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Chapter 1

Dense storm clouds hung over the distant Atherton Tablelands as Dawn travelled toward a crime scene—one she wasn’t sure she was ready to face. Her focus drifted from the side mirror to the arid landscape ahead.

Sparse native mallee trees and red sand jarred against the moisture of the coastal far north Queensland wet season, on the other side of the mountains.

‘You okay?’

Detective Ryan’s voice startled her.

‘I’m doing okay.’

Her answer was brief, as was most of their dialogue since leaving Cooktown in the early hours of this morning. Was the stilted conversation because they understood the gravity of what they were heading inland to investigate?

Cooktown’s Senior Constable went on leave shortly after her brother’s suicide was reopened as a suspicious death. An incriminating act considering Rick’s undisclosed link to Fraser. They understood he went in search of his brother-in-law, Jim Warren. His motives were unclear, but now Rick was missing, likely injured. Possibly dead. If he was, her chance to solve Fraser’s murder might well have died with him.

Memories of that day haunted her even now. It was the catalyst. The final event to drive her from the remote town she grew up in. But she was back, working as a detective in Cooktown. While not officially on Fraser’s case, she wasn’t going anywhere until all avenues were exhausted.

Her plan had always been to return to her career in Adelaide.

And there was the other possible reason for the uncomfortable long silences. Her future. She glanced at her partner. Their future.

Dawn reached into the backseat of Ryan’s Police-issue Mustang for a cooler bag.

‘Hungry?’

She held the soft sided bag up knowing her sister and their new houseguest, likely stacked it full of food. Warmth flowed through her body, and into the pit of her stomach as she recalled the kitchen conversation while they prepared to leave.

Lisa and the widow Bella didn’t exactly see eye to eye on what constituted healthy travel food. Dawn’s sister was a vegetarian, while Bella was old school lard and roast meat. It was a wonder they got along so well.

Ryan snatched a glance into the open bag.

‘As long as Bella packed some of her famous egg and bacon pie, then definitely.’

‘She did.’

Dawn drew out a container, flipped the lid and handed her partner a slice. His fingers brushed hers and for a moment neither of them spoke.

It was Dawn who broke the silence.

‘Have we received any update from the local constable on scene?’

Ryan filled his mouth to the brim and shook his head.

Dawn selected a small piece of pie and replaced the lid on the container.

‘Are forensics there yet?’ she asked before taking a bite, suddenly aware of her hunger.

Ryan swallowed his mouthful and glanced longingly at his pie before answering.

‘Gleeson should have arrived a few hours ago. She’s likely still running the scene for evidence.’

‘That’s good.’

Dawn’s quick answer prompted Ryan to glance her way. His expression revealed he sensed her trepidation.

‘Business as usual then?’ A tiny curve of his lip eased her tension. She nodded and smiled, not trusting herself to speak.

Meeting Detective Clint Ryan was both a blessing and a curse. On one hand, he helped re-open her brother’s death investigation and get it reclassified as murder, not suicide.

On the other, he was a complication. Dawn was a loner by choice. She spent twenty years shoving her troubled past into the depths of her memory, but returning to Cooktown was dragging all her secrets into the light.

Most were dealt with. But now Clint was trying to get close. No, not trying. He was getting close. Too close. He said if there was any chance of a future between them, he was willing to wait. A stone landed in Dawn’s stomach as she considered his chiselled jaw and clear blue eyes.

Yes, there was more than a chance, but only if she let it happen. And they knew that was the biggest hurdle.

‘Here we are.’ Ryan nodded to the buildings ahead as he picked his line on the rugged track, ensuring his souped-up, Ford Mustang didn’t bottom out anywhere.

‘You think we should have picked up a four-wheel drive in Cairns first?’

Ryan shook his head.

‘Not enough time to make the detour. I’m sure we can borrow one of the local Police Landcruisers if we need one.’

Dawn nodded, then turned to study the resort as Ryan drove past the repurposed railway carriages and parked up outside the main building.

Dry heat assaulted Dawn as she stepped out and slammed the car door. It seemed the early wet season they were experiencing in Cooktown was skirting the outback. It wasn’t unusual, but Dawn forgot how intense dry heat could be.

In South Australia, where she spent the past few decades, the oven baked heat was common. But the stark difference between Queensland’s inland and coastal regions was remarkable.

Ryan closed his door and adjusted the lapel on his linen suit jacket as a young woman in police blues jumped from the resort decking. She wiped her palms on her pants, before extending her right hand to Ryan.

‘Detective Ryan.’

Ryan glanced at Dawn with an amused expression but reached out for the constable’s hand and accepted her vigorous shake graciously.

‘Yes, and this is my partner, Detective Dawn Grave.’

‘I’m Constable Barrett.’ She rushed around the Mustang and reached for Dawn’s hand. ‘I’ve heard so much about you.’ Another energetic handshake made Dawn stifle a grin.

Dawn wasn’t sure who the constable was referring to, but either way, the young woman seemed starstruck.

‘I guess you want to get to the scene?’ She waved toward a Police Landcruiser covered in a thick coating of dust. ‘I’ll get you out there right away, oh, unless you want a loo break or a drink or...’

‘Take a breath constable,’ Dawn instructed.

Constable Barrett did as she was told—literally sucking air in, pressing her lips together and holding her breath as though she were about to dive into a swimming pool.

‘Okay. Now let’s start with a few preliminaries, shall we?’ Dawn waited while the constable slowly exhaled, then nodded like a dashboard ornament.

‘Firstly, let’s get out of the sun.’

‘Of course. Sorry.’ The constable strode away at a pace Dawn thought impossible to match. Ryan’s face broke out in a wicked grin as the blue uniform bounced up the steps to the decking and disappeared around the corner.

‘She’s keen.’ Ryan indicated with his hand for Dawn to go first.

She glanced over her shoulder while mounting the two steps to the deck.

‘Reminds me of me twenty years ago,’ she whispered.

Ryan joined her as they strolled past a door on the left and a sunken garden full of lush, glossy green leaves and fresh mulch on the right.

‘You know, I can totally believe that.’

Dawn was ready with a flippant reply but stopped as they rounded the corner and stepped into an alfresco reception area. The back wall was lined with tour brochures. To the left, Dawn noticed the public toilets. The restaurant entrance was one side of the reception desk, while a gift shop occupied the other.

In the middle, Constable Barrett tapped her foot and leant on the reception desk attempting to appear casual. A dark-haired woman with intense brown eyes studied them as they approached.

Dawn wiggled her finger for Constable Barrett to step away from the desk so they wouldn’t be easily overheard.

‘Okay. Where was the vehicle found and by whom?’

‘Ranger Steve found it Thursday morning, out by the entrance to one of the many lava tubes not in the tour program.’

‘And you collected the blood sample and sent the photos to Detective Ryan?’

‘I did. But I didn’t disturb the scene, just like I was ordered.’

Dawn was mildly impressed by the country cop but kept her opinion to herself.

‘Is our forensic tech on scene?’

Barrett’s head bobbed.

‘Got here a few hours before you.’

‘Have you interviewed Steve?’

‘Yes, and he’s on deck today if you want to talk to him.’

The constable turned to the receptionist whose dark brown eyes continued to study them with interest.

‘Isabella, where’s Ranger Steve right now?’

The olive-skinned woman’s eyes dropped to the paperwork on her desk as she shuffled through rosters and tour bookings. Then casually glanced back up.

‘He’s taking a tour right now. Should be back in an hour.’ Her faint South American accent seemed mixed with something else. Possibly European.

‘All good. We’ll meet him out there.’

Constable Barrett waved her hand toward the exit.

‘The morning search team has been out again since daybreak, trying to find your senior constable.’ She dragged her mobile phone from her pocket and glanced at the time before returning it. ‘Due back about now to change shifts. With the State Emergency Services being a bit thin on the ground out this way, the resort owners rounded up a few backpackers working here to help with the search.’

Dawn was always proud of the way small communities in regional areas pulled together when there was an emergency. After twenty years in the city, she’d almost forgotten how local businesses and community groups did things in the country.

‘We’ve requested extra hands from the Cairns branch,’ Ryan said.

‘Oh, that will be brilliant.’ She waved toward the toilets. ‘Did you guys need the loos before we head out?’

Dawn was about to say yes, but Ryan interrupted her.

‘Are you on your own out here Barrett?’

The young constable puffed out her chest and nodded.

‘Yep. Not too many cops taking on regional placement unless they have to.’

‘And you had to?’ Ryan’s question was pre-emptive. A young female cop in the middle of the bush wasn’t unheard of, but it was important they knew if she was there for disciplinary reasons.

‘Nah.’ She waved her hand dismissively. ‘I love it out here. Grew up not far away in Mount Garnet. The station there has a few extra hands. Sarge called you in from there, but it’s usually a quiet gig out here. I’m not complaining, mind you. A missing person, linked to a cold murder case—doesn’t get much more exciting.’

Dawn was about to say there was nothing exciting about her brother’s murder investigation when a heavy-set man, with long blond hair tied at the nape of his neck, ran into the reception area and straight at Constable Barrett.

Ryan tensed. Dawn was instantly alert. But they relaxed when he spoke.

‘Milly is missing.’ The thick accent was hard to determine. Dawn guessed possibly German. ‘You have to find her.’ His voice was tight with anxiety.

‘Hang on a sec mate.’ Barrett shook the man’s hand from her arm. ‘Who’s Milly?’

‘My girlfriend. She was searching, for the lost man.’

Dawn interrupted, ‘One of the backpackers helping the SES?’

His head turned to her, eyes wide, brow creased.

‘Yes, yes. Milly. She goes out this morning, but she’s not back with the group?’

Dawn glanced at Ryan to see his expression reflecting her concern.

Was Milly simply lost, or did she stumble upon Rick, or his brother-in-law Jim Warren? And if she did, why would either of them want to hurt a young woman? Dawn doubted they would. Considering the catalyst for their search now was the death of Tracey Warren—a vulnerable high school girl—over twenty years ago.
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Chapter 2

Dawn washed her hands and splashed her face with cool water before stopping to stare at her reflection in the bathroom mirror. Her curly hair was tied back in a ponytail, something she’d not done since she was a teenager.

When she became a cop, it was tough to be a female trying to rise through the ranks. At the time, wearing her hair short seemed necessary. But she wondered now if her decision back then was less about blending in with the guys and more about making a drastic change. One that would bury her past and help her avoid dealing with it.

When she returned to Cooktown months ago, she was there to find Lisa, but then Fraser’s case was reopened and she discovered she was an aunt, and Bella moved in, and Dawn started renovating the old Queenslander they grew up in and... so much had changed.

And now there was Clint. She shook her head to clear it, wiped her face and hands with a paper towel and focussed back on the here and now.

Two investigations required her attention, but she knew her brother’s cold case was going to have to take second place to the immediate urgency of a missing woman.

Dawn struggled to reconcile Jim Warren or Rick Constable having anything to do with a missing backpacker.

