel like?” James asked.

She hesitated again. “Like someone leaning on the numbers,” she said. “And when that

happens, people stop showing up.”
James nodded. “I'll come by later,” he said.
Tilly studied him for a moment. “You're already in something,” she said.

James didn’t answer straight away, instead he picked up a piece of toast and took a bite

first. “Yep,” James replied. “But nothing I can do anything about it yet”
She watched him. “You're sure?”

He nodded. Whatever was sitting in the back of his head could stay there. It always did
until it was ready to be dealt with. “Anyway,” he said, setting the cup down. “Tell me about

this bloke.”

Tilly hesitated, then leaned in. “He’s an SP bookie. Mostly on the trots. A bit of

thoroughbred. Knows his way around the rails.”



James almost smiled. “Then I wouldn’t worry too much,” he said. “Bookies go missing all
the time.” But Tilly wasn’t the sort of woman who rattled easily. That part bothered him

more than the missing bookie did.
“That easy?”

“Usually,” James said. “They don’t disappear. They hide. Owe the wrong bloke, get

nervous, switch hotels every few nights until the ledger cools down.”
“So you think he’s just... lying low?”

“Almost certainly,” James said. “Two days in a pub room, phone unplugged, waiting for

someone else to blink.”

“And you’ll find him?”

James shrugged. “If he wants to be found. If not, I'll still know where he is.”
That didn’t comfort her. “I didn’t want to go to the police,” Tilly said.

“You don’t need to,” James replied. “This isn’t police work. It’s basic PI work.”
She stood, smoothing her coat. “You always make it sound simple.”

“It usually is,” he said.

After she left, James finished his coffee and wiped his hands on a napkin. A missing bookie
wasn’t a mystery. He’d seen it a dozen times, men who vanished not because they were

taken, but because staying visible had become too expensive.

He expected to find this one the same way he always did. A quiet hotel. Cash payments. A

man waiting for whatever it was that was he was hiding from to be over.

James stepped back onto Bellavista Road already filing it where it belonged. Small job.

Short timeline. No surprises. At least, that was the expectation.



Chapter Eighteen

Redmere

The café noise thinned behind him as James stepped back onto Bellavista Road. Cups,
voices, the low hum of Italian faded into tram bells and morning traffic. He lit a cigarette

and walked without hurrying, letting the city set the pace.
Tilly’s problem stayed with him.

A missing sp bookie wasn’t unusual. They vanished all the time, sometimes for hours,
sometimes for weeks. Not dramatically. Not violently, most of the time. They just...
vanished. A room paid in cash. A different name on the register. A few days where no one

quite knew where they were supposed to be.
Usually, it meant debt. Sometimes fear. Occasionally both.

As he walked, James ran through the obvious places in his head, the mid-range motels near
the rail yards, the older pubs with upstairs rooms that didn’t ask for ID if you paid up front.
Places that understood discretion because they depended on it. He made a mental note to

check a couple later, quietly. No need to stir anything yet.
Back at Kestrel, he unlocked the door and let himself in.

The office smelled the way it always did by late morning, paper, tobacco, ink warming
slightly as the sun crept across the front windows. He hung his coat, sat, and worked

through what had come in while he’d been out.
Process work, mostly.

Summonses to serve. Notices to acknowledge. A witness who’d moved twice in three
months and thought that meant something. James logged addresses, checked handwriting
against old files, cross-referenced dates. It was the kind of work that kept a business
solvent and invisible at the same time. It was unglamorous work, but it paid reliably and

taught you how people behaved when consequences came looking for them.



Most ran. Some argued. A few pretended not to understand English they spoke fluently five

minutes earlier.

James logged the addresses, initialled the margins, and stacked the folders neatly. Process

servers would fan out after lunch. By evening, most of it would be done.
That was the rhythm of it.

By late morning, he locked up again.

Bluey was waiting outside.

Leaning against the wall near the door, sleeves rolled, hat pushed back slightly, like he’d

been there long enough to settle in but not long enough to get bored.
“Boss.”
James glanced at him, not surprised.

“Perfect timing,” he said, locking the door and pocketing the keys. “I've got one I'll need

you on.”

Bluey straightened slightly. “Yeah?”

James stepped past him and headed toward the car.

“Summons,” he said. “Kenny Stevens.”

Bluey gave a quiet grunt as he followed. “That name rings a bell.”
“It should,” James said. “He’s been avoiding it.”

Bluey opened the passenger door and slid in.

“That the one who likes to argue?” he asked.

“That’s the one,” James replied, starting the engine.

Bluey nodded once. “Right.”



James pulled out into the street.

“You wanna go do it now Boss,” Bluey asked.
“Yeah,” James said. “On the way.”

“I've got to stop at Redmere first,” he added. “Just for a minute.”
Bluey glanced across at him.

“The racetrack?”

“You need a hand, Boss?”

James shook his head slightly, eyes still on the road.
“No. Just chasing a bloke.”

Bluey settled back into the seat.

“Alright,” he said.

Redmere race track didn’t have a front entry as such.

The track was bordered by an open field on one side that had been turned into makeshift
parking years earlier, and the stockyards on the other, long timber rails, loading ramps, and
holding pens set over worn bluestone paving that had been there longer than any of the

men working it.

Beyond that, the Willowbark River ran slow and wide, sitting higher in its banks than it
should.

James killed the engine and let the car settle into the quiet rattle of cooling metal.

The field stretched out ahead of them, not a car park so much as a suggestion of one.
Vehicles scattered where they’d found space. Tyres pressed into dry grass. A few men

standing beside boots, talking without looking at each other.



Bluey didn’t move straight away.

He sat for a moment, eyes already working the edges. Not the track, the people around it.
“Busy,” he said.

“Enough,” James replied.

Bluey nodded once, like that confirmed something.

As they got out the car the wind carried the smell of dust, fuel, and livestock, old race day
smells that never really left a place like this. Somewhere further in, a bookmaker’s voice
lifted above the rest, calling odds with the confidence of someone who didn’t expect to be

questioned.

They started toward the railings. The ground underfoot was uneven, tyre ruts hardened
into shape. James walked straight through it, eyes already forward, taking in the layout.

Where the bookies were set. Where the runners cut through. Where the gaps were.
Bluey walked half a step wider.

Not looking where James looked.

Watching who watched them.

A man leaning on a bonnet, glance, then away too quick.

Two younger blokes arguing, not about money, about something else, something quieter.
A runner cutting across the field, not seeing either of them until the last second.

“Late move,” the runner muttered as he brushed past, breath short, eyes already

somewhere else.
James slowed slightly.

Bluey didn’t.



“Not just the race,” Bluey said under his breath.
“No,” James replied.
They reached the rail.

From here, the track opened up, bookies already working, boards chalked, numbers
shifting with each call. Men clustered in loose groups, some watching the horses, others

watching the boards, a few watching nothing at all.

James stepped in closer.

Bluey stayed just behind his shoulder.

Different angles. Same view.

James stopped near one of the smaller boards.

“What’ve you got on the third?” he asked.

The bookie didn’t look up. “Depends who’s asking.”

“Depends who’s answering,” James said mildly.

That earned him a glance. A quick assessment. The bookie adjusted the chalk.
“Six to one. Was eight this morning.”

James nodded and stepped back, watching.

Behind the bookies, the working edge of the track told a different story.

Horse floats backed in and out. Trucks idled. Men moved between them with purpose,

arguing quietly over straps and paperwork, checking loads, adjusting ties.
Trucks were everywhere.

Stock crates. Flatbeds. Utes parked at odd angles, some half-loaded, some waiting their

turn. The kind of traffic that came with livestock and race days, constant, unremarkable.



One trailer bore fresh mud halfway up the guards. Not city grime. Country mud, still damp.
A driver climbed down, wiping his hands on his jeans.

“Bloody nightmare getting that thing in,” he said to no one.

James looked at the float. “Long way?”

“Long enough,” the man replied. “Roads aren’t kind.”

James let it sit.

“New float?” he asked.

The man shrugged. “New-ish. Boss doesn’t like old gear.”

James smiled faintly and moved on.

Ahead of him now Bluey slowed.

A man stood near the far boundary, just off the service track.

Hands in his pockets.

Not working. Not waiting. Just... there.

Bluey didn’t move straight away.

Then as James caught up to him... “Boss.”

“...That bloke,” Bluey gestured slightly in the direction of the man he was talking about.
James glanced over.

“Who is he?”

“Reg Lacey.” Bluey quietly mumbled

“Seen him before,” Bluey added.

“Where?”



“Reg's Panels that chop shop a few weeks back.”
Bluey fell back in beside him.

“You know him?” James asked.

Bluey shrugged.

“Know enough.”

James drifted another few metres down the line, no hurry, eyes on the boards but attention

elsewhere.

Near the outer fence, two men argued over a payment. Cash changed hands. Not much, but
enough. One of them gestured toward a flatbed parked nearby, no markings, tarp tied

down tight.
“You moving that today?” the other asked.
“Soon as this clears,” came the reply.

A lorry idled near the service road, engine ticking unevenly. Not a horse float, wrong
height, wrong suspension. Flatbed, tarp cinched tight, rope newer than the vehicle it was

tied to. Two men stood beside it, backs turned, heads close.

“...not staying long,” one of them said.

“Doesn’t need to,” the other replied. “Just needs to clear.”

James slowed, pretending to study the odds chalked crooked on the nearest board.
“Thought this was meant to be parked out back,” the first man said.

“Was,” came the reply. “Then someone started asking questions.”

James caught the word asking, the way it was said, like a fault line.



A third man joined them, older, jacket too clean for the track. He passed something small
into the first man’s hand, folded, not bulky. Cash, but not betting cash. The kind that closed

doors rather than opened them.

“Where’s it going?” the first man asked.

“North,” the older man said. A pause. “For now.”

That answer didn’t satisfy anyone, but it ended the conversation.

The tarp shifted slightly as the driver climbed back into the cab. Beneath it, James caught a

flash of colour.

Not red. Not silver.

Green.

It didn’t sit right.

Not here.

It looked too clean. Too new. Like it hadn’t earned its place yet.

The engine note settled. The driver said something to the others.
James drifted a few metres down, just enough to stop being part of it.
He didn’t need a registration number.

There wouldn’t be many like that, not that colour, not here.

James stepped away before anyone noticed.

He didn’t need the registration number. He already had the shape of it.

Heading back toward the car, James watched the crowds thicken around the rails.
Whatever was moving through Redmere today wasn’t his problem. Not yet. But it carried

the same rhythm he’d started noticing elsewhere.



Quick deals. Unmarked vehicles. No interest in being remembered.
He drove off before the third race.
There were other things that needed answering first.

Tilly’s bookie was one of them.



Chapter Nineteen
Willowbark Migrant Settlement

James didn’t start with Redmere. He started with rooms.

The kind that took cash without blinking most could be rented by the hour and asked
questions only when something went wrong with the plumbing. He checked three motels
that afternoon, each one the same in its own way. Polite indifference. Registers that might

or might not be accurate. A practiced shrug when he described the man.
“Plenty like him,” one clerk said. “You’ll have to be more specific.”
James thanked him and moved on.

The pub near the yards came next. He didn’t go inside. He waited across the road and
watched who came and went, how long they stayed, who they spoke to before leaving.

Nothing lingered the way a man in hiding usually did.

By late afternoon, he had a location that didn’t belong on any motel list. It came from a
runner, not one he recognised, not one who recognised him. The sort who talked because

he thought information was currency.

“Seen him last week,” the runner said. “Not betting. Just... around.”

“Where?” James asked.

“Out past the huts,” he said. “Old government ones.”

That narrowed it properly. James knew the place. Willowbark Migrant Settlement.

The settlement sat low and spread wide, a scatter of timber buildings and fibro huts
stitched together by gravel paths and time. Built during WW2, at the far end of the site,
rusting sheds still marked where munitions had once been assembled before the war ran

out of enemies.

After that, in the late 50’s the place had been repurposed as a midway migrant hostel.



Families first. Then single men. Then anyone who needed somewhere to land without
being noticed too closely. People arrived under one name and sometimes left under
another. Officially, it was transitional accommodation. In practice, was a place people

ended up. And then waited.
For work. For luck. For someone else to decide what happened next.

James walked in like he belonged. No one stopped him. No one asked why he was there.

That was the first thing he noticed.

The second was that everyone looked tired in the same way. Men sat on steps smoking,
voices drifting in half a dozen languages. Radios murmured. Cooking smells clung to the

air. Everyone looked tired in the same way.

James moved through it without hurry. It wasn’t about faces. Faces changed. Came and
went. It was about patterns. Who watched. Who didn’t. Who moved like they belonged and

who moved like they were trying not to be seen.

He found the room on the second pass. Not because anyone told him. Because it was the

only door that stayed closed when everything else was open.

James knocked once. Nothing. He waited. Then the sound of movement inside, slow,
careful, like someone deciding whether to exist. The door opened a fraction. A man looked

out. Mid-forties. Unshaven. Eyes doing too much work.

James didn’t move. “I'm not here for money,” James said. “And I’'m not police.” He

paused. “Tilly sent me,” he said. “Said you didn’t show at the track yesterday.”
The man didn’t open the door any further. “Who are you?” he asked.

“Name’s Hale.”

“That mean something to me?”

“NO.”



The man held his stare. “You working for her?”
“No.”
“Then why are you here?”

“I'm here cos she asked me for a favour,” James replied. “If I was here for anyone else, I

wouldn’t be knocking.”

That was the first real shift. Silence stretched. The man glanced past him, checking the

walkway, the open space beyond. No one paying attention. No one interested.
He looked back. “You shouldn’t have come,” he said.

“You weren’t hard to find.”

A flicker of something crossed the man’s face. “I wasn’t hiding,” he said.
“Then why make yourself hard to find?”

The man stared at him for a moment longer than was comfortable. Then opened the door.

“Come in,” he said.



Chapter Twenty
The Missing Bookie

The bookie was thinner than James expected. His eyes glazed with fatigue; he sat down on

the edge of a narrow bed.

The room was small. Bed, chair, a small table pushed against the wall. Curtains drawn but
not properly with light leaking through in thin strips. The radio on low, listening to a race

replay from the previous week like it still mattered. James stayed near the door.
“Stan,” the man said after a moment.

James waited.

“Doyle.”

James gave a small nod. “You planning on staying missing?” he asked.

Stan gave a dry half-smile and looked past him toward the door, like he was checking

something that wasn’t there. “Figured it was easier than explaining things,” he said.
“Try me,” James replied.

“I saw something,” he said eventually. “That’s it. That’s all.”

James waited. “I'm not here to make this worse, Stan,” James said.

Stan watched him carefully.