Jim Warren was a suspect in her brother’s death because he was torn to pieces over his daughter Tracey’s murder and he blamed Fraser. The last thing she thought he would do is hurt another young woman.

She tossed the paper towel in the bin and left the bathroom, nearly colliding with Ryan on the way out.

He handed her a bottle of water.

‘Barrett is ready to roll.’ Ryan led the way to the parking area. ‘Ranger Steve Watson is being relieved by another guide, and we are meeting him out at the bus parking area. Apparently, that’s the last place Milly Schwartz, our missing backpacker was seen and it’s a stone’s throw from Rick’s car and Gleeson.’

Dawn slipped her sunglasses on to avoid the glaring afternoon sun. They did nothing to keep the sweat from pooling at her back. She opened the water Ryan gave her and sipped it while it was still cold. Then screwed the lid back on as she caught up to her partner.

‘I’m glad you’re not abandoning Fraser’s case.’

Ryan stopped suddenly. Dawn nearly ran into him. His brow creased but smoothed quickly.

‘No reason we can’t keep both investigations going Dawn. We’ll find out where the backpacker went missing from and with any luck, Gleeson can hang around and process her accommodation before she leaves.’

‘She might have just wandered off,’ Dawn offered as they reached the Police four-wheel drive.

‘Hopefully. It’s easy enough to get lost out here, but it’s nearly summer and stinking hot right now. She was likely only carrying a small amount of water with her.’

‘Each searcher was out with an SES team leader,’ Barrett interrupted. ‘I don’t understand how she went missing from the search party.’

The constable jumped into the driver’s seat. Ryan opened the passenger side door for Dawn, then slid into the seat behind her.

As Barrett backed the vehicle out of the carpark, Dawn cranked up the air-conditioning and adjusted the vents to blow into her face. Then addressed the constable.

‘Has the SES team changed over with the volunteers?’

‘Some. The commander Kev Marshall is still out there.’

Dawn turned to face Ryan in the rear as Barrett slipped the vehicle into Drive.

‘Maybe he’ll have more to add.’

The constable slammed her foot on the accelerator. Dawn was flung back into the seat as the vehicle’s tyres spun, kicking up gravel and leaving a trail of dust in their wake.  

‘It’s only a few ks to the bus parking area. I got Kev on the UHF and he’s meeting us out there too,’ Barrett said.

The fuel tanks and accommodation were a blur as the vehicle sped through the tree-lined track toward the entrance. Dawn used the time to collect her thoughts.

Ryan shimmied forward in his seat belt and leant between the front seats, catching Dawn’s attention.

‘This Steve seems to be a busy boy. Found our vehicle for us. Drove the bus out with our missing backpacker.’  

Dawn nodded she agreed with his observation. The resort wasn’t huge. There probably weren’t a lot of tour guides, but to have the same one involved in the discovery of Rick’s dumped car and the missing backpacker was a coincidence they couldn’t ignore. She picked up his line of questioning.

‘How long has Steve Watson been working out here?’

Barrett kept her eyes on the road as she answered.

‘Haven’t run his personnel records yet, but I’ve been working out of Mount Surprise for two years. He’s been here at least that long.’

Dawn pulled her mobile phone from her pocket.

‘I’ll email my team in Cooktown to run a background.’

Barrett chuckled as the car slid on loose gravel.

‘No reception out here. The resort has Wi-Fi. You can jump on when you get back.’

The vehicle began to drift sideways. Dawn shoved her phone between her legs, grabbed the handle above the side window and used her other to grip the seat as Barrett feathered the handbrake, spun the steering wheel and expertly slid the vehicle sideways and through a carpark entrance.

Dawn glanced at Barrett, expecting an apology for the radical driving technique. Instead, she was met with a relaxed smile. They continued down the track toward three buses, parked at a turnaround, featuring a signboard and a single Queensland bottle tree—a tree often confused with the boab more commonly found in the Kimberley region.

Two men waited by a minibus featuring the resort logo on the side. The first wore the orange overalls of the SES. His salt and pepper beard hung halfway down his chest. The second wore the khaki cotton of the Queensland Parks Service, his Akubra hat low over his eyes as Barrett skidded the Landcruiser to a standstill and wrenched the handbrake on.

‘That’s Steve on the right.’

Dawn opened her mouth to make a smart-arse remark about stating the obvious, but Ryan interrupted her.

‘Is Steve from a local community or a blow in?’

Dawn realised her partner was referring to the obvious Indigenous heritage of the ranger.

‘No idea. You’ll have to ask him.’ Barrett turned to Ryan with a tense jawline. ‘Is that a problem?’

‘Not at all. Just curious. He might know a local tracker.’

‘Oh.’ Barrett’s face exploded with a dimple on each cheek. ‘I didn’t think of that.’ She opened the door, jumped out and was across the open ground before Dawn or Ryan unclipped their seat belts.

Dawn stepped out of the vehicle, taking note of the police forensic unit van parked further down a narrow track leading away from the bus parking area. It was barely visible amongst the mallee trees and undergrowth.

The sound of conversation drew her attention back to Barrett. The constable’s animated discussion caused the ranger to lift his head enough for Dawn to glimpse his dark eyes.

She strolled toward him, taking in his pressed uniform, and easy smile. He appeared mid to late twenties, but a darker complexion often made it difficult for her to judge age.

‘Detectives.’ He nodded to Dawn, then Ryan.

Dawn extended her hand.

‘I’m Detective Grave. This is Detective Ryan. Thanks for waiting for us Mr Watson.’ 

‘Steve. Call me Steve.’ It was hard to not be drawn to his bright white smile, which reminded her of her sister’s boyfriend Michael—also a ranger. She wondered if Steve dealt with the same prejudices Michael did.

‘Steve.’ Dawn took the lead. ‘Seems we have two lines of questioning we need to follow up on.’ She let the silence linger, allowing him time to fill it. He didn’t. She suppressed a smile. Handsome and smart.

Her partner cleared his throat. She glanced his way, suppressing an eye-roll before continuing.

‘You’re aware Milly Schwartz is missing?’ He nodded. ‘Did you drop her off this morning with the SES crew?’

Steve’s head shook from side to side. ‘No. She was out yesterday, but I don’t recall seeing her on the bus this morning.’

Dawn frowned. Ryan drew his notepad out of the top pocket of his designer suit jacket. She wondered again how he managed to wear a suit in the heat. Her muscle shirt was sticking to her like glue. But even more infuriating, was how his clothing was still crisp after five hours in the car.

She refocussed and continued.

‘Her boyfriend, Ruben seems to believe she was out this morning. Was he out here?’

‘No. Ruben works in the kitchen, so he’s not been available to join the search party.’

‘So why does he think she was out with the search party this morning?’

The tall, bearded SES commander flipped papers on his clipboard. 

‘She’s on my roster for this morning, but here,’ he passed the board to Dawn, ‘she never signed on.’ He rounded Dawn’s shoulder and flipped the sheet back one page. ‘See. The crew sign on and off each shift.’

Dawn nodded understanding and seized the opportunity to confirm Milly signed on and off the day before.

‘So as far as this roster and Steve are concerned, Milly never left the resort this morning.’

Kev nodded.

Dawn turned to Ryan.

‘So the question is, did she lie to Ruben about where she was going, or did someone stop her from getting to where she wanted to go?’
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Chapter 3

Dawn scanned the parking area and focussed on the forensic van which was more easily visible from this angle. She pointed down the track, then turned to her partner.

‘Let’s finish the other crime scene while we’re here.’

Ryan nodded. Dawn turned back to the ranger.

‘Talk us through the abandoned car Steve.’

‘Not much to say. Got out here Thursday morning, started the tour to the Archway Tunnel, down this path.’ He waved toward the only dense patch of bushland in the otherwise sparse setting. ‘About halfway along the walk, we found the car.’

‘We?’

‘Well yeah. I was guiding a tour.’

‘Did anyone in your group touch the car?’

‘No. I’ve got a duty of care to all the tourists. They aren’t allowed to wander away from the designated path. I got them to stay put while I checked it out. Called it in on the UHF and carried on with the tour.’

‘And that’s the call my sergeant got.’ Barrett filled them in. ‘We inspected, got in contact with you, then called the SES in to start the search.’

‘Okay.’ Dawn turned to the SES Commander. ‘Can you show us in Kev?’

‘Sure. Follow me.’ He adjusted his orange cap and sauntered down the narrowing trail as the sun belted down on her back. She resisted the urge to hurry him along, recalling how nothing happened fast when the temperatures grew this oppressive.

In Adelaide, it was only hot for a few months of the year. The rest of the time was mild, except for winter, which never snowed, but it got damn drizzly and cold. Out here, in the Queensland outback, it was hot most of the year and the locals learnt early how to slow things down to conserve energy. Something a missing persons investigation couldn’t afford.

The more time that passed without finding Rick, the less likely their chances were of finding him alive. And if they didn’t find him alive, they’d be back to square one in solving Fraser’s murder.

Twenty years was a long time. The trail of evidence was cold. Convincing Rick to tell them what he knew was her only hope.

They exhumed Fraser’s body, but some of the autopsy results were still pending. Fresh cases took precedence and resources were tight, particularly when it came to lab results. But even if they confirmed Fraser was drugged, it still wouldn’t provide them with a killer.

DNA and trace evidence was long gone. Rick was a fresh lead, with a close link to Fraser and Tracey Warren. He was the key. She was sure of it.

‘Here it is.’ Kev waved toward a clearing surrounded by volcanic boulders of all shapes and sizes.

‘How did he get the car in here?’ She turned slowly, trying to figure out how a vehicle managed to travel over the rocks scattered too close together to traverse.

‘About time you lot got here.’ A stocky figure with disposable overalls and goggles waved her gloved hand at them.

‘Tammy.’ Dawn picked her way over the rough terrain. Ryan a few steps behind.

‘Could have cleared a pathway for us Gleeson.’ Ryan’s tone was mocking.

Tammy glanced over Dawn’s shoulder at her partner with an eyeroll obvious through the goggles.

‘There’s a clear way through over there.’ Tammy pointed on the backside of the vehicle.

Dawn rounded the car to find a track leading in from the opposite direction.

‘So he drove in this way?’

Tammy nodded as she wrote on an evidence bag and lowered it into a box.

‘I expect he didn’t want to be seen. According to our ranger friend here,’ Tammy waved at Steve who returned it with a friendly smile, ‘this entrance has only recently been re-opened. The Stephenson cave flooded when the huge low-pressure system hit in September, and it’s only just become dry enough for tourists again.’

‘So Rick parked up here expecting not to be disturbed?’

‘Possibly. I found signs he’s been cooking out here.’ She pointed to the ground a few metres away. ‘Most of the scraps have been scurried away by animals, but there was a ring-pull from a can of beans or stew there.’

Ryan leant over Tammy’s shoulder as she bagged some clothing.

‘What about the blood we matched to Rick?’

‘Are you asking me how much?’

Dawn’s chest tightened. Ryan nodded.

‘Not enough to kill him.’

Dawn rolled her shoulders reflexively.

‘Any idea what the injury might be?’ she asked.

Tammy tied the bag up, marked it and dropped it into a box before turning to study Dawn.

‘It wasn’t arterial. Apart from that, your guess is as good as mine. A fight? A wound from a rabbit trap? Nicked himself shaving?’ The forensic tech turned back to her scene dismissively. Dawn realised they weren’t getting more from her today.

Ryan stepped away with the same disappointment Dawn was feeling.

‘Oh, yeah. I found this.’

A piece of paper in a clear Ziploc bag appeared in Tammy’s hand as she slipped her facemask down to her chest revealing a wicked grin.

Ryan slipped a glove on and passed one to Dawn.

‘Geez Gleeson. You could have led with that.’

Tammy’s dry sense of humour was usually a welcome relief, but this case was too personal for Dawn to appreciate her new friend’s warped personality today.

She slipped on the glove. Ryan passed the paper to her and started grumbling quietly at Tammy who appeared to arc up defensively. Dawn tuned out the conversation as she focussed on the first few words written in pencil at the top of the crumpled paper.

Tension gripped her stomach.

Dawn. I’m sorry!

‘Ryan.’ Her tone stopped their bickering instantly. Ryan joined her, reading aloud over her shoulder.

‘Dawn, I’m sorry. I should have come clean as soon as the evidence clearing Fraser started to stack up, but for twenty years I hung on to my own version of the truth. I thought we were right. I thought he killed Tracey.’

Ryan stopped. Dawn swallowed hard, desperate to hold back tears. Did this mean he helped Jim Warren kill her brother? If he wasn’t dead already, she might well kill him on sight.

Ryan continued to read.

‘If you’re reading this, someone has gotten this message to you. But I need you to back off Dawn. In the short time I’ve known you I can see that’s not going to be easy, but please, don’t follow me. I’ll bring Jim in, I promise. I’ll explain everything. But don’t follow. I don’t want to be responsible for taking another family member from Lisa.’

‘He killed Fraser.’ Dawn breathed the words out.

‘I don’t think that’s what he’s saying Dawn.’

How could Tammy have hung on to this? How could she have thought it was funny to keep it as a surprise?

‘I’m sorry Dawn. I didn’t take the time to read it.’ Tammy’s voice nearly broke. ‘I just collect the evidence. You guys process it. I only found it ten minutes ago.’

‘It’s okay Gleeson,’ she heard Ryan offer, but her mind couldn’t focus on anything right now. The caw of circling birds. The rustle of leaves in the surrounding trees. The scorching sun. All disappeared down a dark tunnel.

In that moment, all she could see were two grown men, holding her brother still, wrapping his neck in a bandana and sitting on his legs to weigh him down as he hung from the door handle in the local swimming pool toilets.

The swimming pool, where her brother found refuge when their mum disappeared. The place he met Tracey Warren and fell in love. The place he died so violently.

‘Dawn. Listen. Maybe Rick used his relationship with Fraser to set up a meeting. Maybe he feels responsible for Jim killing Fraser?’

‘It doesn’t matter.’ The words left Dawn’s lips, but it was as though someone else were saying them. ‘He’s gone again. And we have a missing backpacker to find.’

She found herself sitting in the back seat of the Landcruiser without recalling how she got there.

‘Everything alright?’ She vaguely heard Barrett ask Ryan, but didn’t hear the answer.

Her mind was off elsewhere. Recalling the years after their mother disappeared. The rumour mill was rife. Some said mum cheated on their dad and ran away with the guy. Others claimed she finally gave up on their dad because his drinking was worsening.

Now she knew her mother was murdered. Gone. Never coming back. But in those few years, when the three of them thought their mother had abandoned them, they were all so close.

Their dad lived at the pub. Dawn recalled collecting him from Ben and Mari’s front bar so many times, too intoxicated to even walk. But the three of them stuck together. Looked out for one another. They were a team. Until Fraser died.

And she ran. So far, for so long.

‘Dawn.’ Ryan’s voice jolted her back to reality. ‘Your phone’s ringing.’

She scanned out the window. The driver’s seat was empty. Barrett likely ran for the hills from the crazy cop, off with the fairies. They were back at the resort. Her phone vibrated and flashed in her pocket.

She retrieved it without thinking. It was Lisa. How could she answer her sister now? After discovering her only lead to solving Fraser’s murder just slipped through her fingers? How could she not? It was Lisa who was left behind with their drunken father when Dawn ran.

‘Lisa.’

‘Auntie Dawn. You’ll never guess what we did today.’

The cheerful sound of her niece’s voice made Dawn shiver. Goosebumps exploded on her skin as she rubbed the sting from her eyes.  

Abby’s chatter, together with the cacophony of Rusty’s barking and the high pitch yapping of Bella’s chihuahua dragged Dawn from her pit of personal loathing.

‘Hey Abby. What did you do?’

Ryan gave her a smile and stepped from the front seat, opened her door and patiently waited as she shimmied out.

Moments ago, all she wanted to do was crawl into a ball with a bottle of wine, exactly like her father would have done when the pressure was on. But hearing her six-year-old niece’s joyful giggle now reminded her of what really mattered.

‘Mummy said that since you were away, I should ring and see how you’re going and tell you about my day.’ The sound of the back veranda screen door slamming, shut out the barking dogs. ‘How are you going Auntie Dawn?’

‘I’m going much better now you’ve rung Abby.’
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Chapter 4

The high roof loomed over the alfresco dining area. An expansive deck, scattered with empty dining tables, opened to the bushland beyond. Dawn watched the tall gums sway in the light breeze and hoped the setting sun might bring some relief from the stifling heat.

A kookaburra laughed in the closest gum, then dived through the dining area. Collecting a chip from an abandoned plate, the bird darted up to a perch in the steel rafters above. In any other circumstance, the scent of eucalyptus and flowering gums would have been soothing.

Dawn was anything but calm as she sipped her ice-cold tea, wishing it were wine, and knowing that starting down that road this afternoon would be a slippery slope.

She eased her glass aside and focussed on the bronze face and thin moustache across the table as Ryan pulled out the chair alongside her and dropped into it.

‘Ruben,’ Ryan’s voice was a mix of compassion and business, ‘the ranger and SES crew told us Milly never went out to search this morning. When did you last see her mate?’

The man’s fine cheekbones seemed out of place against his stocky build. The manbun on the top of his head hid the shoulder-length, dark blond hair Dawn saw earlier. She noticed the curl in a few tendrils hanging loose around his ears and touched her own hair reflexively.

‘I worked late last night. It’s a quiet time right now, and most of the kitchen staff, they are gone.’

‘So you didn’t see her last night?’ Ryan pressed on, doubt evident in his tone.

Ruben rolled his lips together, planted his elbows on the table and dropped his face to his hands. He stayed still a moment, before his head shook from side to side.

Dawn interpreted the body language.

‘You didn’t go back to your room last night, did you Ruben?’

The man peeked over his fingers like a child who thought covering their eyes meant no one could see them.

‘Our relationship was open.’

Dawn hid her grin with a quick lick of her lips. In her experience, open relationships never ended well. But she needed to give him the benefit of her doubt.

‘Mutually so?’

Ruben’s shoulders sagged as a sigh escaped his lips. He offered a half-hearted shrug. It seemed Ruben knew Milly wasn’t totally on-board with the idea.

‘Who were you with last night Ruben?’

The man dropped his arms over his chest and sat back in his seat.

‘I’d rather not say.’

Ryan tapped his finger on the table, which rocked on the uneven decking each time it landed.

‘Your girlfriend is missing mate.’ He let silence linger a moment. ‘If she doesn’t turn up soon, you might not have a choice.’

Dawn tapped the top of Ryan’s hand. They needed to go slowly. There was still no evidence Milly was in trouble.

‘When did you last see Milly?’

‘Early Friday morning. When she got up to go on the search.’

‘So you didn’t see her when she got back Friday after lunch?’

He shook his head. Dawn continued with her line of questioning.

‘Did you have a fight?’

Ruben’s chest rose with an exaggerated breath. Ryan scowled.

‘Look mate. The quicker we get a timeline on Milly’s movements, the quicker we can work out where she is.’ Ryan pointed to the bushland beyond the restaurant. ‘If she’s out there, she could be lost, dying of thirst, or a snake bite.’

Or worse Dawn thought but kept it to herself.

Ruben followed Ryan’s finger to scan the scrub beyond the deck. A pathway meandered past a firepit and disappeared over a rise at the edge of the clearing. Ruben’s worried expression grew expectant, as though he were willing Milly to wander out of the tree line any moment.

Dawn didn’t like him for this. So he was sleeping around. Maybe they argued. Nothing new there. Although partners were always the most likely suspect, something about this missing backpacker didn’t seem to fit the usual mould.

‘Can you take us to the room you share with Milly?’ Dawn asked.

Ruben jumped to his feet, obviously welcoming the change in subject.

‘Ja.’ He slid his chair back under the table and pointed to the rear of the restaurant. ‘Staff quarters are this way.’

Dawn ignored the remainder of her tea and rose to follow. Ryan reached for her arm as he drained his cola. She waited, knowing him well enough now to realise he wanted to speak privately.

Ryan finished his cola. They followed Ruben at a distance.

‘I don’t like this, Dawn.’ Ryan leant in close as Ruben darted between the heritage train carriages, opened at the side and parked against a platform to make dining areas. ‘I’ve got a bad feeling this woman didn’t get lost in the bush.’

Dawn was usually the detective who followed their gut instincts, not Ryan. But right now, she totally agreed with him. Nothing about this woman’s disappearance seemed run of the mill.

The Outback Lava Tube Resort was an isolated place. There were caravans and campers coming and going daily, along with the resort guests in the various accommodation options. If something happened to Milly, they needed to lock the place down. No one in or out.

‘The search team looking for Rick, are now keeping an eye out for Milly too. With any luck, she sprained her ankle going for a walk after she got back yesterday and is holed up somewhere waiting for a rescue.’

Ryan appeared ready to disagree but said nothing as Ruben jumped up to a covered veranda and opened the door to a compact living area.

Dawn followed Ryan into the building to find a kitchen bench along the back wall, a three-seat lounge to the left next to a door. On the other side, two more doors sat side by side.

Ruben opened the door adjacent to the worn velour lounge.

‘This is our room.’

‘How many other people share this space?’ Ryan asked before Dawn got the chance. If there were others who lived on the premises, they would need to speak with them.

‘It’s just us this time of year. The last guy left a couple of weeks ago.’

Ryan turned to Dawn.

‘We can get his details from personnel.’

Ryan’s undertone said he didn’t think someone who left two weeks ago would be a suspect, but they knew never to discount anyone.

She nodded, then pointed toward the front door.

‘If you can wait outside thanks Ruben. We’ll need to conduct a search alone.’