James stepped further into the room but didn’t close the door. He took one of the

mismatched chairs at the table, not crowding him, not retreating either.

Stan stayed on the bed. Eventually he let out a slow breath and rubbed his hands together.
He looked like a man who’d been holding something in too long. His eyes flicked to the

door, then back to James, weighing it. Not trust. Just the need to say it out loud.

“You know about books?” he finally asked.



“I know enough” James said.

That was all Stan needed - he reached over and turned the radio off. “It started with the
numbers,” he said. Stan hesitated, not because he didn’t know, but because he was

deciding how much to say. “You ever see a book adjusted between columns?” he asked.
James didn’t answer.

“You can slide liability without anybody noticing” Stan said quietly. “Move exposure

between races. Delay reconciliation. Park money for a day or two.”
“And?”

“It balances eventually,” Stan said. “Just not where it started.”
James didn’t interrupt.

“Not stealing it,” Stan said. “Just... holding it.”

Temporary holding.

The phrase landed heavier than it should have.

“And you noticed this at Redmere,” James said.

Stan nodded.

“Redmere’s busy enough that you can blur things,” he said. “Big meets. Plenty of turnover.

You bury a small shift inside a big one and no one complains.”

“So why disappear?” James asked.

Stan’s jaw tightened.

“After the last race,” Stan went on. “I stayed back. Didn’t feel like going home”

He leaned forward slightly now.



Something wasn’t sitting right. I wanted to see if the books got squared the way I thought
they would.”

“And?” James asked.

“I saw something I shouldn’t have,” he said.

James waited.

Stan swallowed. “Not numbers,” he said quietly. “People.”
James let that sit.

“And you watched them.”

Stan let out a short laugh that didn’t carry anything like humour. “Yeah,” he said. “That was

the mistake.”
“What did you see?”
Stan hesitated again. Longer this time. “Enough,” he said.

James studied him. Stan wasn’t hiding information. He was choosing how much of it he

was willing to admit out loud.

“Trucks, lots of trucks coming through where they shouldn’t,” Stan said. “Not floats. Not

race gear. Heavy rigs. In and out near the service gates.”
“Freight moves through tracks,” James said evenly.

“Sure,” Stan replied. “But not like that. Not after hours. Not with blokes standing next to
them like they’re guarding payroll.”

“They see you?” James asked.
Stan didn’t answer immediately. Then: “I don’t know,” he said.

Which meant he did.



“And you left,” James said.
Stan nodded. “Didn’t go back the next day,” he said. “Didn’t answer the phone.”
“You planning on going back?”

“No. I don’t know if the money and the trucks are the same thing,” Stan said. “Maybe I'm

joining dots that aren’t there.”
“But you don’t think they’re separate,” James said.
Stan looked up at him properly giving James a look that answered that question.

Silence settled in the room. James shifted his weight slightly, still near the door. This wasn’t
a man dodging debt. This wasn’t someone lying low waiting for a ledger to cool off. This

was something else.

“Anyone else know?” James asked.

Stan shook his head. “No.”

“Good.”

James held his gaze for a long moment, then nodded once. “Alright,” he said. “Stay quiet.”
Stan didn’t argue. “Am I in trouble?”

“I'm going to tell Tilly that you're alive,” James said. “And that you need time.”
“Time for what?”

James considered him. “To stay put,” he said. “And to forget exactly what you saw.”
Stan nodded. “I can do that.”

“I know,” James said.

Men like Stan didn’t need scaring. They were already there. He left without shaking hands.



Outside, the settlement absorbed him again, voices, footsteps, the sense of people waiting

for lives to restart somewhere else.

James drove back toward Westport as the light dropped low over the river flats. He didn’t

write anything down.

Some information wasn’t evidence.



Chapter 21
Forestry Fallout

The call came through on a Thursday, just after nine.

Not the bank. Not an insurer. Not a client with a voice full of panic and paperwork.
This one was government - tight, clipped, careful with nouns.

“Kestrel & Co,” James said.

A pause, like the caller was checking the weight of the name.

“Mr Hale?” a man asked.

“Speaking.”

“This is Field Officer Grant. Westport Forestry and Timber Compliance.”

James didn’t react to the title. Titles were cheap. It was what sat behind them that

mattered.

“You visited us last week, talked to Colin Roberts about tree ferns,” Grant continued.

“Greenfall. Ravensridge.”

James glanced at the Greenfall file in the cabinet, the one he’d marked completed and

immediately regretted. He could picture it sitting behind steel, neat and falsely final.
“I did,” James said.

“We’ve identified the source.”

James waited.

Grant didn’t fill the silence with confidence. That was a good sign. James trusted cautious

men more than confident ones.



“Not the nursery itself,” he said. “They’re buyers. Opportunists. The supply came through a

licensed contractor. Or... a licensed contractor’s licence number.”
James leaned back in his chair, pen rolling between his fingers.
“Meaning?”

“Clean skins,” Grant said.

“Clean skins?”

Grant exhaled once, sharp. “That’s what our people are calling them, yes. Untagged. Or

tagged with a number that doesn’t match the load.”

“How many?” James asked.

“Enough to be worth our attention.”

“Enough to close them?” James asked.

Grant hesitated. “That depends on what else we find when we step through their yard.”

James looked out the office window at the Street, Westport moving along like it didn’t owe
anyone an explanation. Trams. Trucks. Men with briefcases pretending they’d never made

a desperate choice.

“You're planning a visit,” James said.

“A seizure,” Grant corrected. “We’re going in this afternoon.”
James said nothing.

Grant cleared his throat. “There’s another reason I'm calling.”

James felt the shift before the words arrived. The point where one job stepped off its own

path and onto another.



“We’ve got registrations,” Grant said. “For a semi-trailer. The one you told us about. It’s

not registered to Greenfall.”
James already knew it wouldn’t be.

“It’s registered to a transport firm,” Grant went on, “but it’s been moving in and out of

Ravensridge at hours that don’t match their declared routes.”
James’s pen stopped.

“What firm?” he asked.

Grant paused again. “Allan Brothers Transport.”

James made no comment. Allan Brothers were the sort of name that didn’t usually show up

in forestry matters unless somebody was misusing them—or hiding behind them.

Grant continued. “We’re passing the vehicle details to State Assets Compliance. They
handle transport and equipment irregularities once they move beyond Forestry

jurisdiction.”
James’s mouth tightened slightly.

“So,” he said, “you’re not just ringing me to tell me the ferns came from a crooked

contractor.”

Grant didn’t laugh. “No, Mr Hale. I'm ringing because your call put us on a load trail. And a

load trail sometimes leads to more than plants.”
James recognised the shift immediately.

This was no longer just Greenfall.

James held the silence long enough for Grant to feel it.

Then: “You want me to attend?”



“No,” Grant said quickly. “This is not a request for assistance. This is a courtesy—given you

were the one who flagged the tags.

“We’ll be in touch after the seizure,” Grant said.

James heard the unspoken part: And after we work out who we’re actually dealing with.
Then the line went dead.

He hung up and sat very still for a moment.

Then he reached for the Greenfall file.

Not to open it. Just to feel the weight of it in his hands.

COMPLETED, it said, stamped in his own mind like a lie he’d let someone else pay for.
He slid it back into the cabinet.

This call wasn’t finished with him yet.

Bluey arrived ten minutes later, as if Westport itself had sent him.

He pushed the door open and stepped in with the same calm he wore to fights—cheerful

on the surface, alert underneath.

“Boss,” he said, and in his hand he held a white paper bag emitting the comforting sweet
aroma of hot jam doughnuts from the American doughnut kitchen at Westport market.

“Brought breakfast.”

Bluey moved to the bench and flicked the switch on the electric kettle, the familiar click

followed by the low hum. He leaned back while it heated, one hand already in the bag.
James watched him for a moment.
“Forestry rang,” he said.

Bluey glanced over, already reaching into the bag.



“Yeah?”

“They’re moving on Greenfall out at Ravensridge.”

Bluey paused, doughnut halfway to his mouth.

“What for?”

“Protected stock,” James said. “Tree ferns. Tagged wrong. Some not tagged at all.”
Bluey took a bite, chewing as he thought it through.

“That enough to get Forestry excited?” he asked.

“Enough for a seizure,” James said.

Bluey swallowed.

“Right.”

The kettle clicked off. He poured the water, stirred, then leaned back against the bench.
“So what’s bothering you Boss?” he asked.

James didn’t answer straight away.

“They mentioned a truck,” he said. “One I asked about when [ was there.”

That got Bluey’s attention.

“What sort of truck?”

“Semi-trailer,” James said. “Didn’t belong to the nursery.”

Bluey’s expression shifted slightly. Not concern. Recognition of pattern.

“Whose?”

“They mentioned Allan Brothers.” James said

That got a reaction.



Bluey’s eyebrows lifted slightly. Not surprise, recognition.

“Allan Brothers?” he said. “That’s not small-time freight,”

“No,” James said. “Which is why Forestry handed it up the line.”
“They’re clean,” Bluey added. “Or they like people to think they are.”

“They shouldn’t be anywhere near a place like that,” James said.

Bluey nodded slowly.

“No,” he agreed. “They shouldn’t.”

He took a sip, then said quietly, “That complicates things.”

They sat with that for a moment.

Bluey put the bag down on the desk. “You want me to go take a look?” he asked.
“Not yet,” James said.

Bluey studied him for a moment.

Bluey’s eyes flicked toward the filing cabinet. Toward COMPLETED. He’d seen James file

things before. He’d also seen him unfile them.
“Whatever this is,” Bluey said, “it’s got your jaw doing that thing Boss.”
James didn’t answer.

Bluey shrugged and sat down in the chair opposite and leaned back, boots planted like he’d

decided the office belonged to him as much as the street did.

“While we’re waiting for your tree people,” Bluey added, “I ran into a bloke last night I

didn’t like.”

James looked up. “Where?”



“Near the panel shop,” Bluey said, casual as smoke. “Not Reg's. Different one. Same smell.

He looked at me like he was reading a street sign.”

James didn’t ask why Bluey had been near a panel shop at night. Sometimes you didn’t ask.

You just listened.
“You know him?” James asked.
Bluey hesitated. Just a fraction.

“I know what he is,” he said. “And [ know [ don’t like crossing paths with people like that

unless I have to.”

James didn’t press.

“If you see him again?” James said.

“I'll tell you,” Bluey replied. “Properly Boss.”

The kettle hissed as it cooled. Outside, a truck downshifted on the street.

Forestry was doing what Forestry did. Compliance would follow. And somewhere between

paper and pavement, names were starting to line up.

James reached for a doughnut.

When the office phone rang again.

James picked it up. “Kestrel!”

A few days later, James heard that Forestry had raided Greenfall in Ravensridge.

They’d seized the untagged stock, mature tree ferns lifted from protected land, and
removed everything they could trace. The paperwork followed. So did the silence. Not long

after, Greenfall Nurseries shut its gates.

No announcement. No explanation. Just gone. James filed it away without much more

thought.



Chapter 22

Allan Brothers Transport
A couple of weeks passed.

Westport settled back into its usual rhythm, the kind that only looked calm if you didn’t
know where to listen. Kestrel stayed busy. Process servers moved in pairs through suburbs
that all looked the same at dusk. Notices were served. Statements taken. Photographs filed.
James spent more time behind the wheel than at his desk, and more time at his desk than

he cared to admit.
The work didn’t slow.

Stirling Commercial Lending rang on a Wednesday morning. Midweek. Midroutine. No
urgency in the voice, but no patience either. They had a transport client in arrears. Final

notices ignored. Payment plans expired without reply. The usual escalation.
James wrote the name down as he listened.

Allan Brothers Transport.

He paused for half a second longer than he needed to.

It wasn’t a small outfit. Allan Brothers had been around for years, solid reputation, long
contracts, general freight and frozen food runs that required reliability more than speed.
They weren’t the kind of operation that missed payments casually. They also weren’t the

kind of name that came up often in side conversations.
Except, not long ago, it had.

Forestry hadn’t made anything of it at the time, just a transport company listed on
paperwork connected to Greenfall Nurseries. Contractors came and went. Trucks moved

plants. Names crossed desks and disappeared again.

Still, James remembered noticing it then, because Allan Brothers weren’t nobodies.



He kept listening.

Stirling wanted a recovery. Prime mover and trailer unit. Top-end equipment. A Mercedes
rig - expensive, well maintained, insured to the teeth. No police involvement yet. No court

action. Just a formal repossession order issued after every other lever had failed.

According to Stirling they had assigned the recovery to another firm three weeks ago. The
other firm had eyes on the unit before. More than once. But every time the driver had been
hauling another companies’ refrigerated trailer - frozen produce under contract. You didn’t
recover a prime mover and leave a loaded freezer trailer sitting on the shoulder of the

highway. Not without inheriting a claim big enough to drown the job before it started.

So they’d waited. Concerned that the other firm had been identified they wanted to know if

Kestrel was interested.
James said nothing. The guy from Stirling continued..

“The account’s now far enough behind that waiting isn’t acceptable, we want the unit

recovered. Cost is not an issue.”

James had heard finance companies panic before. This didn’t sound like panic. It sounded

like urgency wrapped in professionalism.

James made a note.

Mercedes prime mover. Late-model. Well maintained. Insured. Valuable.
“Send the paperwork through,” James said.

After the call ended, James sat for a moment longer than usual, looking at the file in front of

him.

Transport companies defaulted all the time. Fuel costs climbed. Contracts fell through.
Margins disappeared overnight. A missed payment turned into two, then three. By the time

the phone rang, the decision had usually already been made.



James reviewed the file that afternoon. Addresses matched. Numbers lined up. Nothing
jumped out. Still, he made a note to loop Calder in, heavy recovery was heavy recovery,

and that was Calder’s wheelhouse.

Outside, traffic moved past the office window in slow, patient lines. Westport doing what it

always did, working, waiting, pretending not to notice what passed through it after dark.
James closed the file and reached for the phone.

Calder would want to see this one early.

Calder answered on the second ring. “Yeah.”

“I've got something you’ll want,” James said. “Heavy.”

“How heavy?”

“Mercedes prime mover. Interstate. Frozen freight. Allan Brothers.”

The silence on the other end wasn’t long, but it wasn’t casual either. “Allan Brothers,”

Calder repeated.

“Rings a bell?”

“It should,” Calder said. “They’re not cowboys.”

“No,” James agreed. “They’re not.” That was the point.
“When?”

“They’ve got it heading south on the Great Southern. We’ve got an approximate schedule

from Stirling Commercial.”

Calder didn’t hesitate. “Let’s go look.”



Chapter 23

Truckie Convoy
They picked it up just south of Westport, running steady along the Great Southern Road.

The Mercedes prime mover was exactly as described, late-model, clean lines, refrigeration

unit humming behind it. Company livery intact. No visible panic.

James kept a careful distance. Calder watched the mirrors. The truck rolled off the highway
about an hour later, indicators flashing, easing into a roadside service station that existed

for one reason, diesel and distance.

It was the kind of place that never fully slept. Two other rigs already parked nose-to-nose
near the diner. The Mercedes pulled in and idled. James followed and parked two bays

back.

Calder stepped out first. James joined him. They approached the driver’s side. The window

slid down halfway. Mid-fifties. Weathered face. Sleeper cab behind him. Calm.

“Evening,” Calder said. He held up the paperwork. “Roger Calder. Acting on behalf of

Stirling Commercial Lending. We’ve got a repossession order on this unit.”

The driver looked at him. Looked at James. Measured both. “Hang on,” he said. “I'm
busting for a piss. I'll be back in a minute.” He climbed down and walked toward the toilet

block without hurry.
James watched him go. Calder didn’t move. They waited longer than they should have.

Just as Calder shifted to move, the driver came back, but he wasn’t alone. Four other
truckies walked with him. Heavy boots. Sleeves rolled. Quiet faces. They stopped short of
the cab.

The driver leaned against the step rail, arms folded. “These blokes bothering you?” one of
the others asked him. The driver didn’t look at Calder. “They reckon they’re taking the

truck.”



Calder kept the paperwork visible but didn’t wave it. “I've got a lawful repossession order,”

he said evenly. “Unit’s in arrears. We're recovering it.”
One of the truckies stepped closer. “Not tonight.”
James said nothing.

The man closest to the driver slid a hand inside his jacket. Not fast. Not theatrical. He
brought out a handgun and held it low at first. Then raised it. Pointed at Calder’s chest. “On

your fucking bike,” he said quietly. “Last warning.”

The refrigeration unit hummed. Diesel ticked as engines cooled.

Calder lowered the paperwork. “Alright,” he said calmly. “We’re leaving.”
James didn’t look at the gun again. They stepped back. This wasn’t the place.

Calder kept walking until they reached the car. Only then did he exhale properly. “That

wasn’t about the truck,” he said.

James & Calder drove back onto the highway continued south, until they found a good
observation spot to wait for the truck planning to follow it and take the next opportunity to

repossess it. About half an hour later three sets of lights appeared in the mirror.
Three trucks. Running tight. The Mercedes in the middle. Escorted.

Calder watched them pass. No one slowed. No one looked over. The convoy rolled by in

formation, engines working steady, chrome catching highway glare.
“Home run,” James said quietly.

Calder watched until their tail-lights disappeared into the dark. “They’re taking it back to

base,” he said.

They didn’t follow. You don’t intercept a convoy. They drove back toward Westport
without speaking. The highway quiet.



James didn’t make the call that night. You didn’t ring finance companies after dark with

words like firearm in the sentence. He rang Stirling the next morning. He kept it simple.

“Attempted intercept unsuccessful. Driver escorted. One of the escorts produced a

handgun. We withdrew.”

Silence on the other end. Then: “Understood.” No outrage. No panic. Just calculation. They

would be in touch.
Stirling rang back three days later.
Mid-morning. Business hours. No urgency in the voice, just information.

“They’ve got it moving south again,” the man from Stirling said. “Crossing the Barland

River tomorrow night, around 10pm, that’s what we’ve been told.”

James didn’t ask who’d told them. Finance companies heard things. Drivers talked. Fuel

accounts talked louder.

“Understood,” he said. “We’ll handle it.”

He rang Calder. Told him about the route. “Right,” Calder said. “I'll need Bluey.”

“You want me there?” James asked.

“Nah not this time,” Calder replied. “We’ll sort it out.”

James didn’t argue.

When Bluey returned to the office at lunch, he stood in the doorway as James explained.
“There was a gun,” James added.

Bluey didn’t blink. Bluey shrugged once. “Whatever Boss... Roger’s OK”

James knew this was as much as he would get out of him so he left it at that.



Chapter 24
Heavy Recovery

Bluey arrived at Calder’s yard just before dusk the next evening. “I hear there was a gun,”

Bluey said, rolling his sleeves up.
“Mm,” Calder said. “First driver had friends.”
Bluey shrugged. That was enough.

They took the heavy duty salvage truck and one of Calder’s regular drivers. No noise. No

fanfare. Just three men and paperwork.
They took position just north of Dunleigh.

The old iron lattice span across the Barland River rose out of the darkness ahead of them,
built in the late 1870s, when rail and road had shared the same narrow deck and no one

imagined refrigerated trailers one day weighing forty tonnes.

By the 1970s it was a bottleneck. Single lane. Steel girders close enough to scrape mirrors if
you weren'’t careful. In daylight it handled wheat trucks, livestock, citrus from the Southern
Floodplain, and the northbound freight that fed half the state. At night it belonged to long-

haul drivers and the hum of diesel.

The fruit fly inspection bay sat empty now, a narrow pull-off where, during daylight hours,
border officers stopped cars to check for contraband oranges and backyard lemons. The

floodlights were off. The inspection shed dark. Only the bridge lights remained.
They waited.
Headlights eventually appeared in the distance. High. Steady. Familiar silhouette.

The Mercedes crossed the Barland River bridge just after eleven. No convoy this time. No

escort. Just the prime mover and refrigerated trailer moving steadily into the night.

Calder watched from the shadow of the embankment.



“That’s it,” Bluey said quietly.

They let the unit clear the bridge before moving. The salvage truck eased out and followed
at distance. No lights flashed. No rush. Just patience. Ten minutes later the Mercedes
indicated and drifted into a gravel truck stop used by interstate drivers who knew the

stretch. Wide enough to park safely. Quiet enough to sleep.

The truck idled for a moment. Then the engine shut down. Interior cabin light flicked on

briefly, then off. The driver was bedding down.

Calder eased the salvage truck off to the side of the road. He and Bluey stepped out,

keeping their voices low as they worked it through.
“If he’s locked the doors?” Bluey asked.

“Then we wait him out,” Calder said. “But if he wakes and tries to run, I don’t want him

getting momentum.”
They repositioned.

The heavy salvage truck rolled forward and parked nose-to-nose with the Mercedes, close
enough that there was no clean launch. Close enough that if the driver fired the engine and

dropped it into gear, he’d have nowhere to go.

Backing a loaded prime mover with a refrigerated trailer in gravel, in the dark, wasn’t
something you did fast. Not in those rigs. Not without room. Forward was blocked &

reverse would take time. Time they would control.
They cut the engine.

Waited.

Five minutes.

Ten.

No movement.



Calder nodded once.

Bluey stepped out first.

They approached the cab without hurry.

Calder stepped onto the fuel tank and knocked twice on the driver’s door.
No answer.

He knocked harder.

Movement inside.

A muttered curse.

The sleeper light flicked on.

The curtain shifted.

The window slid down halfway.

The driver blinked down at them, heavy with sleep.

“What?”

Calder held up the paperwork.

“Roger Calder. Acting for Stirling Commercial Lending. This unit’s being recovered.”
The words took a second to land.

Calder explained the repossession order clearly. If the outstanding balance and recovery

costs were paid immediately, the unit stayed. Otherwise, it was coming with them.
The driver stared.
Then laughed once.

“You're joking.”



“No.”

The door flew open.

The driver climbed down hard.

“You don’t wake a bloke up for paperwork.”
“It’s not paperwork,” Calder said evenly. “It’s a recovery.”
The driver shoved Calder hard.

Calder held his ground.

Bluey moved instinctively but stayed out of it.
The driver swung next. Wide. Tired.

Bluey stepped in once.

One short right hand.

The driver stumbled backward into the tyre.
Swore.

Came again.

This time Calder grabbed him by the jacket, pivoted, and used the man’s weight to pin him

against the cab.

“Enough,” Calder said quietly.

The refrigeration unit hummed behind them.

The highway stayed empty.

The driver’s fight drained out as quickly as it had flared.

“Keys,” Calder said.



A long beat.

Then the driver reached into his pocket and handed them over.
Calder released him.

Bluey stepped back.

The driver leaned against the cab, defeated but not humiliated.
“Trailer’s under contract,” he said.

Bluey and Calder quickly examined the trailers’ papers and decided to deliver the trailer
and goods to the Riverside Freight Terminal yard where they had been consigned, as they

had to take the prime mover back to the city anyway.
“It'll be delivered,” Calder replied. “We’re only taking the unit.”
The driver said nothing more.

Calder’s driver climbed into the Mercedes and Bluey indicated for Allan’s driver to get into
the middle seat of the Salvage truck then Bluey jumped in next to him in and Calder

returned to the drivers seat.

As they pulled away, the Mercedes rolled ahead of them through the dark, refrigeration

unit humming steadily behind it.
The drive back to Westport passed in silence.

Somewhere behind them, the highway kept moving freight north through the night as if
nothing had happened.



Chapter 25

Riverside Freight Terminal

They drove the unit south. The trailer was still under contract, so they took it as arranged
to Riverside Freight Terminal, a low industrial yard near the docks where the consignment

was due.

Paperwork first. Trailer uncoupled. Riverside staff signed for it without comment. They

dumped the driver at the Freight office.

Bluey walked the yard while Calder handled the final signatures. He slowed near the far

fence line. A tarp had slipped back. Underneath sat a Massey Ferguson tractor.
He stopped. “Roger.”

Calder looked up from the paperwork. “What?”

Bluey nodded toward it. "Come have a look at this."

Calder walked over, not seeing it yet. “It’s a tractor,” he said.

Bluey shook his head slightly. “Colour,” he said.

Calder frowned. “Green?”

“Yeah,” Bluey said. “Masseys’ aren’t usually green.”

Calder looked at Bluey suddenly understanding. Bluey stepped closer, pulling the tarp back
a little further. He crouched, wiped a patch of dirt away from the plate with his sleeve.

Studied it. Not recognition. Just a thought forming.
“We were chasing one of these, weren’t we?” he said.
Calder shrugged. “James was.”

Bluey nodded once. “Yeah.” He looked at it again. “Could be nothing,” Bluey said. He

wrote the serial number down anyway. Didn’t feel like nothing.



The next morning Bluey was in James’s office, Calder beside him. Usually it was the other

way around. This time Calder had come to Kestrel.

“How’d it go?” James asked.

“Clean,” Calder said. “No convoy this time. Picked him up while he was bedding down.”
“Had a swing, Boss” Bluey grinned. “Didn’t last long.”

James gave a small nod. “And the trailer?”

“Delivered,” Calder said. “Riverside Freight Terminal. Signed off.”

James leaned back slightly. Routine. Straightforward.

Bluey shifted his weight. “Oh-” he said. “There was something else Boss.”

James looked at him.

Bluey scratched at his jaw, thinking how to say it.

“There was a tractor sitting in the yard,” he said. “Under a tarp. Massey Ferguson.”
James didn’t react.

“Green,” Bluey added.

That got his attention.

Calder frowned slightly. “They’re usually red, aren’t they?”

“Yeah,” Bluey said. “That’s why I noticed it.”

A beat.

“We were looking for one, weren’t we?” he added.

James was already moving.

Bluey pulled a scrap of paper from his pocket.



“Wrote the number down Boss” he said, handing it over.

James took it and crossed to the cabinet. Pulled the Greenfall file. Laid it open. Ran a finger

down the page. Then checked the number.

Once was enough. He didn’t say anything straight away.
Bluey watched him. “Well?”

James slid the file across. “Same machine,” he said.
Calder looked between them. “From the nursery?”
“From the paperwork,” James said.

Bluey let out a quiet breath. “Shit,” he said. Not loud. Not dramatic. Just honest. “How’d
that get there?”

James didn’t answer straight away. He looked at Calder instead.
“That’s not where it was meant to be.”
Calder shook his head now in understanding. “No.”

Outside, Westport kept moving freight through the night like it always had. James looked

back down at the file. For the first time, the separate pieces stopped feeling separate.



Chapter 26

Clearance
The office felt smaller when there was no one in it.

Low cloud pressed over Westport, turning the morning light flat and colourless through the
high office windows. The city was already moving outside, trucks downshifting, forklifts
whining, dock whistles carrying across water, but inside Kestrel it was just paper and

silence.

James had been in the office since before seven. He had the Greenfall file open on one side

of the desk and the Allan Brothers Transport file on the other.

Between them sat a scrap of paper with a serial number written in Bluey’s block

handwriting.

He looked at it again. Then at the application paperwork from Greenfall. Then back at the

number. He wasn’t surprised anymore. He was thinking.

Allan Brothers Transport weren’t amateurs. They weren’t desperate cowboys running one
truck and hoping for fuel money. They had contracts. Long-haul runs. Refrigerated freight
that paid steady and paid well, if you managed it right. Which meant if they were missing

payments on a prime mover that expensive, something else was already wrong.
James flipped through the finance summary Stirling had sent.

Stacked lending. Three secured units. One recently refinanced. Insurance assignments
layered across multiple lenders. Fuel accounts paid late, not defaulted, just late.
Subcontractor payments extended past terms. It wasn’t collapse. Not yet. It was strain. The

kind of strain that made respectable companies do things they wouldn’t normally consider.

He leaned back in his chair and looked at the ceiling. James didn’t like questions that

multiplied. He liked questions that narrowed. This one was doing the opposite.



The outer office door opened a few minutes later. Bluey came in carrying two coffees and a

folded newspaper damp around the edges from the weather.

He stopped when he saw James still at the desk. “You been here all night or what?”
James looked up briefly. “Something doesn’t fit.”

Bluey set one of the coffees down. “You still thinking about that tractor Boss?”

James closed the file slowly. “Yeah. Something wrong? “T'oo many things moving too

quickly.”

James stood and grabbed his coat.“Come on.”

“Where?”

“Riverside.”

They were back at Riverside Freight Terminal before nine.

Low cloud hung over the docks. Rain had passed through before dawn, leaving the
concrete slick and the yard smelling of diesel, salt water and wet timber. Freight still
moved through the terminal in slow industrial rhythm, forklifts reversing, trailers shunting,
men in heavy jackets waving loads into bays beneath floodlights that hadn’t yet switched
off.

But the far fence line looked different immediately.
Bluey saw it first. “Tarp’s gone,” he said.

James slowed. The section near the rear boundary sat empty now. No Massey Ferguson.
No canvas cover. Just compressed dirt beneath fresh tyre marks and a pale rectangle

where something heavy had been sitting overnight. Too clean. Too fast.
“Someone moved quick,” Bluey muttered.

James said nothing. Bluey took that as agreement.