The backpacker studied Dawn, then Ryan before turning and taking his time to reach the front door. As he stepped over the threshold, Dawn called, ‘close it behind you, thanks.’

He poked his head back in, hesitated a moment, then nodded.

As the door clicked closed, Ryan entered the bedroom.

‘What are you thinking?’ he called over his shoulder.

Dawn slipped a glove on her hand and shuffled past the bed to reach a small, freestanding wardrobe jammed up against the wall and bedside table. She pulled open the first door before answering.

‘A twenty odd year old international goes missing out here,’ she waved her hand at the window, then returned to rummaging through clothes. ‘I’d like to say she’s just lost, but I agree with your bad feeling.’

Dawn withdrew two hangers with bright, summer dresses.

‘If she packed to leave, she would have taken these.’

‘I don’t think she wandered off.’ Ryan used a glove between his finger and thumb to open the bedside table drawer. ‘My money is on taken.’

As much as she didn’t want to contemplate a kidnapping, it was becoming more likely.

‘But is she still alive?’ Dawn wondered aloud.

Ryan pointed to the unmade bed and a pile of women’s clothes on the floor by the window.

‘We only have Ruben’s word Milly was here this morning and if he didn’t come home last night, how does he know she was here?’

Her partner was right. They needed to track Milly’s last movements. Were her instincts off? Was Ruben responsible for Milly’s disappearance?

She scanned the room. There were no holes in the walls. The framed photo of the couple sat upright on the bedside. Apart from the unmade bed, and pile of clothing, the room didn’t set off any alarm bells.

‘No sign of a struggle.’

Ryan nodded agreement, slipped on the glove he was holding and drew back the crumpled sheet.

‘Is that blood?’ He pointed to a stain halfway down the bed.

Dawn studied the colour, noting it was on the same side as the women’s clothing and assuming it was likely Milly’s side, then nodded.

‘Yes, but I think it’s a menstrual leak. Fairly common. We’ve all had one.’

Ryan squirmed. Dawn laughed.

‘Didn’t you do the birds and bees at school?’

‘Only child,’ he offered in explanation.

‘And a private school,’ Dawn countered. ‘Don’t tell me. Women’s stuff wasn’t something discussed in the home.’

‘Never.’ Ryan sounded aghast.

Dawn continued to laugh as they opened and searched the remaining bedside drawers.

‘You don’t suppose she simply left when she found out Ruben was screwing around?’

Ryan glanced up from the bedside, his eyes falling on something above the wardrobe, out of Dawn’s view. He rounded the bed and lifted a bulky purple backpack from the top of the wardrobe.

‘Not if this is hers.’ He opened the front pocket, retrieved a passport and flipped it open. ‘It’s hers.’ He turned it for Dawn to see the picture.

Blonde hair and blue eyes stared back at her. She closed the last drawer and made for the door.

‘I’ll check the bathroom.’

Dawn left the bedroom, took the few steps across the living room and opened the first of the two doors she spotted when she came in. A bare mattress greeted her. Closing the door, she opened the next one to find a cramped bathroom with a shower, toilet and vanity squeezed together close enough for someone to shower and go to the loo at the same time.

The vanity was a hung basin with no cupboard beneath. She opened the mirror to find a small cabinet with two toothbrushes, a woman’s day face cream with SPF 15+, a tube of toothpaste and men’s cologne, along with men’s and women’s roll-on deodorant.

‘All her toiletries are still here. No pills or medications,’ Dawn announced as she met Ryan in the living area.

‘No struggle. Nothing missing. Passport and backpack still here.’ Ryan didn’t fill in the gaps.

Dawn crossed to the front door, opened it and found Ruben sitting on the veranda with his legs hanging over the edge.

‘Does Milly have a mobile phone?’

Ruben jumped to his feet.

‘Ja. But I haven’t found it.’

‘Okay, give us the number and we’ll get a trace on it. For now, you need to find somewhere else to sleep. We’ll get our forensic tech to go over the room, just in case we’ve missed something. There’s nothing jumping out at us right now, except, was Milly currently menstruating?’

Ruben frowned, then nodded.

‘Ja, it makes her cranky.’

Dawn laughed. ‘Common problem that one.’

Ryan pulled the door closed and removed his glove as Dawn’s phone rang. She answered to static.

‘Detective Grave.’

She blocked her right ear and listened to more static.

‘Sorry. Shitty reception out here.’ She pulled the phone back and noted one bar before putting the phone back to her ear in time to hear a male voice call her name.

‘Dawn!’

‘Rick? Is that you?’

More static, then the line went dead. She checked the caller ID and frowned. It wasn’t the Senior Constable’s number. Who was trying to call her?

Ryan drew up behind her, peering over her shoulder.

‘Was it him?’

‘Not his number, but it sounded like his voice. Hard to hear over static.’

Ryan scanned the bushland surrounding the staff quarters.

‘How did he call you from out bush? There’s no reception here.’

‘Maybe he’s made it to town? Mount Garnet or Mount Surprise.’

‘Or maybe it wasn’t him at all.’ Ryan said.

Dawn’s phone vibrated in her hand. Her heart leapt in her chest, then shuddered when she read the text.

‘It’s Barrett!’ Dawn glanced at Ryan and then focussed on Ruben’s worried expression.

‘They’ve found something.’ She showed Ryan the message as she addressed Ruben. ‘I’m afraid it isn’t good news.

‘No!’ He dropped back to the veranda with a thud. ‘No. Not Milly. I should have been here.’

Yes, you should have. Dawn thought silently. She re-read the message on her phone and willed herself to stay strong as she turned to Ryan.

‘Let’s go. Barrett is meeting us at reception.’
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Chapter 5

Dawn slipped her sunglasses to the top of her head and checked her laces were tied tightly before scurrying over the first boulder behind Ryan.

The air cooled as the canopy of sub-tropical foliage closed in around them. Darkness loomed beyond the cave entrance, opening like a giant monster’s mouth, gaping and jagged with rock formations thousands of years old.

The volcanic basalt rocks weren’t slippery, but many of the drops were beyond Dawn’s reach. Ryan was over six foot, his shoulders solid as he offered her his hand in support. Not so long ago, she would have refused his aid, for fear of coming off too weak, but she and Detective Ryan were past that.

He’d seen her at her worst. More than once. He’d listened without judgement as she unburdened her past volatile relationship with Declan Rossi. Despite his obvious rage when he discovered the abuse she endured as a teenager, he’d stayed calm and supportive, telling her she was stronger than she believed.

Now, as his warm hand clasped hers, she felt safe. Not only safe he’d catch her if she slipped down a tall rockface, but safe that she could begin to be herself around him. It was finally time to stop drowning in her past pain.

Ryan was waiting for her to be ready to take their relationship further, but after twenty years of addiction to casual relationships and alcohol dependence, Dawn wasn’t sure if replacing them with Clint Ryan was the right thing to do. Would he be another addiction she needed to overcome?

She slid down the last boulder to a clearing. Kev’s bright orange overalls struggled to stand out against the gloom. He handed her a headtorch as he slipped one over his own brow.

‘You’ll need these from here.’ Kev didn’t wait for a reply before plunging into the darkness.

Light beams bounced from the volcanic rocks, highlighting the layers of sediment and cooled magma that forged the lava tubes thousands of years before humanity roamed the Earth. The solemn realisation that life was fragile seemed profound as Kev’s lamplight fell on stained, crumpled fabric and a scene Dawn wasn’t yet prepared for.

‘It can’t be Milly.’

‘Never said it was,’ Kev offered as he flicked on a handheld torch and passed it to Dawn.

‘We’ll need Tammy, but I’d say this body is at least a month old.’

‘I’d say three.’

Dawn’s headtorch fell on Kev. He shielded his eyes and strangely didn’t complain.

‘Sorry!’ She lifted the pivot on her headtorch. ‘Why do you say three months?’

‘Because the fabric on the remains matches the shirt Debra Smythe, an English backpacker, was last seen wearing before she disappeared from the Lava Tube Park in late August.’

‘Why didn’t someone mention another missing backpacker before now? Ryan failed to hide his frustration.

‘We only searched for her for one day. The resort manager called off the search when a room check revealed all her gear was gone.’

Dawn couldn’t see Kev shrugging, but she heard it in his voice. He’d done his job. Not that he was even paid. The SES were nearly all volunteers. Hunting around for someone who wasn’t missing was a waste of resources.

Yet Dawn couldn’t help wondering why no one made sure Debra Smythe made it home or on to her next destination. Were her parents still searching for her?

‘Thanks Kev. Can you head back up and guide our forensic tech back in? We’ll take a look around.’

‘You got it Detective. It’s too late to keep searching anymore today. But I want you to know, we’ll keep searching for Milly and your man first thing tomorrow morning.’

‘Thanks Kev.’

Dawn watched the torchlight flash against the walls as Kev picked his way out of the tunnel and back up the rocks. The entire area was a sunken cavern. Without the ceiling collapsing, these lava tubes would have remained hidden beneath the earth for another few hundred thousand years.

The same for Debra, if that’s who she was. Dawn turned to Ryan.

‘This is an ideal dump site. If it weren’t for the search teams out looking for Milly, they never would have found this woman. Ranger Steve said this tunnel has been off the tour list for more than two years due to unstable rocks in the collapsed zone.’

‘Great. We still have to get back out of here you know.’

Dawn didn’t need to shine her torch on Ryan’s face to hear the humour in his voice. Was he nervous of the closeness in the tunnel or trying to relieve her tension? Maybe a little of both.

‘Let’s see what we can find.’ Dawn stepped to her right, letting the torch light trace a line from the remains to the edge of the tunnel. ‘Three months is a long time to expect to find any evidence and animals have likely scavenged the victim, but we might find something useful.’

‘Maybe she fell down the rocks?’

Dawn could hear the disbelief in Ryan’s voice.

‘And land over fifty metres from the entrance. That’s some fall.’

‘Yeah. I was thinking the same thing, but we can live in hope.’

Dawn knew Ryan was likely thinking the same thing she was. If Milly was taken, and Debra was already killed by someone, they could be looking at a serial killer. Someone targeting backpackers in the remote area. Another Ivan Milat was the last thing they needed, but it couldn’t be discounted.

‘Two victims from one location. That’s not usual serial killer MO.’ She offered her opinion openly.

‘You think it’s personal?’

‘If Debra here was murdered, I think we need to consider it might be someone local to this region. Not a highway killer like Milat.’

‘We need an ID and cause of death before we can do anything. So let’s finish searching the area, then get back to the resort and get an update on where the team have been searching.’

Dawn nodded, her headtorch light bobbed up and down against the rock wall, hitting something which sparkled in the light beam.

‘Hey. What’s that?’ Dawn crossed to the wall where salt crystals hugged the stone in coloured runs.

For a moment Dawn thought she imagined the reflection or considered it must have been a crystal catching the light, but as Ryan’s torch beam met hers, the sparkle flashed again.