The tyre marks were recent enough that the rain hadn’t softened the edges yet. Nearby, a

forklift driver glanced toward them once before immediately looking away again.
Bluey noticed that too. “Yeah,” he said quietly. “They know why we’re here.”

Inside the freight office the atmosphere felt different from the night before. Not hostile.
Careful. The yard supervisor behind the counter kept his answers short while pretending to

shuffle paperwork that didn’t need shuffling.

“We’re just following up a unit delivered overnight,” James said evenly.
“Already told the other bloke that.”

The supervisor realised the mistake as soon as the words left his mouth.
James didn’t react immediately. “What other bloke?”

A pause. “Just someone asking about a tractor.”

“What someone?”

The supervisor shrugged too quickly. “Didn’t catch a name.”

Bluey leaned silently against the wall near the door, arms folded, watching the room
instead of the conversation. Nobody else looked at them directly. Which usually meant

everybody was listening.

James slid the delivery manifest across the counter. “Mind if [ see the transfer sheets

attached to this load?”

Another hesitation. Then the supervisor disappeared into the back office.
Bluey waited until the door shut behind him. “He’s rattled,” he said quietly.
James nodded slightly in agreement.

The paperwork arrived a minute later in a thin clipboard stack. At first glance it looked

routine. Trailer intake. Transfer signatures. Holding allocations. Temporary routing notes.



Then the inconsistencies started appearing. Different handwriting across the same time
entries. One trailer number corrected twice. A destination code partially overwritten.
Holding Yard C crossed out and replaced with a handwritten transfer notation that hadn’t

been initialled properly.

James turned another page. Flood Movement Exemption. Temporary clearance authority

under emergency transport allocation.
That made him stop. “Flood exemptions?” he asked.

The supervisor shrugged again. “Road closures everywhere north. Freight’s getting

redirected all over the state.”

“Who authorised this movement?”

“Emergency logistics board, I guess. We just process what comes through.”
James kept reading. One line halfway down the sheet caught his attention.
CLEARANCE PREP - RP INDUSTRIAL

No address attached. No invoice number. Just the notation.

Bluey saw it too. His expression changed slightly. “RP,” he said quietly. “Reg?”
“Maybe,” James replied.

James stared at the line another moment. Suddenly Reg's Panels didn’t feel like a repair

yard anymore. Outside, rain started again against the office windows. Not heavy. Steady.
James closed the file. “Where’s Holding Yard C?”

The supervisor hesitated again. That was answer enough. “Southern flood area bypass,” he

said eventually. “Temporary depot near Parkes Street.”

Bluey pushed himself off the wall. “Boss,” he said quietly. “That’s the second time

someone’s moved before we got there.”



James nodded once.

The supervisor looked uncomfortable now. Not frightened. Just aware he’d already said

too much.

By the time they reached Parkes Street an hour later, the depot was empty. Portable
floodlights still hummed against the rain. Fresh tracks cut through the mud behind the open
gates. Heavy equipment had been there recently. Very recently. But now there was

nothing. No trucks. No machinery. No workers. Just movement after the fact.

Bluey stood near the gate looking back toward the highway. “We’re behind them now,” he
said quietly.

James looked across the gravel yard while rain ticked softly against the wire fencing. For
the first time since Greenfall, the shape of the thing felt clear enough to touch. Not theft.

Movement.

And somewhere out beyond the flood roads and freight routes, the system had already

started adjusting around them.



Chapter 27

Corso Street
The phone rang just after ten. James glanced at it briefly before picking up. “Kestrel.”
“It’s Tilly.”

He stilled slightly. They didn’t speak often. Not since they’d separated. Twice in a few

weeks was unusual. “Everything alright?” he asked.
There was a pause, not dramatic, just measured. “Yeah. [ just... I need to talk to you.”

He checked his watch. Just after ten. Mid-morning light still sharp through the high

windows. “About?”
“Not over the phone.”

Something in her voice grounded him instantly. He leaned back in his chair. “I'm tied up

today,” he said. A pause. “But I could do tonight.”
“That works.”

“Corso Street?”

“Seven?”

“Seven.”

“Alright,” she said. The line clicked off.

James replaced the receiver slowly. He had the feeling that whatever was happening out on

the flood roads had just followed him into the city.
Corso Street was already alive when James turned into it.

It was the kind of strip that had grown up around the people who’d settled there after the

war, café after café, espresso machines hissing behind glass before most of Westport had



worked out what espresso was. Two decades on, the rest of the city had finally caught up,

and on a Friday night Corso Street still carried itself like it knew it had got there first.

When Tilly had said Corso Street, he’d known exactly what she meant. Not the strip itself
but Trattoria da Gigi. A nonna-style dining room. Simple, classic Italian. Nothing fancy,
nothing pretending to be. The kind of place that had been there as long as Corso Street
itself.

Strings of yellow bulbs hung low between awnings, casting a soft gold over the pavement.
Tables spilled onto the footpath in uneven rows, bentwood chairs scraping stone, cutlery
flashing in the light. Waiters moved through it all with plates balanced high and voices

rising above the hum of conversation.
The air smelled of garlic and tomato, cigarette smoke and espresso.

Inside, the restaurant was narrow and warm, windows fogged from heat and bodies.

Outside, couples leaned back with wine glasses and watched the street as if it were theatre.
Tilly was already there.

She sat at a small table near the edge of the footpath, coat folded over the back of her chair,

hair caught in the glow of the bulbs overhead. She looked up when he approached.
“Hi,” she said.

“Hi.”

It wasn’t awkward. It wasn’t easy either. Just familiar.

They ordered without much discussion, shared antipasto, a carafe of red, two plates of

pasta the waiter insisted were the best thing on the menu.

For a while they talked about nothing. Work in broad strokes. The city. People they both
still half-knew. The waiter returned with bread still warm from the oven, oil pooled in a

shallow dish, cracked pepper scattered across it. Tilly tore a piece and dipped it absently.



James watched the street while she spoke, students laughing too loudly at the next table,
an older couple arguing quietly in Italian, a politician he recognised pretending not to
recognise anyone. It was loud enough that conversation had to lean in slightly to be heard.

Which suited him.

They’d almost finished eating before she changed. It was subtle. She stopped mid-sentence,

fork hovering above her plate. “I didn’t call just to catch up,” she said.
“I figured.”

She glanced out toward the street before continuing. “You remember the bookie you found

for me.”

James nodded once.

“He’s gone.”

“Gone how?”

“Packed up. Cleared out. Didn’t tell anyone where.”
James didn’t interrupt.

“He came back nervous,” she said. “Wouldn’t say much. Just kept saying he’d seen

something he shouldn’t have.”
James let her continue.

“I thought it was just him,” she continued. “You know how they are. Big talkers until

something actually happens.” She took a sip of wine.
“But I've seen it too.”

That held him.

“Seen what?”



“Trucks,” she said. “Not race trucks. Not horse floats.” She frowned slightly, “big rigs. Late.

After everyone’s meant to be gone.”
James didn’t move.

“They don’t park in the main lot,” she went on. “They sit near the service gate. Lights off.

Engines running.” She looked back at him. “And there are men with them.”
That didn’t sound dramatic. It sounded careful.
“Security?” he asked.

She shook her head. “Not ours.” A pause. “One of them,” she added quietly, “I've seen

before.”
James looked at her carefully. “Where?”

“At Redmere,” she said. “But he wasn’t there for racing.” She hesitated again, “he was

watching.”
“Watching what?”

“Everything.” Then she added like an afterthought, “I probably shouldn’t have said
anything.”

“You did the right thing,” James said.
She studied him. “I don’t want trouble.”
“You won’t be involved.” he said evenly.

He didn’t elaborate. Didn’t promise anything dramatic. But something in his tone settled

her. He broke a piece of bread and finished his wine. “I'll take a look,” he said.
“James-"

“Just a look.” He met her eyes. “I won’t put you anywhere near it.” James assured her



Around them Corso Street was loud - plates, laughter, music spilling from somewhere

further up the strip. But the noise felt thin now.

Trucks. Service gates. Men who watched instead of spoke. James folded his napkin
carefully. He hadn’t meant to think about freight tonight. But the same patterns kept

surfacing.

They finished what was left without saying much. Dessert came, something Tilly insisted
on, something he didn’t argue about, followed by coffee that was too strong and too hot to

rush.

The noise of Corso Street filled the gaps for them. Plates, laughter, voices drifting in and

out. Familiar. But not the same.

When the bill came, he paid it without comment. She didn’t argue.
Outside, the night had settled in properly.

“I'll walk you,” he said.

She gave a small nod, like she’d expected it. They moved along the street together, past the

spill of light and noise, into the darker stretch where the cars were parked nose to kerb.
He stopped beside hers. “Be careful,” she said.

“I will.” She held his eyes a second longer, like she wanted to say something else. Then

didn’t. “Goodnight, James.”
“Goodnight, Tilly.”

She got in, started the engine, and pulled out cleanly into the street. James watched her go.

Then he turned and headed back the other way, away from the lights.



Chapter 28
Waypoints

James was back in the office before eight. The city hadn’t properly woken yet. The docks
were a low hum in the distance and the light through the high windows was thin and

colourless. On his desk sat three files he had already closed.

He couldn’t let it sit. He’d tried. Tried to treat it like any other job, a nursery that had shut
its gates, a panel shop that had gone quiet, a transport company in arrears. On paper, each

one stood alone. But in his office, with the files spread across his desk, they no longer did.

He had told himself after dinner on Corso Street that he would let it go. That he’d done
what he’d been asked to do. That the bookie was gone, the nursery shut, and the transport
matter belonged to finance. But the green Massey at Greenfall. The same machine turning

up in Allan Brothers’ yard. Rigs near the racecourse after hours.
Coincidence had limits. He didn’t know how they connected. Only that they did.

James reached for the scrap of paper with the number Forestry had given him weeks ago

and dialled.
The phone rang twice.
“State Assets,” a woman answered.

“Morning. James Hale. Kestrel & Co. I'm chasing a vehicle notification Forestry forwarded

through. Allan Brothers Transport.”

“One moment.”

Paper rustled faintly as the line clicked and transferred.
A different voice came on, male, mid-range, practical.

“Yeabh, this is McIntyre.”



“Hale,” James said. “Kestrel & Co. Forestry passed you some details a few weeks back.

Allan Brothers trailer. Linked to Greenfall Nurseries.”

A short pause. “Hang on.”

James could hear a drawer open. A file lifted. Pages shifted.
“Right,” Mclntyre said. “Yep. We've got it here.”

“And?” James asked.

“Well,” Mclntyre replied, “they declared Greenfall as a temporary holding location for

freight movements. Paperwork’s in order.”
“Declared Temporary holding - who did” James asked
“Allan Brothers Transport”

The phrase sat badly with him. Temporary holding. Another place where things paused

before moving again.
“What freight?”.
“Commercial plant stock and associated equipment.” McIntyre answered

Associated equipment could mean anything. Loading machinery. Or something bigger.
Like a tractor listed off-site on a finance application. That was a wide phrase. James didn't

comment immediately.
“Was the equipment sighted?” James asked.

“We review documentation, mate. We’re not running yard inspections unless something

jumps out.”
“And did anything jump out?”

MeclIntyre gave a small breath that wasn’t quite a laugh. “Nothing actionable.”



James let that sit. “Nothing unusual about a transport outfit using a nursery yard as a

parking spot?” he said.

“Not our remit,” McIntyre replied. “If it’s declared and it lines up on paper, that’s where it

stays.”

James had heard that phrase before. Enough times now that it no longer sounded
accidental. James leaned back in his chair thinking - why would they be using Greenfall and

the only answer seemed to be because it was quiet. Semi-rural. Out of the way.
“You aware they’ve had a prime mover recovered?” he asked.

“Not our area either,” McIntyre said. “We don’t get involved in repos unless there’s fraud

attached.”
“And is there?”

Another short pause. “If there was,” McIntyre said evenly, “it’'d be moving a different

direction.”
Which was as close to an answer as he was going to get. “Appreciate it,” James said.

“No worries.” Then suddenly McIntrye albeit whispered “Mr Hale let this one go” and then

the line went dead.

Caught off guard by Mclntrye’s last minute warning James slowly replaced the receiver.

The phrase still sat badly with him - not storage, not destination, holding.

He stayed still a moment longer, staring through the office window at the low cloud

hanging over Westport. Then he stood. The filing cabinet beside the wall screeched open.

By the time Bluey returned an hour later, the office no longer looked like an office. Road
maps covered half the desk. Freight notices sat beneath empty ashtrays to stop them
curling at the edges. Flood closure advisories, transport rerouting notices and temporary
movement approvals had been spread across the room in uneven piles while James

worked through them one by one.



Bluey stopped in the doorway. “The hell happened in here?”
James barely looked up. “McIntyre called back.”
Bluey handed him a coffee and looked across the desk. “You actually sleep anymore?”

James ignored the question. He drew another line across the map with a pencil. Greenfall -
Riverside - Parkes Street Holding Yard - then north again toward the border but the

problem was which border?
Bluey watched him quietly for a few seconds. “You’re mapping freight routes?”

“Trying to.” James flipped another page across the desk. “Flood exemptions changed half
the transport corridors north of Westport. Temporary depots everywhere. Emergency

routing. Loads moving under special clearance.”
Bluey frowned. “So?”

James tapped the paperwork with the back of the pencil. “So Allan Brothers shouldn’t have

been using half these routes.”

“Maybe they were desperate.”

“Desperate operators cut costs,” James said. “They don’t increase movement.”
That made Bluey pause.

James spread another sheet open. Commercial Plant and Associated Equipment, allocated

for holding. Again. Same wording. Different depot.

Bluey leaned over the desk. “You keep seeing that?”

James nodded once. “Different yards. Same classifications.”
Outside, rain started lightly against the office windows.

Bluey looked down at the map again.



Greenfall.

Riverside.

Parkes Street. Flood bypass temporary compound.

“You know what this looks like?” he said.

James kept studying the paperwork. “What?”

Bluey pointed at the map with his coffee cup. “Waypoints.”
James finally looked up.

Bluey shrugged. “Places you stop before you keep moving.”

Silence settled across the office. James looked back down at the routes spread across the
desk. None of the locations were destinations. That was the part he hadn’t been seeing.
Greenfall wasn’t the endpoint. Neither was Riverside. Or Parkes Street. Or Millhaven. The

machinery wasn’t being hidden. It was moving through.

James slowly drew another line across the map. The same roads kept repeating. Freight
corridors. Temporary depots. Emergency allocations. Not random movement. Structured

movement.

Bluey watched him another moment. “Boss...”

James didn’t answer for a minute.

Bluey looked back toward the rain-darkened windows.

“Whatever this thing is...” He tapped the map lightly. “...it’s bigger than a chop shop.”



Chapter 29

Coincidences

He found Calder at his yard just before lunch, bent over a flatbed trailer with a spanner in

hand.

Calder glanced up as James approached. “You're early,” he said.

“I was in the area.”

Calder straightened, wiped his hands on a rag. “What’s on your mind?”

James didn’t waste time. “Ever seen rigs parked at the racecourse after hours?”
Calder’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Redmere?”

James nodded once

Depends who’s asking.”

“Just me asking.” James replied

Calder considered it for a moment. “Sometimes freight gets staged there during big meets,”
he said. “Easier than fighting city traffic. Big bit of ground. Plenty of room. With the

stockyards across the road, no one looks twice at trucks.”
“After hours?” James asked.

“Sure,” Calder shrugged. “If you’ve got the right paperwork. Or someone important makes

a call. Security’s not looking to pick fights during carnival season.”
“Common?” he asked.

“Common enough,” Calder said. “Nothing illegal about parking a rig if it’s declared. Half

the industry’s running temporary yards since the floods.”

“Declared?”



“On paper.”

James nodded once. “And if it wasn’t?”

Calder gave him a look. “Then it wouldn’t be sitting in plain view.”

But the green Massey hadn’t been sitting in plain view either. Not really.
Back in his office, James stood looking out the window.

Reg's Panels had shut without protest. Greenfall had folded inside a fortnight of Forestry
stepping through the yard. Millhaven had offered scrap and missing assets. Allan Brothers
Transport had declared a nursery as a holding yard for freight. Every location had moved
before anyone pushed too hard. Not random. Structured. He didn’t know the route yet. He
didn’t know the end point. But he knew this: They weren’t losing machinery. They were

relocating it.

Bluey leaned against the filing cabinet, arms folded. “Stuff keeps moving before anyone

asks questions,” he said.
James looked at the Allan Brothers Transport file on his desk. “Yeah.”

Bluey shrugged. “No one parks expensive gear in three different places unless they're

waiting on something Boss.”

And somewhere between it all expensive equipment was changing hands without ever
looking stolen. The green tractor had only surfaced because something interrupted the

timing.

James sat down, picked up his pencil and drew a thin line between the circled dates on the
Allan Brothers ledger. He didn’t have proof. He didn’t need it yet. What he had was pattern.
Patterns only looked accidental from a distance. The question now wasn’t whether the

threads were linked. It was where they led.

James closed the Allan Brothers file and stacked it with the other on one side of his desk.



Greenfall, Riverside, Clearance work, depots that held things without ever quite storing
them. The same names kept circling back through the paperwork and freight routes.
Somewhere inside the flood movements and emergency transport corridors, machinery
was being fed quietly through yards, depots and workshops before reappearing somewhere

else entirely.

James looked down at the map of Westport spread across the desk. Somewhere beneath
the dates, ownership records and recovery reports was a pattern. James was sure of that

much. The problem was finding it.



Chapter 30
Flood Waters

The call came through just after lunch, when the office felt heavy with trapped heat and

storm air drifting in from the north.

James had finally managed to stop thinking about the circled dates in the Allan Brothers

ledger. He let it ring twice before answering out of habit. “Kestrel.”
A familiar voice on the other end "James."

“Calder”

"You busy? I've got a recovery up on the Great Southern Road."
James sat up slightly. "Thought that place was underwater."

"Parts of it are."

"What makes this one special?"

Calder didn’t fill the silence with drama. “With the floods up north,” he said. “Work’s
stopped on the Great Southern Highway. Machines sitting idle. Finance mobs have been

waiting for an opening.”

James sat back slightly. “And now they’ve found it.”

“Now they’ve issued repo orders,” Calder said. “A stack of them.”

James glanced at the Allan Brothers file without meaning to. “Who’s the client?” he asked.

“A solicitor acting for two lenders,” Calder replied. “They want recoveries done clean. No
funny business. Police are being asked to attend. Too many units. Too many compounds.

Too much movement already happening up there.”



Calder didn’t like police. Not because he was hiding anything, because police made things
unpredictable. They brought ego, and ego made men do stupid things around heavy

machinery.
“You going?” James asked.

“I have to,” Calder said. “But I don’t want to do it with police breathing down my neck.

They’re talking about ‘searching compounds’ like it’s a bloody picnic.”

James pictured the Great Southern Road, long artery north, worksites scattered, yards full
of iron and diesel and men who lived on-site because they had no reason to go anywhere
else. A perfect place for things to disappear without anyone calling it theft. And a place
where that kind of work could turn dangerous fast. Remote camps. Heavy machinery. Men
who didn’t answer to much once the gate was shut. Out there, paperwork didn’t always

settle things.
“What do you need from me?” James asked.
Calder paused just long enough to admit he didn’t like the words. “Backup,” he said.

James glanced toward the window. Westport trams rattled by, steady as always, unaware
of what moved between the lines outside the city. “What’s the actual instruction?” James

asked.

“Attend with repo notices. Identify units. Recover what we can. Coordinate with another

agent coming down from the northern side. Meet near the river and swap information.”
“The river,” James repeated.

“The line,” Calder said. “Different state. Different rules. Different blokes pretending they’ve

never heard of your paperwork.”
“Half this gear won't still be where the paperwork says it is,” Calder said.

“How do you know?”



Calder was quiet a moment. “Because someone’s already moving it.”

James closed the Allan Brothers file and stood. “Pick me up in twenty,” he said.
Calder exhaled once, relief disguised as impatience. “And bring Mercer,” he added.
James didn’t comment. Bluey would already be on his way in.

Bluey arrived not ten minutes later, right on time.

He stepped into the office carrying a small paper bag and that same calm cheer that never
quite matched the jobs he ended up on. “Boss,” he said. “You look like you’ve found

religion.”

"Calder needs a hand."
"Doing what?"

"Recovery job."

Bluey grinned. “What kind?”

James didn’t answer straight away. He grabbed his coat and his notebook. Calder would

have the paperwork. “Great Southern Road,” he said.

Bluey’s face changed almost imperceptibly. Not fear. Not excitement. Recognition. “Up

north,” he said, as if naming it made it real.

“Floods have shut sections. Lenders want machines while they’re sitting still.”
Bluey nodded once. “Yeah, [ heard about that.”

James picked up his coat. “Police are going to be there too.”

Bluey made a quiet sound through his nose that could’ve been amusement or warning.

“Police like being involved,” he said. “Makes them feel useful.”



James didn’t disagree. Police on paper jobs meant one of two things either someone

expected trouble or someone wanted legal access to the compounds.
“Flood camps are good places to lose things,” Bluey said quietly.
James looked at him.

Bluey shrugged. “Too many people moving at once.”

He locked the office and they stepped out onto the street together.

North of Westport the floodwaters had already started rearranging roads, freight routes and
entire worksites. And somewhere along the Great Southern, machinery was moving again

before the repossession teams had even arrived.



Chapter 31
Great Southern Rd

Calder pulled up in a plain ute with a flatbed trailer already hitched behind it, winch gear
strapped down, chains coiled tight. Everything about the setup said he’d been moving since
dawn. He didn’t get out. He just leaned across the seat and flicked the passenger door open

with a thumb. “Get in.”

Bluey climbed into the back seat without being told, boots thumping the floor, and held his
paper bag up like an offering. “Doughnuts,” he said.

Calder glanced at the bag. "Enjoy them while you can."

Bluey frowned. "Why?"

Calder pulled into traffic. "Might be the last dry thing you touch all day."
Bluey shrugged

They rolled out of Westport and onto the northern road, the city thinning into industrial
strip, then open paddocks, then long stretches of winter-grey trees. Calder drove like a
man who trusted his vehicle more than other drivers. Convoys moved north beneath flood

advisories still flashing across roadside boards.

James watched the landscape change through the rain haze and thought about the timing.
Floods created stillness. Stillness created opportunity. But the floods hadn’t created any of
this. They’d just made it easier to move unnoticed. Opportunity attracted men with
paperwork. And lately, too many different kinds of paperwork had started appearing

around the same machinery.
“You ever worked the Great Southern camps?” James asked Calder after a while.

Calder’s eyes stayed on the road. “A couple of times,” he said. “Mostly private contractor

disputes. Broken gear. Unpaid hire. Things that stay civil.”

“And when they don’t?” James asked.



Calder’s mouth tightened slightly. “They don’t stay there,” he said.
Bluey laughed softly from the back seat. “Nothing stays where it starts,” he said.

James looked at him in the mirror. Bluey’s expression was casual, but his eyes were alert,

following more than scenery. “You know something about this job?” James asked.

Bluey lifted a shoulder. “I know camps,” he said. “I know borders. And I know blokes who
live behind fences all week don’t like strangers turning up with paper telling them what

they owe.”

Calder grunted in agreement. James didn’t press. He didn’t need Bluey’s stories. He

needed Bluey’s instincts.
They stopped once for fuel and to make a phone call.

Calder used the payphone outside the servo, coins clinking, shoulder hunched against the
wind. James stood nearby, hands in his coat pockets, listening to the distant hiss of trucks

passing on the highway.
Calder returned a minute later, jaw set. “Meeting point’s changed,” he said.
"Problem?" James asked.

"Not exactly." Calder started the engine. "The recovery agent on the northern side can't get

through."
"Flooded?"
"Yep flooded." Calder pulled back onto the highway.

"Highway Patrol's coordinating now. and they to meet us meeting near the southern camp

before they ‘commence operations’.”

James frowned slightly. “Repossession teams?”



Calder shook his head. “The other crews are all stuck on the northern side,” he said. “It’s

just us.”
Bluey snorted. “Commence operations.”

Calder ignored him. “They’ve got a sergeant from the highway patrol running it,” he said.

“Wants to see notices before anyone does anything.”
James nodded once. “Fine,” he said.
Calder looked at him. “You’re too calm,” he said.

“I've worked with sergeants,” James said. He paused a fraction. “Some run the job in front

of them,” James said quietly. “Some arrive already looking for something else.”
Bluey grinned.

The rain thickened again as they pushed further north along the Great Southern.
Southbound trucks rolled endlessly through the spray while emergency signs flashed

warnings about closures further ahead. But freight still moved. It always moved.

Calder kept both hands on the wheel. Bluey watched the road quietly beside him. And
somewhere beyond the flood barriers and temporary compounds, the system was already

moving again.



Chapter 32

Sergeant Rourke

By late afternoon, the air changed. You could smell water on the wind before you saw it,
damp earth, wet timber, the faint sourness of mud that had been sitting too long. They
passed a flooded lowland where paddocks still held shallow pools, fence posts half-
submerged, debris caught in wire like the country had tried to cough something up and

failed.

Then the road narrowed slightly and the first camp appeared: high fencing, floodlights, a
gate with a weathered sign, and inside it, machines. Too organised to be stranded. Too
temporary to feel permanent. Rows of earthmovers and graders sitting still like dead
animals. Prime movers with trailers parked nose-to-tail. Fuel bowsers. A small office

building with smoke drifting from a chimney. A compound.

And outside it, parked on the slushy shoulder, three police cars.
“Here we go,” Calder said.

Bluey leaned forward. “Looks like a bloody picnic,” he muttered.

Calder pulled up behind the police and killed the engine. For a moment none of them

moved.

James watched the camp gate. Watched the men in uniforms standing near the office,

boots sinking slightly into mud, shoulders hunched against the cold.
“Do we go in together?” Bluey asked.

“We go in with paper,” Calder said. “That’s all they understand.”
James opened his door.

“That,” he said, “and weight.”

A sergeant crossed toward them, hat pulled low, face red from wind.



He moved with the confidence of a man who had spent his whole career on highways

where people either did what he said or got moved along.

He stopped at James’s window and looked across to Roger. “You Calder?” he asked.
Calder nodded once.

“Sergeant Rourke,” the man said. “Highway Patrol.”

Calder didn’t offer his hand. Rourke didn’t either. There was a certain mutual
understanding between men who didn’t trust each other but still had to stand in the same

mud.

Rourke’s eyes flicked to James. “And you are?”

“James Hale,” James said. “Kestrel & Co.”

Rourke grunted, unimpressed. “You two know what you’re doing?” he asked.

It wasn’t a question. It was a warning. James nodded once and reached for the folder.
“We’ve got the repossession notices,” he said. “Specific units listed. Serial numbers where

available. Lenders want clean recovery.”
Rourke held out a hand. “Let’s see.”

James passed the folder. Rourke opened it right there beside the ute, pages flapping
slightly in the wind. He read them carefully, slower than James expected. He wasn’t stupid.

Or if he was, he didn’t advertise it.

After a moment, Rourke looked up. “My boys are going through the camp,” He said it like
he’d done this before. “We’ll check what’s on site. You don’t get in our way, we don’t get in

yours.”

Calder’s mouth tightened. “Your boys won’t be pulling pins out of brake lines, will they?”

Calder said.

Rourke stared at him. “We’re not here to steal your job, Mr Calder.”



“No,” Calder replied. “You're here to make it messier.”

Bluey coughed once, hiding a laugh.

Rourke ignored him and handed the folder back to James.

“Stay close,” he said to James. “And don’t wander off on your own.”

James didn’t comment.

Rourke motioned toward the gate and strode across, boots slipping slightly in the slush.
Calder watched him go, then muttered as he climbed out of the ute. “Prick.”

Bluey’s grin returned. “You were polite.”

Calder shot him a look. “Save your jokes for when we’re not standing in mud next to

police.”
Inside the camp, the air smelled of diesel and wet earth.

Men in work jackets stood near the office, watching the police with the same wary
resentment James had seen a thousand times, not because they were guilty, but because

they didn’t like being treated as if they were.

A caretaker appeared in the doorway of the office, older, thin face, cigarette tucked behind

his ear.

He looked at Calder, then at the police, then at James. “You blokes got repo notices?” he

asked, like it was a mild inconvenience.
Calder nodded. “Yep”.

The caretaker glanced toward Rourke before lowering his voice slightly to Calder. “You

come with me.”



Rourke was busy talking to his officers, pointing deeper into the compound. Calder didn’t
hesitate. James watched them go, then turned toward the small shelter where an open fire

crackled inside a steel drum.

Rourke and two of his men stood near it, hands out, warming themselves.

Bluey joined James under the shelter, eyes tracking everything without seeming to.
“You notice how nobody’s surprised?” Bluey said quietly.

James kept his gaze on the yard.

“Surprised by what?” he asked.

“By police,” Bluey replied. “By repo blokes. By paperwork. Like it’s all just part of the week.
Like it’s scheduled,” he said.