‘Is it metal?’ Ryan’s breath was close enough to tickle Dawn’s neck. Not an unpleasant sensation, but wrong time, wrong place.

‘I don’t know.’ Dawn put her hand into the torch beam. ‘Got a glove?’ Ryan slapped one into her hand as she dropped to her haunches.

‘It’s an earring.’

‘Victim’s?’

‘Possibly.’ Dawn reached into her pocket for a pen and used it to lift the silver ring from the tunnel floor.

‘You messing with my evidence?’

Tammy’s tone was jocular, but the sudden sound made Dawn jump, nearly dislodging the earring from the end of her pen.

‘Gleeson. What’s with you today?’ Ryan swung in her direction, locking her face in his headtorch beam. ‘You’re comedic timing is way off.’

She halted her advance.

‘Hey sorry. I didn’t know you actually were messing with my evidence. I should be photographing in-situ before you collect.’

Ryan glanced away, rubbing the back of his neck as he composed himself with a deep breath.

‘Sorry. You’re right. This one is more than a little disconcerting.’

He turned his head to illuminate the victim once more.

‘Oh. I see. Not a recent one.’ Tammy drew closer.

‘No,’ Ryan offered as Dawn returned the evidence to its original position and stepped back to make room for Tammy.

Dawn didn’t want to rush the forensic tech, but finding a dead woman, while they were looking for a missing one, was too much of a coincidence to ignore.

‘We need cause of death and ID pronto thanks Tammy. It’s the only way to know if this woman was kidnapped and killed and if she was, we’ll need to ramp up the search for Milly. Or we could have a multiple homicide on our hands.

‘You got it. Take a walk you two. I’ve got work to do.’

‘We’ll help,’ Ryan offered. ‘I’ll go back to the resort, call the pathologist in and get some lighting while Dawn hangs around. I don’t like this Gleeson. We’re in the middle of nowhere, and we could have a killer lurking nearby.’

Dawn agreed.

‘One who knows this area way better than we do.’ She patted her sidearm. ‘We’ll keep back, but I’m with Ryan, we aren’t leaving you alone down here.’

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 6

Dawn spun her wine glass around on the cardboard coaster while Ryan finished placing their dinner order at the bar. The kookaburra was back, waiting for scraps. With friends this time. Sculling the contents of her glass, she reminded herself there was no excuse for another as her mind drifted to their victim.

The body was in remarkably good condition. Tammy explained the cooler climate of the underground tunnel slowed decomposition. It would be in their favour, but the scene was sealed off now until morning. It was too dangerous for the pathologist to remove the body in the dark. All the floodlighting in the world wasn’t going to make the descent safe.

It made Dawn wonder how the killer got the body down into the tunnel, but the thought evaporated with the disappearance of her empty wine glass.

When a full glass appeared on her coaster, she glanced up to protest that Ryan knew she was not drinking more, but stopped when her eyes fell on Constable Barrett.

The young woman was out of uniform, her long brunette hair flowed free of the low ponytail she wore earlier. Her blue uniform now replaced with a short, floral dress with a halter neck bodice.

‘Constable.’ Dawn nodded her thanks for the wine. ‘Have you ordered?’

‘I was going to, but Detective Ryan insisted.’

Dawn smiled knowingly as her eyes followed the tanned muscles and lean legs that plonked down next to her.

‘Who’s watching our scene?’

‘Blair from Mount Garnet station will take the night shift. We can recover the body tomorrow at first light.’

Dawn glanced up to see Tammy hanging over Ryan’s shoulder, no doubt adding her order to the Queensland Police Service dinner bill.

‘This your first body Constable?’

‘Yes Ma’am.’

‘Call me Dawn.’

The young woman’s hazel eyes twinkled.

‘Call me Trish.’

Dawn nodded. The constable’s focus on her work reminded her of Constable Reynolds back in Cooktown, but Trish was different. Keen like Reynolds, but more confident and carefree. She smiled as the constable rushed on.

‘If it’s not Milly, what are you and Detective Ryan thinking?’

‘We’re trying to follow the evidence for now, but we have to face the possibility that if Debra is a victim of foul play, Milly may well be too.’

The constable screwed her nose up.

‘I never expected my first suspicious death to be a homicide.’

‘Let’s hope it isn’t,’ Dawn spoke as Tammy shuffled into the seat opposite her.

‘I wouldn’t count on that.’

‘Preliminary report in already?’ Dawn doubted it. This was likely Gleeson’s personal assessment, and they all knew it meant nothing until the pathologist conducted a postmortem and the coroner drew their findings.

‘Yeah, right!’ Tammy scoffed. ‘Just call it a professional hunch.’

‘Why, what did you find?’

‘It’s too late to know if the victim was sexually assaulted, but her clothes were cut. I’ll need to get the fabric under a microscope to be sure, but I found very clean tears. Her fingers were burnt, possibly to conceal her fingerprints, but the really telling detail was...’ Tammy swigged her beer—fully aware she was leaving her audience hanging dramatically.

Ryan shoved her in the shoulder. ‘Come on Gleeson.’

Tammy grinned and Dawn couldn’t help thinking the woman was taking her humour to a sadistic level.

She was about to say something when the forensic tech continued. ‘There were multiple knife wounds. Some defensive, more than one could be the possible cause of death.’

Dawn’s stomach churned. Constable Barrett was more audibly disgusted. ‘That’s gross. How do you look at that stuff day after day?’

Tammy drew another swig of beer and leant back in her chair. ‘You compartmentalise.’

Ryan opened a packet of peanuts and poured them into a bowl.

‘Which is why she has such a warped sense of humour.’

He handed the bowl around. Dawn shook her head. Trish filled her hand. Tammy drained her beer and rose to get another as a hungry kookaburra dove between them and collected a peanut on the way.

Ryan baulked, nearly dropping the bowl. ‘What the hell?’

Dawn and Trish giggled nervously.

Tammy lifted her empty. ‘Anyone ready for another?’

‘My shout.’ The constable pushed her chair back and followed the forensic tech.

Dawn nodded at their backs as her partner sat back down. ‘I’m worried about Tammy.’

‘How so?’

‘She’s off. Her humour is usually well timed. Something is bothering her.’

Her partner swigged his beer. ‘Girl talk isn’t my department.’

‘She must see some awful stuff.’

‘Don’t we all.’

‘Yeah, but we see only what’s in our jurisdiction. Tammy gets most of it, from all over the northern part of the state.’

Ryan nodded.

‘Yeah. Tough job. I couldn’t do it.’

Silence hung a moment as Dawn considered where they were at with the missing woman and the hunt for the Senior Constable.

‘I need to call Reynolds.’

‘What for?’

‘That call I got earlier.’ Ryan nodded. ‘I think it was Rick, but like you said, how did he have reception?’

‘Could you make out anything he said?’

Dawn shook her head. ‘No. There was too much static, but he sounded panicked.’

‘Maybe he found Jim Warren and wanted back up.’

‘Don’t say that. He could be in trouble.’

‘What do you want to do?’

‘I’ll message Reynolds tonight, see if she can narrow down the number or caller. In the meantime, we need to find Milly, because if Tammy is right, and Debra Smythe was murdered, Milly could be next.’

‘Well we can’t do anything else tonight, so time to lighten up a little.’

‘I heard that.’ Tammy returned with a handful of opened stubbies, while Constable Barrett carried two glasses of wine.

‘One for you. One for me,’ she grinned as Dawn glanced at her untouched glass.

Resisting was useless, but Dawn knew she needed to take it slow. Her emotions were unsteady and her nerves on edge. Rick’s letter. His continued absence. Jim Warren in the wind again and now a possible double homicide.

All triggers she often struggled to fight. As if reading her thoughts, her partner’s hand touched her knee under the table. Tammy’s eyes dropped to his missing hand as a curve reached her lips.

‘I knew it.’

‘Not now Gleeson,’ Ryan warned.

‘Tammy. Can I have a word?’ Dawn slid her two full glasses of wine to the middle of the table and rose as a waitress appeared with their meals.

‘Dinner’s up, can it wait?’ The tech seemed to sense the gravity in Dawn’s tone.

‘Okay, but after dinner, you and I need to talk.’

Tammy’s eyebrows arched, but Dawn wasn’t being put off. She wished someone bothered to intervene when she was spiralling out of control. She wondered if things would have been different if they had. Would she be able to spend the night in her partner’s room and call him Clint in front of her colleagues and stop putting off what she knew she wanted?

The aroma of fried chips and chicken parmigiana overpowered her senses, reminding her that lunch was a piece of half-eaten egg and bacon pie.

‘No more shoptalk tonight.’ Dawn picked up her glass. ‘Trish, you said you grew up in Mount Garnet? Where did you go to school?’

Dawn let the light conversation drag her out of her own head. The team she worked with before leaving Adelaide were colleagues, nothing more. Dawn seldom socialised with them. It was part of the barrier she used to protect herself from being hurt.

But after moving back to Cooktown, she realised closing herself off was a mistake. Now she was trying to learn more about the people she worked with.

The team of constables back in Cooktown were all a decade younger than Dawn. Chung, Reynolds, Jamison and Burger looked up to her, but they were more than colleagues, they were friends. And like Tammy, she needed to look out for her friends.

As the night drew on, the casual banter relieved her tension. Or was it her third glass of wine?

Constable Barrett was first to leave. Dawn used the opportunity. ‘Tammy. You doing okay?’

Her partner pushed his chair back, then caught her eye hesitantly. ‘I’ll meet you out front and show you to your room.’

Dawn nodded but wondered why Ryan was escorting her to the refurbished railway carriage. Her go-bag was already inside. She knew where her room was. Was he worried she might be a target? The thought rolled in Dawn’s brain as she considered Trish’s retreating back.

‘Do you want to make sure Trish is okay?’

Ryan nodded. ‘As long as you wait here for me.’ His finger waggled. ‘Both of you.’

Dawn grinned. Tammy rolled her eyes.

‘We aren’t damsels in distress you know.’

But they were unarmed. Their guns secure in their rooms during dinner. Dawn was thankful for the escort.

‘See you in a minute.’

Ryan waved and turned. Dawn focussed back on Tammy.

‘You’re off girl. No bullshit now. What’s the problem?’

Tammy shook her head. ‘I’m fine.’

‘No. You drank like a fish tonight. Your jokes today were far from funny. I’d go as far as to say a little morbid. You sound flat as a tack. What’s up?’

Tammy’s nostrils flared and for a second Dawn was expecting the woman to storm to her feet, but when she caught her eyes, she realised the reflexive movement was to keep tears at bay.

‘Hey. You can tell me.’ Dawn reached for Tammy’s hand and squeezed.

‘It’s stupid. You’d think after all this time I wouldn’t give a crap what my mum thought.’ Tammy’s hands dropped to her lap and fidgeted. The forensic scientist’s lack of confidence was new to Dawn. She let the silence gather.