James watched the compound quietly. Police. Flood contractors. Machinery waiting in
rows beneath temporary lights. Nobody looked surprised to see any of them there. Not the

workers. Not the police. Not even the caretaker. Like the whole thing had happened before.

Like everyone already understood the routine.



Chapter 33
Beyond the Fence

Time passed oddly in the camp, minutes stretched, then snapped back.

Rourke’s officers trudged through rows of machinery, writing things down, checking plates,
calling out serial numbers. Some machines matched notices. Some didn’t. Some had plates

that looked newer than the paint.

James kept his notebook closed. He watched. He listened.

Calder didn’t return. Neither did the caretaker.

Rourke noticed eventually. His eyes narrowed. “Where’s your other guy?” he asked James.
James kept his face neutral. “The caretaker took him to identify units,” he said.

Rourke didn’t like that. He liked having people in his sight. He started walking toward the

office.

James stayed where he was. Bluey stayed beside him, hands in his pockets, expression

easy.
Rourke disappeared around the building.

A cold drizzle started up again, fine enough to soak through wool without looking like rain.
Bluey leaned closer to the fire.

Rourke came back ten minutes later, annoyed. “Caretaker’s not in his office,” he said

sharply. “Neither’s Calder.”
James gave him a mild look. “Maybe he’s doing your job for you,” he said.

Rourke stared at him, then turned away. He didn’t like James. James didn’t care.



Another half hour passed. Then an engine started somewhere behind the office. Not a
machine. A vehicle. James’s head turned before he meant it to. Bluey’s eyes were already

there.

A ute rolled out from behind the office building and headed up a narrow service track that
ran along the side of the compound fence, out of direct view of the yard. Two figures

inside. One of them was Calder. The other, the caretaker.
Rourke saw it too, a beat late. “What the hell is he doing?” Rourke snapped.

James didn’t answer. Because he didn’t know. And because even if he guessed, he wasn’t

going to say it in front of a highway sergeant.
Bluey shifted his weight. “Maybe he’s looking for what isn’t in the yard,” he said quietly.

James kept his face still. But something inside him tightened, the same feeling he’d had
staring at the Allan Brothers ledger, at the words temporary holding, at the way places

closed cleanly and quickly. Machines didn’t vanish. They moved.

Calder was following movement. And somewhere out there, beyond the fence line, the job

had just changed shape.

The drizzle turned steadier. The fire hissed as wet air pushed into it.

Rourke barked orders at his men to keep searching the compound.

James stayed under the shelter, watching the service track where Calder had disappeared.
Bluey took the paper bag from his coat and offered it again. “Doughnut?” he asked.

He was watching the police instead.

They'd checked the machinery because it was there, but it wasn't what interested them.
Not really. The questions they asked kept drifting beyond the yard. Beyond the recovery

operation.



They kept asking about routes. Movements. Who had been where and when. The

machinery had given them access.

James was beginning to suspect it wasn't the reason they were there. That interested him.

More than the recovered equipment did.

Not all the machinery was in the yard. Maybe that was the point. Calder had gone looking

somewhere else.
James watched the rain drifting through the floodlights beyond the fence.

Somewhere out there, Calder was following a lead neither the recovery notices nor the

police seemed interested in discussing.

For the first time since arriving at the camp, James found himself wondering if the

machinery was only part of the story.



Chapter 34
Temporary Holding

The drizzle thickened, turning the packed earth into a skin of mud. Police boots dragged

and lifted with a wet pull as they moved through the compound.

Rourke's men were moving through the yard. They checked serial plates. Took notes.

Compared numbers against paperwork. Enough to satisfy the recovery notices.

But it didn’t stop there. They opened things. Storage boxes. Tool compartments. A locked

cabinet behind the office that had nothing to do with any notice James had handed over.

One of them even climbed up onto the back of a service truck and pulled aside a tarp,

looking underneath like he expected something to be hidden there.

Bluey watched that for a moment. “Since when do they care what’s in the back of a fitter’s

truck?” he muttered.
James didn’t answer straight away. Because he’d seen it too.

This wasn’t just a repo assist. It looked like one. It moved like one. But it wasn’t staying in

its lane.

Rourke came back from the far row of machinery, clipboard under his arm, boots caked in

mud. “Two units match your notices,” he said. “Grader and compactor. Both idle.”
“And the rest?” James asked.
Rourke’s expression didn’t shift. “Not here.”

James nodded. That much was expected. What wasn’t expected was the way Rourke’s
men kept moving after that. Not wrapping up. Not narrowing down. Still searching. Still

opening things that didn’t belong on any list.

James let his eyes move across the yard again. Then past it. To the narrow service track

running off the side of the compound. Calder was gone.



Bluey followed his gaze. “You thinking the same thing?” Bluey asked quietly.
“That this is the yard they’re meant to see?” James replied.
Bluey gave a faint smile. “Yeah.”

James said nothing. Because that was exactly what it felt like. A working yard. A legitimate

yard. A yard arranged to satisfy the first layer of questions.

And somewhere beyond it. The rest. A place where machinery could be moved just far

enough to fall outside the paperwork. Far enough to argue. Close enough to retrieve.

Floods helped that. Floods stopped work. Stopped payments. Gave everyone a reason to

shuffle things around while no one was looking too closely.

James watched one of Rourke’s men force open a crate that hadn’t been listed on anything.

Watched him look inside. Pause. Then close it again without saying a word.
“Repos don’t need police,” Bluey said under his breath.
James nodded once. “No,” he said. “They need access.”

An engine started somewhere beyond the office. Then a minute later Calder’s ute came
into view along the outer track, not heading back into the compound, but moving beyond

it, following a rough access line that skirted the fence and disappeared into scrub.
The caretaker was still beside him.
Rourke saw it this time. “What the hell is he doing out there?” he snapped.

James didn’t answer. Because Calder had already made the same call James had. If it
wasn’t in the yard, it was just outside it. And if the police were busy looking through

toolboxes and crates. Then now was the time to find it.
Bluey watched the ute disappear. “There’s your missing machines,” he said.

Rourke turned sharply. “You know what’s out there?”



James met his stare evenly. “If it wasn’t here,” he said, “it had to go somewhere.”
Rourke didn’t like that. But he didn’t push it either.
Because a few minutes later, Calder’s ute stopped beyond the visible fence line.

Even at a distance, James could see the shift in him when he stepped out. Not searching.
Not guessing. Seeing. Calder walked a slow circle around something hidden behind scrub

and temporary barriers. Bent slightly. Then straightened.
The caretaker didn’t get out. Didn’t look like he wanted to.
Bluey let out a quiet breath. “Told you.”

Rourke was already moving. “Let’s go.”

Engines started again, one after the other, and the police vehicles pushed around the outer

track, tyres slipping in the wet ground as they followed the line Calder had taken.
“Guess we better go too” James said as Bluey was already heading towards the truck.

When they got there the place had the look of something put together in a hurry and left
that way. Gravel dumped rough. Temporary barriers. No signage. No office. No reason for

it to exist on paper.

Three machines sat there. Mud-caked. Idle. Quiet. James recognised one immediately from
the recovery notices. He crossed to it without speaking. Crouched beside it his thumb

brushed the edge of the serial plate checking the number matched the paperwork.

Rourke’s men spread out again, but slower this time. Less certain. Because this wasn’t a

yard. This was something else.

The caretaker climbed out of the ute, shoulders tight. “Overflow,” he said. “Flood

disruption.”

Calder didn’t even look at him. James didn’t say anything. He already realised not

everything the police were looking for was made of steel.



Rourke stared at the machines. “That wasn’t in the site inventory.”
Rourke turned to the caretaker. “You want to explain it?”

The caretaker didn’t answer him. He looked at Calder instead. That told James more than

anything else had.

Calder stepped in, calm as ever. “You can explain it later,” he said. “Right now you can

identify what’s here.”
The caretaker swallowed. Then nodded. One by one, the machines were checked.

The one James had already identified matched his notice exactly. Another lined up with
details Calder had already been given from further north. The third wasn’t on paper. But it

wasn’t random either.

Rourke’s men wrote everything down. Carefully. Deliberately. Like it mattered. But not

urgently. Never urgently.

As chains were laid out and the first machine was prepared for recovery, James stepped
back and watched the place for what it really was. The main yard for what could be shown.
Then the outer yard for what needed to sit just outside the first round of questions. Close
enough to move. Far enough to deny. But it still didn’t explain where Calder had been all

that time. Or why the caretaker still looked nervous.

Bluey came up beside him. “One good fence line,” he said quietly, “and everyone stops

looking.”
James watched Rourke’s men for a moment longer. “They’re not everyone,” he said.

Bluey followed his gaze. Rourke stood near one of the storage crates that had been dragged

out from the edge of the overflow area. Watching it. Not the machines. The crate.

Bluey frowned slightly. Then said nothing.



Metal groaned as tension came onto the chains. Calder checked the load himself, hands

black with mud and grease. Once he was satisfied, he stepped back.
Rourke approached again, more measured now. “We’ll file a report,” he said.

James nodded. He’d heard that before. Enquiries meant time. Time meant movement.

Movement meant things disappearing again.

“How many machines were on your list?” James asked.
“Six.”

“And now?”

“Three accounted for.”

James glanced once more across the scrub beyond the makeshift holding area. “And the

other three?”
Rourke didn’t answer straight away. When he did, it was flat. “Flood damage,” Rourke said.

But he didn’t sound like he believed it himself. James held his gaze for a moment. Then let

it go. Floods moved water. People moved everything else.

By the time they pulled out, the light was fading. The recovered machine rode heavy

behind Calder’s ute, secured and silent.

Bluey sat in the back, watching the yard disappear through a smear of rain across the glass.

“Three accounted for,” Bluey said.
“On paper,” James replied.

Bluey didn’t argue. He didn’t need to. Rain moved steadily across the windscreen. Neither

man said anything for nearly a minute.
Then Bluey looked across at Calder. “That wasn’t what kept you gone so long.”

Calder lit a cigarette before answering. “Caretaker had another problem.”



James stayed quiet.

Calder looked back toward the darkness beyond the outer track. “Machinery wasn’t the

only thing he was worried about the Police finding up there.”

Bluey watched him a moment. “Guns?”

Calder exhaled smoke through the half-open window. “Old rifles. Couple of crates.”
“And?”

“And he wanted them moved before somebody started digging too hard.”

James said nothing. Because somewhere between the flood compounds, the police

searches, the lines had stopped sitting where they were supposed to.

Calder tapped ash out the cracked window. “There’s another yard further north,” he said.

“Caretaker showed me before we came back.”

No one answered straight away.

“One of the missing machines is sitting there already,” Calder continued. “Maybe two.”
Bluey looked at him again. “You going back?”

Calder nodded once. “I'll send one of my recovery crews up tomorrow.”

The Great Southern stretched dark and wet ahead of them. James watched the road slide
beneath the headlights. Machines could be declared. Machines could be moved. Machines
could sit just far enough away to become somebody else’s problem. And somewhere out
beyond the flood routes and temporary compounds, machinery was still moving quietly
through the gaps between paperwork, timing and distance until it became something else

entirely.

Suddenly James understood why nobody ever seemed to find the whole operation.

Nothing in it stayed still long enough to catch.






Chapter 35

Between Columns
Westport looked different after the Great Southern. Not changed. Just less convincing.

The trams still clattered through the city. The docks still breathed salt and diesel into the
morning air. Men still crossed intersections with briefcases under their arms and

newspapers tucked beneath coats, pretending the day ahead belonged to them.

But James road back with Calder & Bluey through it with mud still dried along the edge of

his trousers and the long road sitting behind his eyes.

Flood compounds. Police searches. Hidden rifles. False holding yards. Machines moved

just far enough to become somebody else’s problem.

And somewhere beyond all of it, another yard Calder would send his men back to before

the week was out.
He didn’t go straight home.

Calder had dropped them both back at the office where James laid the files across the desk
again. Greenfall. Allan Brothers. Riverside Freight Terminal, Redmere Racecourse and

now he wrote up a new folder “Great Southern recoveries”.

The names no longer sat separately. They crowded one another now, leaning across the

desk like men waiting to be recognised.

Bluey dropped into the chair opposite and rubbed both hands over his face. “You look like

shit, Boss.”

James didn’t answer.

Bluey leaned back. “That wasn'’t the real yard.”
“No.”

“And that one wasn’t either.”



James looked at him.

Bluey gave a small shrug. “The one the cops found. That was just enough to keep everyone

happy.”

James nodded once. That was exactly it. Enough for Rourke. Enough for a report. Enough

for the lenders. Enough for the caretaker to survive the morning. Enough for everyone to

leave believing the important thing had been found.

James opened the Redmere file.

Bluey watched him. you're still thinking about the racecourse?”
“I never stopped.”

Bluey glanced at the file and then toward the window.

“Lot of people go through a racecourse.”

“That’s the point.”

James pulled a folded map from beneath the ledger and smoothed it across the desk.
Westport. The docks. Riverside. Redmere. The Great Southern. The flood bypass roads.

Temporary depots marked in pencil.

He added one more line. Redmere to Riverside.

Then another. Redmere to the northern road.

Bluey leaned forward slightly. “Racecourse isn’t on the freight route.”
“No,” James said. “It’s better.”

Bluey waited.

James tapped the map. “Truck parks there and nobody asks why. Horse floats. Livestock
trailers. Bookmakers. Caterers. Contractors. Maintenance crews. Carnival freight. Men

coming and going after dark.”



Bluey’s expression changed. “Noise.”

James nodded. “Noise hides movement.”
Bluey sat with that. Then he said, “And cash.”
James looked up.

Bluey didn’t smile.

“Race days carry cash. Bookies. Pubs. Restaurants. Blokes paying blokes. Nobody

remembers who handed over what because everyone’s handling money.”
James looked back at the map.

Redmere had been sitting there the whole time. Not the centre. A crossing point. A place

where movement looked ordinary.

He thought of Tilly’s voice across the restaurant table. Big rigs. Late. After everyone’s

meant to be gone. Men with them. One of them watching. Not racing. Watching.
James reached for the phone.

Bluey raised an eyebrow. “Tilly?”

James dialled. She answered on the fourth ring.

“Hello?”

“It’s James.”

A pause. “You sound tired.”

“lam.”

“That’s not why you rang.”

“No.”

Another pause. Shorter this time. “What do you need?”



James looked at the Redmere file. “You said you saw trucks near the service gate.”
“I did.”
“Who uses that gate?”

“Staff. Caterers. Race officials. Some of the transport boys if they’ve got permission.” She

hesitated. “Sometimes people who know the right bloke.”
“That happen often?”

“More than it should.”

James heard voices behind her. Cups. A radio. Daytime noise.
“Tilly.”

“Yes?”