Tammy puffed out a breath. ‘I’m gay.’

Dawn pursed her lips and tongued her teeth as she let Tammy’s revelation sink in.

‘I saw you hook up in Cooktown. That cute guitarist.’

Tammy shook her head. ‘Just a front.’

‘And what has this got to do with your mum?’ Dawn’s stomach knotted as she considered what the issue might be.

‘I told her. I came out.’

‘And she wasn’t onboard?’

Tammy’s hand flew from her lap and landed hard on the table.

‘Evangelical, born-again, one-eyed, stuck up...’

Dawn grabbed one of Tammy’s hands and squeezed as the only table of guests left enjoying a drink, turned to see what all the commotion was about.

‘I get the idea.’

They smiled knowingly and Dawn realised they thought she and Tammy were a couple. Was that the issue? Was Tammy hung up on Dawn? There were signs when they first met. She shook the thought aside.

‘So your mum wasn’t supportive.’ She let go of Tammy’s hand. ‘I’m sure you’re not the first gay person to experience family rejection. I’m here for you. So is Ryan,’ she added quickly.

Tammy scoffed. ‘Ryan is here for you and you alone.’

Was that jealousy?

‘Tammy. I’ve drowned my sorrows at the bottom of a wine bottle for nearly 20 years. I have an abusive, failed marriage and countless horrific relationships to show for it. Don’t do what I did.’

Tammy’s eyes scanned Dawn’s, her expression a cross between confusion and enlightenment.

‘You’re an alcoholic?’ She pointed to the drained glasses on the table. ‘But you...’

‘I wouldn’t go that far. I’ve never been to AA. But my relationship with alcohol isn’t healthy. I try to stick with one, but...’

Dawn let the rest hang a moment. Tammy’s hands returned to her lap.

‘Don’t bury it, Tammy. I’m here to talk, whenever you need to, but if I’m not enough, seek out some professional help. This job is tough enough without the added stress of family issues. Believe me.’

Tammy nodded.

‘Gotcha. Your ride is here.’ Tammy lifted her chin toward the entrance.

Dawn turned to see Ryan crossing the timber decking toward them.

‘Come on, he’s here to make sure we get back to our rooms safely.’

Dawn grabbed Tammy by the arm and hauled her to her feet. The forensic tech leant in and whispered, ‘if I were you, I’d throw safety to the wind and take that man to bed.’

‘Ready ladies?’

‘Oh yeah, ready and waiting.’ Tammy strode past Ryan and left Dawn gaping.
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Chapter 7

Dawn opened an eyelid, reached out to hush the insistent beeping, but the thud of her phone hitting the floor indicated she missed her target.

‘Damn!’

She sat upright, leant over the edge of the bed and dragged the phone by the charging cable into her hand, slid the alarm app open and finally shut off the droning noise. The room was pitch black, the pre-dawn grey tingeing the edge of the red wine-coloured curtains.

Heat from the day before was now replaced with an outback chill. Dawn resisted the urge to snuggle down into her quilt. Reaching up, she clicked the bedside lamp on and scanned her bed.

Empty.

She sighed. It was what she wanted. Too many times, she’d woken to find a stranger between her sheets—usually after a case dragged her into her personal pit of despair. Since moving back to Cooktown, to her hometown, most of her demons were back in hell where they belonged.

But riding over the hump into a relationship was proving more difficult than she expected. She touched her lips, recalling Friday evening, back in Cooktown. When Clint brushed his lips against hers and she thought she was finally over the barrier.

Except now, back at work, on a case, she knew she was rebuilding that brick wall. She saw again how Clint hovered outside her room after seeing Tammy to hers. His blue eyes asking the question she still didn’t have an answer to.

A thud on her door made her jump. It was 4am. They were due out to meet the pathologist soon. She scurried to the door, cracked it open, flicked on the main room light and let her partner inside.

His eyes scanned her makeshift PJs. A pair of knickers and sports bra. She rushed to the chair in the corner, where her clothes draped over the back.

‘Give me five.’

‘You got it.’ She sensed his eyes on her as she collected her clothes and headed for the bathroom.

Three minutes later she was changed, teeth brushed, hair tied back, and loo stop accomplished.

‘Greg has gone directly to the site with Barrett and Gleeson. I thought it best to keep this body under wraps for as long as we can. A coroner’s van rocking up in the carpark would have the press out here in a heartbeat.’

Dawn grabbed her weapon, slipped it into the waist holster, unclipped the cable from her phone and pocketed it before joining Ryan at the door.

‘It won’t stay quiet for long. This place is more insular than a small country town. Tongues will be wagging.’

‘If we can get even the smallest jump on this guy, it will be worth it. If we announce a murder victim, and he’s taken Milly, he might panic, kill her and run.’

‘I know you’re right, but as soon as we start asking management questions about another missing backpacker, they’ll twig.’

Dawn locked her door and led the way along the crushed rock path toward the main parking area. ‘What are we driving?’

‘Ranger Steve has organised a tracker. He’s picking us up.’

Dawn stopped midstride and turned to catch a glimpse of her partner in the pre-dawn light. ‘Tracker?’

Ryan nodded and guided her by the elbow.

‘We can’t help the recovery team. So I figured we could track where Rick went when he left his car.’

‘I’ve been thinking about that. Why did he leave the car?’

‘Exactly. Gleeson is still waiting on evidence reports, but we can assume Rick was in an altercation, and that’s where the blood in the vehicle came from.’

‘With Jim Warren?’

‘That’s one assumption.’

The first rays of sunlight glowed on the horizon as they reached the carpark to find Ranger Steve with a man Dawn assumed was their tracker.

‘Hi again Detective.’ Steve held his hand out. Dawn accepted the handshake. ‘This is Arthur. He’s from the local Ewamian people and a little famous in local circles.’ Steve’s chest puffed out and Dawn wondered if Arthur was a relative or if he was expressing his First Nations pride? 

Arthur’s eyes met Dawn’s for a split second to acknowledge her with a nod, before landing back at his feet. The man held a straw hat at his chest as he ran his hand through his wiry grey-speckled hair. Dawn found it difficult to read his expression, hidden by a coarse, salt and pepper stubble and years of sun-induced wrinkles.

‘Thanks for your help, Arthur.’

She didn’t catch his mumbled reply, but wondered if he might not have been speaking English. Dawn grew up in regional far north Queensland and knew plenty of Indigenous locals as a kid. But moving to Adelaide in her late teens meant her understanding of Aboriginal culture was sorely lacking.

When she went to school, the education system was busy teaching English history, and the Indigenous culture was only now being shared with Australian youth. She wondered if she needed to take lessons from her niece. Or maybe she should spend more time with her sister’s boyfriend.

Steve opened the back door for Dawn.

‘I’ve adjusted my tour shift to this afternoon, so I’ll join you. Arthur’s English is good, but some things don’t translate well.’ He leant in close. ‘And he can be a little shy,’ he whispered.

Dawn nodded as she slid into the back seat, almost colliding with Ryan as he did the same on the other side.

Steve slammed the door, jumped in the front and was on the move in seconds. Dawn was left considering what she and her partner were talking about moments before Steve arrived to pick them up. It wasn’t something they could discuss openly now, but Dawn thought she knew what Ryan was alluding to.

Jim Warren might have fought with his brother-in-law, but there were other possibilities. Milly might have run into the Senior Constable, and she hit him. Or Rick may have stumbled upon a killer.

She let the ideas permeate as the four-wheel drive tyres growled over the rough dirt track. Dust rose into the air and hovered as the tan coloured Toyota Landcruiser travelled along a road Dawn didn’t recognise. She surmised it must be the alternative route to where the Senior Constable’s vehicle was abandoned.

Steve pulled the vehicle to the side of the road and glanced over his shoulder.

‘We’ll stop back here and let Arthur take a gander on his own.’

Ryan unclipped his seatbelt and leant forward between the seats.

‘Our forensic tech said there were no vehicle tracks nearby, but hopefully Arthur here can find something she missed.’

‘Tammy will love that,’ Dawn chuckled. ‘Not!’

‘I think even Gleeson will take a hit from a local expert if it helps the case,’ Ryan grinned and stepped out.

Dawn did the same, embracing the sunlight as it crested the ridgeline. It was no match for the chilled early morning air, penetrating through the layers of her thick jacket. Rubbing her arms, she tried to encourage the blood flow to her extremities.

She didn’t realise how acclimatised she now was to the warmer tropical nights of coastal Northern Queensland. Cooktown rarely dropped below 20 Celsius, even in mid-winter. Inland outback temperatures were always cooler at night, especially if there was low humidity.

The sun crested the trees, flooding light and casting eerie shadows over the landscape. The gentle caw of birdlife grew in intensity as Arthur picked his way up the slope toward Rick’s car.

The tracker circled a spot. Dawn’s heartrate kicked up a notch as he dropped to his haunches, flicked the dirt with his finger and lifted his eyes to them.

‘Bloke’s boot here.’

All three of them rushed to join the tracker.

‘White fella.’

Dawn was confused by the statement.

‘How do you know?’

The old man glanced her way and grinned, revealing two missing front teeth—a sign of his initiation into adulthood. Something rarely seen in the Indigenous people nowadays.

‘Boots are too good.’

Arthur pointed to the worn leather on his own feet.

‘See.’ His finger hovered over the sole pattern clearly visible.

‘I see.’

Dawn retrieved her mobile from her pocket and snapped a series of photos.

‘Can you follow it?’

Arthur rose and stalked into the undergrowth without a word.

Ryan drew up alongside her.

‘Take that as a yes.’

They followed in silence as the tracker stopped, dropped to his haunches, then rose. Each time Dawn passed the spot he dropped at, she snapped a few shots. The tread on the boots was like most work boots.

The brand wasn’t clear, but there was a gouge out of the heel on the sole of the left boot. Dawn needed a size indicator. She held her hand out to Ryan.

‘Can I borrow your phone?’

He handed it over without a word. She placed it alongside the print, snapped a few pictures and handed it back as Arthur dropped and focussed on a clearing ahead.

‘What is it?’ she asked as she picked her way through volcanic boulders scattered amongst the grass and native vegetation.

‘Fight.’ Arthur pointed to swirling patterns in the sand. ‘Two fellas.’

Dawn thought about Milly and Debra.

‘Men, not a woman?’

‘Men,’ Arthur clarified. She didn’t bother asking how he knew.

‘Blood here.’ Arthur pointed.

Dawn stepped warily into the clearing, scanning each footfall as she joined Arthur.

‘We need to get Gleeson out here.’

‘Here.’ Arthur bent down to pick something up.

‘No!’ Dawn bit her lip, realising she almost screamed at the tracker. He simply nodded and stepped back from the scene.

Steve stepped forward and patted the tracker on the back.

‘Thanks Arthur. That’s great mate. I think the cops will need to collect some evidence now. How about I take you back to town?’

The old man nodded, but his eyes were still on Dawn.

‘Thanks Arthur. Sorry for yelling.’

The old man shrugged, but his eyes were friendly, understanding. Steve and Arthur left the scene, Dawn turned to Ryan.

‘Did you want to go with Steve and radio Tammy?’

‘I’ll radio from here, but I’m not leaving the scene.’

Dawn knew he was being overly-protective, but a woman was missing and another dead.

‘Did Rick find Jim Warren?’

Ryan shrugged. ‘Or did he find the guy who killed Debra Smythe?’

Dawn pulled a glove from her back pocket. ‘Or are they one in the same?’ and bent over to take a photo of the blood-spattered rock shrouded by spinifex grass.

‘Either way, someone’s injured. Hopefully Gleeson can tell us how much blood and who it belongs to. How far are we from the vehicle do you think?’

Ryan began picking his way from the clearing toward Rick’s car. Dawn straightened from taking photos to follow but stopped when a thud hit the rock where her chest was seconds ago. The sound of the gunshot rung out a heartbeat later.
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Chapter 8

Dawn dived sideways, sand puffed into her eyes as her chest hit the ground. Rolling, she retrieved her weapon and belly crawled in behind a volcanic rock the size of her skull, heart pounding, ears ringing.

‘Where did it come from?’ Her words sounded hollow, echoing like she was down in the lava tunnels below them.

‘Other side of the road.’ Ryan’s voice was strained.

Poking her head around the charcoal basalt rock, she found him in the open, without the benefit of any cover. Her first instinct was to jump to her feet to draw the gunman’s fire, but she needn’t have bothered.

Her head was clear of the rock for less than a second before a bullet ricocheted from the basalt and pinged away to her left.

‘Stay down!’ Ryan yelled.

Dawn jammed her head behind the rock. Her face so close to the ground she could smell the dust and feel it lift into her nostrils with every ragged breath. Blood thudded in her veins as she pressed herself so hard against the firmly-packed earth that every tiny pebble gouged into her flesh.

She started as another shot rang out, but this one wasn’t toward her. Risking a peek, she inched her head around her tiny shield to find Ranger Steve standing behind his vehicle door, pulling back on a bolt-action rifle ready to take another shot.

Dawn didn’t hesitate. She jumped to her feet and ran toward the ranger’s vehicle. Her heart pounded in her chest. Each thud seemed to beat with her rapid footfalls.

Ryan popped into a crouch, aimed at a rocky outcrop beyond the gumtrees and began to lay down cover fire. The smell of gunpowder filled her nostrils as she rushed behind him.

Sliding behind the vehicle, she spun and took aim, firing in the same direction as her partner, offering him the cover he needed to retreat. Ryan’s legs pumped like engine pistons as he darted and leapt the dry tufts of grass.

Dawn focussed on her target, invisible amongst bushland and the rocky slope ahead. But she wasn’t stopping until her partner was out of the line of fire.

As Ryan skidded and ducked in behind the ranger’s car, he pulled a fresh clip, reloaded and took aim over the bonnet.

Steve fired once more.

‘Get in the car!’ the ranger instructed, then reached in and turned the key to start the vehicle. Dawn opened the rear passenger side door to find Arthur crouched behind the driver’s seat. He nodded and calmly patted the seat alongside him.

‘Coming in.’ She slid in and slammed the door as Ryan opened the front passenger door and gave Steve cover-fire while the ranger jumped in, slammed his door and shoved the vehicle into Drive.

‘Let’s go Detective!’

Ryan fired another two shots, before diving in. His door hung open as Steve revved the motor and spun the vehicle in a U-turn, heading full speed away from danger.

‘What the hell is going on?’ she called as Ryan slammed his door and threw himself back in the seat, chest heaving.

‘Someone doesn’t want us investigating Rick’s disappearance,’ he managed between breaths.

‘But why? If Jim Warren is responsible for Rick’s disappearance, why is he still here? Surely, he would make himself scarce, not stick around to take potshots at the police?’

‘I don’t know, but I’m radioing Barrett. They could be the next target.’

Ryan reached for the ranger’s handset on the dash and twisted the radio dial to find the right frequency. Dawn glanced at Arthur who was once more sitting back in his seat.

‘You okay Arthur?’

The old man’s remaining teeth popped like tombstones against his dark complexion. Dawn noticed the yellow tinge and absently wondered if the tracker smoked but dropped the thought as he spoke.

‘Fella’s lucky, no boomerang.’ He wiggled his finger like he was telling a child off. ‘A gun... dat’s sneaky.’

Dawn shook her head and chuckled under her breath at the old timer’s calm demeanour. Steve slowed the vehicle to turn toward the resort, proceeding at a more sedate pace as the adrenalin began to abate.  

Ryan pressed the button on the UHF.

‘Break. Break. Break. Barrett, this is Ryan. Come in.’

The radio squelched as Steve turned left toward the resort and safety.

‘Roger Ryan, Barrett reading you loud and clear.’

‘303, be on the lookout for anyone approaching your position from the East.’

Ryan’s use of the police code for shots fired limited local scanners from immediately knowing what was going on, but Dawn worried the press might already be on to them.

There was a moment of silence before the radio squelched again.

‘We’re back at the resort. Cargo is en route. Do you need back up?’

‘Negative Barrett. We’ll be at your location in 5.’

‘Roger. Meet you there.’

‘Roger. Out!’

Ryan clipped the mic back in place and flopped back into his seat, taking a deep breath before turning in his seat to find Dawn.

‘Whoever it was, they were aiming for you.’

Her partner wasn’t saying anything she didn’t know. Ryan was wide open. Totally visible. But whoever was shooting, kept her in their sights. The moment she stuck her head out, it was her rock, her location taking the focus of fire.

But why? If the shooter was Rick, Ryan would have been as big a target as she was. She considered if Jim Warren would have focussed fire on the male cop, the perceived bigger threat or her?

He hated her brother. He might hate her nearly as much. There was no way of knowing, but there was no doubt in her mind that whoever was shooting at them today, wanted Dawn out of the picture.

‘We need reinforcements. I’m calling Sergeant Martin. The local police are understaffed, and we now have two investigations going in way too many directions to handle on our own.’

Dawn hoicked her finger behind her.

‘And whoever’s deciding to target us isn’t likely to back off anytime soon.’

‘I think we should go one step further and call Parker in,’ Ryan offered.

Dawn bit her lip to stop herself from answering immediately. Parker meant Rossi, her ex. Their past was out in the open now, but it still stung. Even if Declan Rossi was reformed, clear of drugs and no longer the guy who beat her up all those years ago, it didn’t mean she wanted to willingly work alongside him.

Ryan must have read her mind.

‘I think I can convince Parker to come alone.’

Steve glanced over his shoulder, no doubt tracking the conversation, but focussed back on the road as he slowed to the speed limit and navigated the track between the trees, into the resort grounds.

Ryan turned and waited for Dawn’s reply. She shook her head.

‘No. Rossi knows Fraser’s case. They were mates before his death. We can focus on the current case if we offload the search for Rick to Parker and Rossi. It’s a good call.’

The vehicle tyres crunched on the gravel as Steve parked in front of the resort main entrance.

Constable Barrett appeared, Tammy two steps behind her. The women leapt from the deck as Dawn shimmied from the backseat.

‘I’ve called Mount Garnet. Blair was about to clock off, but Sarge has sent him back out, but he can’t spare anyone else right now.’

Dawn waved her hand.

‘It’s okay. We’ll call in reinforcements.’ She stuck her head back inside the car. ‘Thanks Arthur.’

The tracker nodded. Dawn closed the door and turned to the ranger who was halfway out the driver’s seat.

‘That was quick thinking Steve, thanks. We’ll talk to the management team shortly about our case, but I think it might be wise to call off any tours for a few days.’

Steve leant on the open doorframe.

‘The boss won’t like that.’

‘We won’t be giving them much of a choice. There is a gunman running around the park.’

‘He didn’t seem interested in rangers or tour guides, but I get you. I’m not sure management will though.’

‘Leave that to us,’ she waved dismissively. ‘Thanks again. We’ll need to take a statement from you shortly, but it can wait until we have more staff on hand.’

He tipped his hat, taking her hint and returned to the driver’s seat as Tammy pointed to the restaurant.

‘Before you do anything. Greg is inside. Wants to speak to you before he leaves.’

‘News?’ Dawn jogged up the steps thinking on what the pathologist might have to say.

‘Nothing good.’ Tammy strode toward the alfresco dining area ahead of them.

Dawn glanced at Ryan who lifted his eyebrows. They knew when a forensic pathologist and crime scene tech thought it wasn’t good, it must be very bad. She stifled a shiver and let the aroma of coffee, with fried eggs and bacon guide her into the main restaurant.

The upper deck was lined with the railway dining carriages. The lower deck opened out to the bushland beyond, with tables neatly arranged in rows. Greg’s Dick-Dastardly-moustache followed the curve of his lips as he lifted a hand to coax them over.

The pathologist was a flirt. From the moment they met, the man did his best to suggest they hook up. Six months ago, before coming back to the tropics, Dawn likely would have accepted his offer. But life was different now. Learning about her sister’s daughter made Dawn acutely aware how emotionally isolated she let herself become.

Running away from her past left her sister alone with their depressed, destructive father. But it also left Lisa to fall victim to the same man who played his part in driving her away from Cooktown. Fairweather manipulated her sister in the same fashion he seduced, then raped underaged girls when Dawn was a teen.

There was only one good thing the swimming coach ever did.... He fathered Abby.

The fact Dawn never knew Abby was born reflected exactly how distant and withdrawn Dawn became when she left town. Now she was committed to Abby and Lisa. Even the widow Bella and her yappy dog were squeezing through the chinks in Dawn’s armour.

Ryan dragged a chair from another table and offered it to Dawn. Would her partner—would Clint be the one to finally break for good the shield she wore?

‘Greg. What’s up?’ She sat in the offered seat and dragged a menu over, suddenly ravenous.

‘Your victim.’ Greg sipped his espresso.

Dawn forced herself to focus on the pathologist, not his coffee.

‘Bit early for a report, isn’t it?’

He nodded.

‘I don’t normally give detective’s anything until I have the victim on the table, but this one jogged my memory.’

She saw Ryan lean in as he asked.

‘Another case?’

Greg locked eyes with Ryan a moment, drew a breath, nodded, then focussed on her.

‘Clint will likely recall this one.’ Another sip. Dawn tried not to hurry the man, but she could see him battling to compose himself. She prepared her mind for the worst kind of news. ‘She’s been violated.’

Dawn frowned.

‘I thought Gleeson said the body was too far gone to confirm rape.’

Greg tongued his cheek, sipped his coffee, then opened his mouth to speak, but her partner interrupted him.

‘The Hammersmith case?’

Greg sipped his coffee again, then gave a sharp nod.

‘Yes. The injuries are very close. The victim was violated using a sharp object. I’ll know more once I get her back to the autopsy suite but that murderer, rapist, butcher.’ Greg visibly shuddered with suppressed rage, ‘was never caught, and this case bears all the hallmarks.’