“The men you saw. Were they with the horses?”

“No.”

“Bookies?”

“No.”

“Security?”

She didn’t answer immediately. Then, quietly, “They weren’t there to work the meeting,

James.”

Bluey had gone still across the desk.

James asked, “Then why were they there?”

“I don’t know.” But her voice said she had a thought.

James waited.



She sighed softly.

“Half the men around the track own something else. Trucks. depots. machinery. pubs.

yards. That’s how the place works. Everyone knows everyone through something else.”
That made sense.

Not as evidence.

As structure.

The racecourse wasn’t separate from the freight yards. It was where those worlds met

without looking like they had.
James said, "Have you seen Allan Brothers trucks around Redmere?" James asked.
There was a pause.

"Yeah," Tilly said.

"You know them?"

"Everyone knows them."
"What do they do there?"
Another pause.

"Depends who you ask."
James smiled.

"Try me."

"They've been around for years. Picking things up. Dropping things off. Same as any

transport company."
"Anything unusual?"

"Haven't seen anything myself."



Then:

"Though I have heard the name."
"What name?"

"Reg."

James straightened slightly.
"Reg who?"

"I don't know."

"You just said Reg."

"That's all I've got."

James waited.

Tilly thought about it.

"One of the blokes at the pub mentioned him a few months back. Something about parts."
"What sort of parts?"

"No idea."

"Machinery?"

"Could've been."

James made a note.

"Anything else?"

"No."

Then:

"Just seemed odd at the time."



"Why? n

"Because everyone knew who Reg was supposed to be, but nobody ever seemed to know

exactly what he did."

After the call ended, he kept his hand on the receiver a moment longer.
Bluey waited.

James finally let it go.

"Well?" Bluey asked.

James replaced the receiver.

"Tilly's heard of Allan Brothers."

"And?"

James looked down at his notes.

"She's also heard a name."

"Whose?"

"Reg."

James picked up the pencil again and wrote Reg's Panels & drew one more line.
Reg's Panels to Redmere.

Outside, Westport moved under a low grey sky.

Bluey leaned back in the chair.

“So what now?”

James looked at the lines.

For the first time, they didn’t look like clues.



They looked like traffic.
“Now,” he said, “we stop looking for where things went.”
Bluey waited.

James circled Redmere once. “And start looking at where they were allowed to pass

through.”



Chapter 36
Freight Sheets

Calder rang just after lunch. "You busy?"

James leaned back in his chair. "Should I be?"

"I think you should come have a look at something."

James looked at the receiver for a moment. "That serious?"
"You'll want to see it." The line went dead.

Bluey looked up from the newspaper spread across the corner of the desk. "Who was that,

Boss?"
James grabbed his coat. "Come on."

Calder's yard smelled of diesel, wet concrete and hydraulic oil. Recovery trucks sat lined up

beside the workshop, some still carrying mud from the flood routes.

One of Calder's men was backing a low-loader into position when they arrived.
The recovered machine sat chained to the trailer.

Calder walked over and slapped the mudguard. "We got it back."

James nodded. "And?"

Calder glanced toward the workshop. "That's not why I called."

They followed Calder inside to his office.

The room was little more than a desk, a kettle and three filing cabinets that looked older
than the building. His desk was covered in dishevelled paperwork piles and old car parts
that looked like they had seen better days. What little wood you could see underneath was

covered in old coffee cup stains.



Calder dropped a folder onto the desk. "Have a look."

James opened it. Freight sheets. Recovery reports. Trailer numbers. Handwritten notes.

The sort of paperwork most people never bothered reading.
James did. He turned a few pages. "What am I looking for?"

Calder sat down opposite him. "There was a lot more gear up there than there should've

been."

James looked up. "How much more?"

Calder shrugged. "Too much for the work going on there"
The room went quiet.

Bluey lowered his cup. "What sort of gear?"

"Everything." Calder rubbed at the bridge of his nose. "Excavators. Loaders. Farm

equipment. A couple of trucks. Even some cars."

"Stolen?"

Calder shook his head. "Maybe. Maybe not."

"Then what?"

"That's the problem." He tapped the folder. "Most of it had paperwork."
James frowned. "Most?"

"Not all."

He continued sorting through the documents. Several names appeared repeatedly. Finance
companies. Recovery contractors. Transport firms. Then one name appeared again. And

again. And again.

Allan Brothers Transport.



James stopped turning pages. "Allan Brothers."
Calder nodded. "Kept showing up."

"In what way?"

"Trailer numbers. Route sheets. Fleet references."
"Everywhere?"

"No." Calder lit a cigarette. "But enough."

James sat back thinking. The green Massey at Greenfall. The hidden holding yard. The
freight terminal. Now this. The same name kept surfacing. Not often enough to be obvious.

Just often enough to be uncomfortable.

Bluey broke the silence. "So Allan Brothers are moving it?"
Calder immediately shook his head. "No."

Bluey frowned. "No?"

"No." Calder blew smoke toward the ceiling. "That's the thing." He pointed at the

paperwork. "I don't think all of Allan Brothers are involved."
James looked up. "What do you mean?"

"I mean some of the trailers were theirs." He tapped a page. "Some of the fleet numbers

were theirs." Another page. "Some of the drivers weren't."
That got both their attention.

Calder slid another sheet across the desk. "I know most of the transport operators around

Westport."
James nodded.

"Some of these blokes aren't Allan Brothers drivers."



"Subcontractors?"

"Maybe."

"Maybe?"

Calder shrugged. "Maybe something else."

Nobody spoke for a moment. Rain tapped quietly against the office window. James looked
down at the paperwork again. Machines. Trucks. Trailers. Holding yards. Temporary

compounds. The pieces felt familiar now. Not connected. Familiar.

Then something finally clicked. He looked up at Calder. "This stuff wasn't meant to still be

there."

Calder smiled and nodded immediately. "No."
Bluey looked between them.

James sat back slowly. "The floods."

Calder nodded again. "The floods."

Nobody spoke. The idea settled over the room. The machinery, the paperwork, it had been
exposed only because it had been delayed. The floods had accidently exposed the system,
when they'd stopped it moving.

Bluey stared into his coffee. "Jesus."
Calder nodded. "Normally that gear would've been gone."
"Where?"

Calder gave a small shrug. "North, interstate, another holding yard. Somebody else's

problem."

James understood immediately. The hidden yard they'd found wasn't the operation. It was

a traffic jam.



Bluey finally spoke. "Truckies talk."

Neither man replied.

Bluey looked at the paperwork. "Nobody talks about Allan Brothers anymore."
James looked across at him. "What do you mean?"

"They used to." Bluey shrugged. "You'd hear about them everywhere. Good operators.
Reliable."

"NOW?"
Bluey shook his head. "Nothing. I only just realised though"
Calder leaned back in his chair. "Funny thing is, I've been hearing the same thing."

James looked down at the Allan Brothers references again. The company was appearing
too often. Not at the centre. Around the edges. Like something pulling on a loose thread.

"You got a theory?" he asked.

Calder thought about it for a moment. Then nodded. "Yeah."
"What?"

Calder crushed out the cigarette. "Something's got hold of em’."
"The company?"

"No." Calder looked directly at James. "One of the brothers. And I reckon I know which

one

The room went quiet. Outside, a truck changed gears somewhere beyond the yard. James
stared at the paperwork spread across the desk. For the first time since Greenfall, he felt

like he wasn't following machinery anymore. He was starting to get to the real answers.



Chapter 37
Bill Allan

James spent most of the following morning buried in paperwork.

Bluey hated days like this. By ten o’clock he had already wandered out twice, made three

coffees, and declared the office depressing.

James ignored him. The Allan Brothers file sat open across the desk. Not because it was
large. Because it wasn’t. For a transport company moving that volume of freight, there
should have been more. More contracts. More records. More evidence of growth. Instead,
there were gaps. Small gaps. The kind that only became visible when you had spent

enough years looking at businesses trying to hide the fact they were struggling.
Bluey dropped into the chair opposite. “You look happy.”

James didn’t look up. “That’s because you’'ve never seen me happy.”

Bluey grinned. “Fair point.”

James turned another page. Then stopped. There it was again. A finance extension.
Nothing unusual. Until the second one. And a third. All within eighteen months. All with the

same lender. The same vehicles. The same signature.
Sam Allan.

James sat back.

Bluey noticed immediately. “What?”

James tapped the page. “Cash flow.”

Bluey frowned. “What about it?”

“There isn’t any.”



By lunchtime James had a list. Refinanced trucks. Delayed payments. Equipment loans.
Short-term extensions. Temporary overdrafts. Fuel accounts pushed past terms. A trailer

sold, then leased back. Individually they meant nothing. Together they painted a picture.
A company trying to stay alive. Not failing. Not yet. But close enough to feel it.

The phone call took less than three minutes. An old contact. Former insurance investigator.
The sort of man who understood questions that weren’t supposed to be asked. James
didn’t mention Allan Brothers immediately. They spoke about weather first. Then freight.

Then machinery. Then eventually the green Massey Ferguson.

The line went quiet.

That interested James more than the answer. “Still remember that one?” James asked.
The man gave a short laugh. No humour in it. “Hard to forget.”

“Why?” Another pause.

“Too many people cared about it.”

James glanced toward Bluey. “Meaning?”

“Meaning most claims get forgotten.” The man sighed. “That one didn’t.”
James waited.

“Everyone wanted updates.”

“Finance companies?”

“Some.”

“Transport operators?”

“Some.”

“And the rest?”



The man didn’t answer straight away. “People who had no business asking.”
James leaned forward slightly. “What happened?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing?”

“We were advised not to waste resources.”

James said nothing. The silence stretched.

Finally the man spoke again. “Sometimes the smartest thing an insurance company can do

is stop looking.” The call ended soon after.
Bluey stared at him. “What was that Boss?”
James looked back at the receiver. Pressure.”
“From who?”

James shook his head. “Wrong question.”

Late that afternoon they drove out to Allan Brothers. The depot sat on the edge of an
industrial estate west of the city, close enough to the bay that the air carried salt under the
diesel, and close enough to the docks that container cranes showed above the rooftops if
you knew where to look. Three trucks. Two trailers. A workshop. An office with paint

peeling off the sign above the door.
Nothing about it looked criminal. Which bothered James. Most criminal operations didn’t.

Bill Allan met them in the yard before they reached the office. Mid-fifties. Solid build.
Grease on his shirt. Cigarette in one hand, spanner in the other. The sort of man who

looked like he had spent his life fixing problems other people created.
He recognised James immediately. His expression hardened. “I know who you are, Hale.”

James stopped walking. “Good.”



Bill looked past him at Bluey. “And I know who he is too.”

Bluey smiled faintly. “That’ll save introductions.”

Bill didn’t smile back. “What do you want?”

“A conversation.”

“Not interested.”

James glanced toward the trucks lined along the fence. “You’ve got three units parked up.”
Bill’s jaw tightened. “None of your business.”

“Two trailers missing from the last fleet summary.”

“Still none of your business.”

“One loader sold.”

Bill took a step closer. “You come here to read my own yard back to me?”

“No.”

“Then piss off.”

James didn’t move. “I came to find out whether this is your trouble or Sam’s.”
Bill’s expression changed to surprise for a just a minute before he caught himself.

Then he stared at James for a moment before sighing “Office,” he said waving his hand in

the direction of the door.

The office smelled of oil, paper and old smoke. Bill didn’t offer coffee. He sat behind the

desk and left James and Bluey standing. James didn’t mind.

Bill threw the spanner onto a pile of invoices. “You’ve got five minutes.”



James looked around the office. Fuel accounts pinned under a magnet. Overdue parts
invoices. A calendar with half the dates crossed off in heavy pencil. A betting slip folded
beside the ashtray.

Bill saw him notice it and his face darkened. “Don’t.”

James looked back at him. “I haven’t said anything.”

“You didn’t have to.”

Bluey stayed near the door, watching the yard through the glass.
James said, “Sam signs most of the finance papers.”

Bill said nothing.

“Your name’s on the older units. His is on the newer ones.”

Still nothing.

“His side of the business?”

Bill gave a hard little laugh. “His side of the mess.”

The room went quiet. Outside, a truck changed gears somewhere beyond the yard.
James let the silence work.

Bill finally leaned back. “What do you want, you people all come through here asking the

same bloody questions.”

“What people?”

Bill looked at him. “Finance blokes. Insurance blokes. Police.”
James watched him carefully. “You’ve had police here?”

Bill snorted. “Depends which ones.”

Bluey turned slightly from the window.



James said, “Meaning?”

Bill rubbed a hand across his jaw. “Some came with notebooks.”
He looked at James. “Some came with advice.”

James said nothing.

Bill’s eyes narrowed. “You used to be one of them, didn’t you?”
“Idid.”

“Then you know the difference.”

James held his gaze. Yes he did. “What did they advise?”

Bill looked toward the yard. “That I should mind my business.”
“This is your business.”

“That’s what I said.”

“And?”

Bill smiled without warmth. “They didn’t find it funny either.”

James waited a minute then he changed direction. “How much has it cost you?”

Bill’s expression shifted. Only slightly. But enough. “What?” Bill looked down at the

invoices. Then at the betting slip. Then back toward the trucks. For a moment he looked

older than he had in the yard. “Everything that wasn’t nailed down.”

Bluey said nothing.

Bill’s voice hardened again, like he regretted showing that much. “What are doing here

really Hale cos if you're here to cause trouble, I ain’t in the mood”

James’ sat and waited



“Sam got himself into it.” Bill hesitated. “He likes horses. Likes cards. Likes thinking the
next one fixes the last one.” He leaned forward. “I spent twenty years keeping trucks on the

road. He spent three years gambling them away.”
James nodded once. “Who owns the debt?”

Bill laughed. Not because it was funny. Because it wasn’t. “That’s the best part.” He picked

up the betting slip and screwed it into a ball. “I don’t reckon Sam knows anymore.”
The room went quiet.

James looked down at the desk. The machinery. The transport. The temporary routes. The
replacement drivers. None of it had started with stolen equipment. It had started with

leverage. Someone had found a weak spot. And built movement around it.
James said, “The drivers had guns.”

The room changed. At first Bill didn’t ask what drivers. He didn’t ask what guns.
That told James enough.

Then Bill’s voice dropped. “Which drivers?”

“The ones at the truck stop.”

Bill looked toward the window. For the first time, he seemed less angry than tired. “Those

idiots weren’t supposed to have them.”
Bluey shifted slightly near the door.
James said, “Then why did they?”

Bill didn’t answer straight away. Rain began tapping lightly against the corrugated awning

outside. Finally he said, “Because they were scared.”
“Of what?”

Bill looked back at him. “If I knew that, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”



James waited.

Bill crushed the cigarette into the ashtray. “My drivers didn’t start carrying guns because of
what was on the trucks.” He looked at James. “They started carrying them because of who

was asking where the trucks were.”

James said nothing.

Bill looked away. "Same questions kept coming."
"From who?"

Bill laughed without humour. "Depends on the week."
"That's not an answer."

"No." Bill rubbed a hand across his face. "One week it was debt collectors. Next week it was

transport inspectors. Then some bloke chasing parts."

James watched him. "What bloke?"

Bill hesitated. "Reg."

The name hung there. Bill seemed to realise he'd said it out loud. "Forget it."
"Reg who?"

Bill shook his head. "Doesn't matter."

"It mattered enough for you to mention him."

Bill stood up. "Time's up, you need to leave."

As they left Bluey stayed quiet until they reached the car. Then he said, “You think Bill’s
telling the truth?”

“I think Bill stopped knowing who he was supposed to be scared of a long time ago.”

Bluey absorbed that. Then nodded once. "So what now?"



James looked back at the Allan Brothers yard. At the trucks. At the workshop. At the
business Bill Allan was trying desperately to keep alive. Everything seemed to circle back

to the same place. Sam Allan. Sam's name sat in the middle of all of it.

Somewhere underneath that, James kept thinking of a man who’d once stepped out of a
car outside Reg's, looked straight at where Bluey was standing without being told he was
there, and smiled like a man who already knew how the conversation would end. He still
didn't have a name for him. He had the shape of him now, though, and the shape kept

turning up in places it shouldn't.
James opened the car door. "Now we find Sam."
Bluey smiled faintly. "That shouldn't be hard."

James looked toward the city. "That's what worries me."



Chapter 38

Sam Allan
Bluey found Sam Allan three days later.

As James expected it wasn't difficult. For a man who was supposed to be keeping his head
down Sam was doing exactly the opposite. James wasn't surprised. Men like Sam never
believed they were in trouble until somebody put a hand on their shoulder. Even then they

usually thought they could talk their way out of it.

Bluey rang just after midday. "I found him."

"Where?"

"A machinery auction."

James closed the file he had been reading. "Of course he is."
Bluey laughed. "I thought you'd appreciate that."

The auction yard sat on the outskirts of Westport. Rows of machinery stood in muddy lines
behind temporary fencing. Tractors. Loaders. Excavators. Equipment changing hands
faster than paperwork could keep up. A loudspeaker somewhere crackled through bid
numbers nobody outside the ring could quite follow, and the smell of wet paddock and

diesel sat over the whole place like it never lifted. Perfect for a bloke like Sam Allan.
James spotted him immediately.

Sam stood beside a loader talking loudly to two men who looked like they regretted
meeting him. He wore an expensive jacket that had seen better days and carried himself

with the confidence of a man who still thought tomorrow would fix today.
Bluey nodded at James.

Sam saw them coming. His grin faded. Not much. Just enough. "Well," he said. "Look who

itis."



James stopped beside him. "Sam."

"You blokes following me now?"

Bluey snorted. "You aren't hard to find."

Sam ignored him. "What do you want?"

James looked around the auction yard. "Your brother's selling trucks."
Sam barked a laugh. "Which brother?"

There it was. James noticed the smile immediately. The sort of smile people gave when

they knew more than they intended to. "Bill."
"Course he is."

"Doesn't seem happy about it."

"No." Sam looked away. "He never is."

The noise of the auction drifted across the yard. Engines starting. Voices carrying over

loudspeakers. Machinery changing hands.

Sam shoved his hands into his pockets. “You come all this way to tell me Bill's grumpy?"
"No." James watched him carefully. "We came to ask about Reg."

That got a reaction. Not fear. Recognition.

Sam laughed. A genuine laugh this time. "You still chasing Reg?"

"We're asking questions."

"About Reg?" Sam shook his head. "That's your first mistake."

Bluey folded his arms. "What's that supposed to mean?"

Sam looked at him. "It means everybody always chases Reg."



James said nothing.

Sam noticed. His smile widened. "You know the funny thing?"
"What?"

"Reg isn't the one making decisions."

"Who was?"

"Wrong question."

"Then what's the right one?"

"Who’s paying." Sam looked away. Toward the machinery. Toward the crowd. Anywhere
except James. Finally he laughed again. But there was less confidence in it now. "You don't

want to know him."

"Why?"

Sam looked back. "Because blokes like him don't own things." A pause. "They own people.”
Nobody spoke. The auctioneer's voice echoed somewhere across the yard.

James held his gaze. "Who is he?"

Sam shook his head as he opened his mouth to say something more, then stopped. His

attention shifted beyond James. The smile vanished completely.

James looked behind him now at what had got Sam’s attention. Two cars had just entered
the yard. Ford Falcon XB sedans painted onyx black. Unremarkable alone but two of them
together became noticeable. Four men got out. Plain clothes. Purposeful. Professional. Not

local. Not auction buyers. Not transport operators.
Sam swore quietly.

Bluey turned. "Friends of yours?"



"No." For the first time since they'd met him, Sam Allan looked genuinely worried.

The four men crossed the yard. Nobody hurried. Nobody raised their voice. They didn't

need to. The taller of the group stopped in front of Sam. "Samuel Allan?"

Sam's smile vanished. The detective produced identification. Closed it again. Long enough.

Official enough. "We need a word." Not a request. A statement.

Sam looked around as though calculating options. There weren't many. The detective

already knew it. So did Sam.

James stepped forward. "Who are you?"
The detective looked at him briefly. "Police."
"About what?"

"Mr Allan." Ignoring James the detective's attention returned to Sam immediately. As far as

he was concerned, the conversation was over.

Bluey glanced at James. Neither of them moved. The detective looked back. Something in

his expression suggested he was deciding whether they were worth the effort.
James folded his arms. "I'm James Hale."

That got a reaction. Small. But real.

The detective studied him for a second. "Hale?"

"That's right."

The detective nodded once and slipped his wallet back into his pocket. "One of our

colleagues crossed paths with you up near the border."
James nodded slowly surprised. "Rourke?"

The detective didn't confirm it immediately. "That'd be the one. He said you mostly stayed

out of his way." A small pause. "Let's not change that now."



Bluey shifted beside him. "What exactly is this about?"
The detective looked at him. "It isn't."
Bluey almost smiled. "Looks like it is."

"No." The detective's voice never changed. "It doesn't." The conversation was over before

it began.
The detective turned back to Sam. "Mr Allan." Again. Not a request. A statement.

Sam looked at James. Then at Bluey. Then back at the detectives. The arrogance was gone
now. Not replaced by fear. By reality. The sort of reality that eventually catches up with a

man after years of outrunning it.
James took one step forward. "Sam."
Sam stopped. "Who was he?"

For a moment Sam just stared at him. Then he laughed. A short, bitter laugh. "You still

don't get it."
James waited.

Sam shook his head. "The question isn't who he was." A pause. "The question is who was

scared of him."
One of the detectives guided him toward the cars. No handcuffs. No drama. Just certainty.

Halfway there Sam looked back. For a moment James thought he might say something

else. Instead he smiled. Tired. Almost amused. "Reg fixed machines."
James frowned.

Sam nodded toward the departing detectives. "That bloke fixes people." Then he got into
the car. The door shut. The engines started. And within moments they were gone. Leaving

nothing behind except muddy tyre tracks and questions.



Bluey watched the cars disappear. "What do you reckon that was about?"

James looked across the auction yard. At the ordinary world carrying on around them. "I
don't know." And for the first time in weeks, he meant it. Because whatever Rourke had
been looking for at the border, it had never been about machinery. The machinery had

simply been where their paths crossed.

And somewhere beyond that, hidden behind transport companies, holding yards, panel
shops and bad decisions, something larger was still moving. Something James had only just

begun to see.



Chapter 39

Movement

The rain had finally stopped. Not all at once. Just enough that Westport had begun
pretending the floods had never happened.

Roads reopened. Freight started moving. Recovery contractors went back to arguing about

rates instead of road closures. Life resumed.
At least on the surface.

James sat alone in the office. The desk in front of him was covered in paperwork.
Transport manifests. Recovery reports. Insurance files. Ownership records. Copies of
invoices Calder had recovered from the hidden yard. Allan Brothers paperwork. Greenfall

paperwork. Pages and pages of it.

Bluey walked in carrying two coffees he had just made. He stopped at the desk. "You're still

looking at that Boss?"

James accepted a cup. "I'm still thinking about it."
"Same thing."

"No, it isn't."

Bluey sat down. "What's bothering you?"

James picked up one of the transport manifests. Then one of the insurance files. Then a
handwritten ownership transfer. The same machine appeared in all three. According to the
paperwork, it had changed hands twice. Crossed a state border. Changed owners again.

And somehow still ended up sitting exactly where Calder found it.
"Look at this."

Bluey glanced at the papers. Then handed them back. "I've got no idea what I'm looking

n

at



"Neither did I." James leaned back. "But I think I do now."
Bluey waited.

James stared at the files. Trying to put words around something he'd only just begun to

understand. "The machinery wasn't disappearing.”

"What?"

"The machines." James tapped the paperwork. "They weren't hiding the machinery."
Bluey frowned. "What were they hiding then?"

James looked down at the records. "The identities."

The office went quiet. James thought about the border compounds. The hidden yards. The
transport records Calder had found. Bill Allan talking about moving paperwork interstate.
Sam laughing when he said the paperwork was worth more than the machinery. At the time

it had sounded ridiculous. Now it didn't.

Machines changed owners. Companies changed names. Paperwork crossed borders.
Records were rewritten. One machine became another machine. One story became

another story. The paperwork moved. The machinery simply followed it.
Bluey scratched his chin. "So all this started because somebody wanted a tractor?"
James laughed. "Apparently not."

For weeks he'd been trying to identify the centre of the operation. The mastermind. The

hidden organisation. The answer now seemed much less dramatic. And much larger.
There wasn't a centre, it wasn’t just one man this was a network.
Transport operators. Panel shops. Recovery contractors. Wreckers. Insurance auctions.

People moving machinery. People moving paperwork. Some of them criminals. Some of

them opportunists. Some probably didn't know exactly what they were involved in.



The phone rang.

James ignored it. The answering service would get it.
Bluey nodded toward the paperwork. "So that's it?"
James looked at him. "No."

"No?"

"No."

He stood and walked to the window. Outside, trucks rolled through the afternoon traffic.

The city looked ordinary again. Which somehow made it harder to see.
"Rourke knew."
Bluey looked up. "What?"

James nodded toward the street. "Not all of it. But enough. The border yards must’ve been
one of more maybe a lot more? The transport records. He wasn't looking for a stolen

machine."

Bluey frowned. "What was he looking for?"

James smiled faintly. "The same thing we were."

Bluey waited.

James looked back at the files. Then out toward the city. "The person behind it."
For a moment neither spoke. Then Bluey stood. "Good."

James looked at him. "Good?"

Bluey grinned. "If you've worked it out, maybe you'll finally stop talking about it."
James laughed.

For the first time in weeks.



As Bluey reached the door he stopped. "Oh."

"What?"

"Tilly rang."

James raised an eyebrow. "When?"

"Yesterday."

"And you forgot to tell me?"

Bluey shrugged. "Didn't sound important."

"What did she want?"

"Apparently she was checking whether you'd become boring."
James smiled despite himself. "Did you tell her the truth?"
Bluey opened the door. "Of course."

"And?"

Bluey grinned. "Told her there was still hope." Then he disappeared down the hallway.

Leaving James alone with the files. And, finally, an understanding of what they meant.



Chapter 40
Reg

A month later, most people had stopped talking about the floods. The roads were open.
The machinery was moving. The transport yards were full again. Westport had returned to

business.

James was halfway through a report when Bluey wandered into the office. No knock. No

greeting. Just Bluey.

He dropped into the chair opposite the desk and grinned.
"What?"

Bluey's grin widened. "Guess who I saw yesterday."
James sighed. "If it's another truck driver, I don't care."
"Reg."

James looked up immediately. "Reg?"

"Reg."

"Where?"

Bluey named a suburb on the northern side of the city. The sort of place where soot-
blackened factories sat behind rows of worker's cottages. Narrow laneways disappeared
between brick warehouses. Breweries, panel shops and wreckers shared the same streets.
If a man wanted to disappear without actually leaving Westport, there were few better

places.
"What was he doing?"
Bluey laughed. "What do you reckon?"

James already knew. "A panel shop."



"Panel shop."

"New name?"

"Yep."

"Different sign?"

"Yep." Bluey smiled. "Same Reg."

James shook his head. For some reason it felt exactly right. Reg hadn't vanished. He'd

simply moved. Like the machinery. Like the transport routes. Like everything else.
"You talk to him?"

"No."

"Why not?"

Bluey shrugged. "Didn't see the point." For a moment neither spoke. Then Bluey's

expression changed slightly. "Funny thing though."
James looked up. "What?"

"The bloke was there." The office went quiet. James knew immediately which bloke. Bluey

had never needed to explain.

"You sure?"

"Close enough."

"What was he doing?"

Bluey thought about it. Then smiled. "Same thing he was doing last time."
"What?"

"Watching."



The answer sat between them. Neither man felt any need to discuss it further. Some

questions stayed questions.

Bluey stood. Heading for the door. "You coming to lunch?"
"In a minute."

Bluey nodded. Then stopped. "Oh."

"What?"

"Tilly says if you don't ring her soon she's going to assume you've run away with a filing

cabinet."
James laughed. "Did she?"
"Her words." Bluey disappeared into the hallway. Still grinning.

The office fell quiet again. James looked out the window. Across the river. Across the city.
At trucks moving through traffic. At warehouses. At workshops. At businesses opening and
closing. People making money. People losing money. People asking questions. People

hiding answers. Westport carried on. Just as it always had.

The phone rang. James looked at it. For a moment he considered letting the answering

service deal with it.

Then he picked it up. "Hale."

A man's voice answered. "James Hale?"
"Speaking."

"My name's Senior Detective Michael Brown, Westport Police." The name meant nothing

to him. Yet.
"l was given your number."

James leaned back in his chair. "By who?"



A brief pause. "A mutual acquaintance."

Outside, a truck changed gears climbing the hill beyond the river. The city carried on.

Unconcerned. Unaware.

"What can I do for you?" James asked.

The voice hesitated. Only briefly.

"I think you might be interested in an old death."

James stared out the window. Somewhere across the city, Reg Lacey was opening another
workshop. Somewhere else, trucks were moving paperwork disguised as freight and freight
disguised as paperwork. And somewhere beyond all of it, men still stood in the shadows

watching who came looking.

"Go on," James said. And listened.
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