‘Damn,’ Ryan swore.

‘Hammersmith?’ Dawn searched faces. The tension in Ryan’s jaw made her chest tighten.

‘We can pull the file so you can get more detail but be prepared.’ Ryan braced himself. ‘About five years ago a woman was found near the Cairn’s bus interchange. Strangled, raped, and cut up really badly around...’ Ryan screwed up his nose and waved his hand over his groin.

Dawn blanched, then rounded on Greg.

‘And you think this is the same killer?’

Greg finished his coffee and slid the cup out of reach.

‘Nancy Hammersmith was a backpacker, from the Netherlands. She was due to catch a Greyhound out of Cairns to Sydney the day she disappeared. The killer was never caught, and this latest victim presents with a similar MO. That’s all I can confirm for now.’

Dawn held her breath as Ryan picked up the details.

‘Backpacker, right age and if Greg says similar wounds, I’ll go with that. My memory is a bit sketchy, but I believe the blonde hair and blue eyes is also an MO.’ Greg nodded he agreed. Ryan sucked in a frustrated breath. ‘Then we need to find Milly before she ends up like Debra Smythe and Nancy Hammersmith.’

Dawn opened her mouth but stopped as a waitress crossed the restaurant with a plate of fatty eggs and hashbrowns. As she slid it in front of Tammy, Dawn’s stomach convulsed.

The image of a tortured woman filled her mind and refused to budge.

‘I’ll make some calls.’

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 9

Dawn hurried from the restaurant, jumped down the stairs leading to the vacant firepit and slipped her phone from her pocket. Checking for reception, she dialled and waited, her mind working to piece the case together.

Why was someone shooting at her? She recalled Rick’s voice yelling to be heard through the scratchy reception. His number unknown. Was the shooting related to the murder case?

‘Grave. What’s up?’

‘Sarge. We’ve caught a curly one.’ The Cooktown station sergeant didn’t interrupt. ‘Ryan is calling in Parker and Rossi to keep on Rick’s tail, but something is off. I got a call from Rick, at least I believe it was him, on an unknown number. I sent Reynolds the details. Can you see how she’s going with the trace for me?’

‘Sure. But you didn’t call to chase up on a trace.’

Dawn smiled at Sergeant Martin’s wisdom. She’d known the man since he was a local constable and she was a wayward teen. He was the reason she became a cop. If it weren’t for Ross Martin, Dawn might well have ended up in juvenile detention and not become a cop at all.

‘You got that right.’ She replied. ‘A backpacker went missing Friday. Her partner only realised yesterday afternoon, so we deployed the additional SES from Cairns and widened the search for the missing girl and Rick. We stumbled on a body late yesterday.’

Sergeant Martin whistled through his teeth. Dawn carried on.

‘Not the backpacker we were hoping to find. It was another woman who the management here thought moved on. I’m chasing them up shortly, but Greg believes this murder could be connected to an old case. Hammersmith. Do you know it?’

‘Not intimately, but it was all over the news and heavily discussed in management circles. But the case was over five years ago. Is Greg sure?’

‘No. He’s not, but can you pull the file and email me the details? And we need assistance. Parker and Rossi will handle Rick’s case for now.’ She didn’t mention the shootout or what they found. It would go in her report later today. ‘I need Jamison out here?’

‘Not Reynolds?’

Dawn considered why she wanted one of the guys. Was she being sexist? Probably. But Constable Jamison was the first police officer she met on her return to Cooktown. He was quiet, calm, thorough and reliable.

‘I want Chung on hand for data searches and I’ll be honest, this guy is targeting women. I’ve got one female officer out here already. As capable as Reynolds is, I’m not sure I want to add another to the mix.’

‘Fair call.’ Dawn heard the sergeant rustling papers. ‘I’ll get Jamison on the way. Do you need anything else?’

‘Yes thanks. Give Jamison a couple of handheld UHF sets to bring out. The mobile reception here is shocking, but the resort has a UHF repeater. The local police are under-resourced, and we’ve got two of their team already. I don’t want to leave them short on gear too.

‘I’ll get him on the way pronto, with provisions. Radios, extra weapons, anything else I think you might need.’

‘Thanks.’ Dawn was about to hang up, but the sergeant’s next words stopped her.

‘Dawn, be careful.’

Dawn understood his undertone— the insinuation she could be reckless. She shook it aside.

‘We’ve got this Ross.’ She used his first name, hoping to reassure him.

‘I’ll send the files and follow up on the number trace.’

The line went dead. Dawn turned to see Ryan crossing the open deck with two mugs in hand. He lifted one in her direction and indicated for her to meet him back at the table.

She quelled her stomach and let the aroma lead her up the stairs. The start was early and as much as Greg’s reporting killed her earlier appetite—she needed caffeine.

The more she thought about who would try and shoot her the more she realised it could only be Jim Warren. He was the only one who would have recognised her, other than Rick and as much as she disliked the Senior Constable, she didn’t see him as a cold-blooded sniper.

Jim probably still believed her brother killed his daughter. It was the only thing making sense. It couldn’t be related to the death of the backpacker, or Milly going missing. If it were, the gunman would have targeted Ryan and her.

There were certainly past cases, where someone might want her dead, but the likelihood of them finding her out here, were beyond slim.

Still, why would Jim want to kill her? Her death wouldn’t stop the investigation into Rick’s disappearance or her brother’s murder.

Ryan slid the coffee under her nose as she sat.

‘Rossi and Parker are on the way.’

Dawn hovered over the creamy cappuccino, letting the aroma guide her. Calm her.

‘Sergeant Martin is pulling the Hammersmith file and Jamison will be on the way shortly, with a few extra provisions.’

Greg slid his empty plate to the centre of the table and rose.

‘I’m out of here. I’ll give you an update as soon as I can.’

‘Time of death would be good Greg. It might tell us how long this guy plays before he kills,’ Dawn said.

Greg nodded understanding, then turned to Tammy.

‘I’ll see you back in the lab when you’re done.’

Tammy tapped two fingers to her brow and chewed her final mouthful. Dawn focussed on the congealed grease on the plate and quelled the nausea rolling around her stomach as Greg disappeared from her peripheral vision.

How did they eat after what they retrieved from the tunnel this morning?

Tammy pushed up from the table.

‘I’m heading to the shootout,’ she winked. ‘See if I can collect some shell casings from the shooter, go over the scene and take some castings of the footprints you found.’

‘Be careful Gleeson,’ Ryan said before sipping his coffee.

‘Barrett and her offsider, Blair, not sure if it’s his first or last name, will clear the scene and keep watch while you are out there.’ Dawn lifted her mug to her lips, not inviting any objections.

Tammy shrugged.

‘I hear you were the target, but either way, I’m guessing the gunman is long gone. They’d be stupid to hang around out there when they know the cops are swarming.’

Dawn put her cup down, trying to ignore the turmoil in her stomach.

‘That’s exactly what concerns me. We weren’t in uniform. We were out there with a tracker, and a ranger, in an unmarked car. I don’t believe the shooter is connected to the backpacker’s death.’

Ryan nodded.

‘I’m with you.’ He pointed to Dawn’s chest. ‘The shooter wanted you dead.’

‘And the only person I can think of who would want that is Jim Warren.’

Ryan drained his drink.

‘Could be, but for now, let’s focus on the backpacker and let Gleeson do her thing. Hopefully we’ll pull a print from a shell casing.

Dawn abandoned her unfinished coffee and rose.

‘Right. Let’s start with interviewing management. We need to find out why they called off the search for Debra Smythe and see if anyone else can confirm Milly was on the property Friday morning.’

‘And see if anyone else has gone missing.’

Ryan was right. The idea more backpackers might have been targeted, set every nerve in Dawn’s body on edge.

Were they dealing with a serial killer?
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Chapter 10

Dawn and Ryan held back, waiting, as a middle-aged couple thumbed through glossy tour brochures. They huddled closely, discussing options before the woman popped the brochures in her bag and they wandered away hand in hand.

Dawn quelled a tinge of jealousy at the intimate gesture and wondered if they were married long or second-chance lovers.

She let the thought slip away as she approached the reception counter, unashamedly envious of the receptionist’s thick wavy hair, smooth bronze skin and dark brown eyes.

A light shade of honey was all Dawn could ever hope for.

The receptionist continued to shuffle paperwork until Dawn spoke.

‘Isabella, isn’t it?’

She glanced up with a bored expression.

‘Can I help you?’

So much for pleasantries.

‘I’m Detective Grave. This is Detective Ryan.’ Dawn waved at her partner who nodded and smiled.

Isabella’s expression remained flat. Dawn hurried on.

‘We’d like to speak with the manager. Are they around?’

Isabella rolled her lips together, then pursed them.

‘Damien is busy.’

Dawn bit her cheek to keep her cool. Ryan stepped in front of her. For a moment she expected him to sweet-talk the woman, but as he slipped his ID from his pocket, she realised the receptionist was in for a little lesson in police procedure.

‘What my partner is trying to say, is...’ Ryan shoved the badge in her face. ‘Go and get your manager pronto or I’ll arrest you for interfering in a police investigation.’

The brown eyes widened, before she huffed, rose and strode through a door at the side of the reception area.

‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen you do that,’ Dawn grinned.

Ryan shrugged. ‘She doesn’t know we’ve found a body. To her, we are just chasing down a missing backpacker, but her attitude pisses me off.’

‘Me too.’ Dawn nodded over Ryan’s shoulder as the receptionist returned. Trailing a step behind was a tall, lean man with sharp cheekbones and slits for eyes. Wrinkles at the corner of his eyes, gave his age away as mid to late forties. His chin lifted as he approached.

‘Officers?’

‘Detectives,’ Ryan corrected. The man nodded.

‘What can I do for you?’

‘You’re aware we are trying to track down the whereabouts of Milly Schwartz?’

The manager waved a hand.

‘I am, but you’re wasting your time.’ He guided them away from the receptionist, past a sunken garden and downstairs toward a parking area surrounded by bench seating. ‘Milly has probably just taken off.’

Dawn swallowed her frustration before speaking.

‘Why do you say that?’

The manager lifted his chin toward the reception area.

‘Because Ruben has been banging everything with legs, including Isabella on reception and Milly probably got jack of him.’

Dawn was shocked at the manager’s casual manner. Gambling someone’s life on a hunch, or personal opinion was the height of irresponsibility. What happened to employer duty of care?

‘Is that what happened to Debra Smythe?’

The manager stepped back as though struck but recovered with the shake of his head.

‘I’ll tell you what I told the local cops when she disappeared.’ Damien rubbed his chin as though trying to find the right words. ‘No matter how clear we make it that our resorts are out in the middle of nowhere, and there are no night clubs, it’s hot as hell most of the year and the work is constant—they still come out here wearing bloody rose-coloured glasses.’

He sucked in a frustrated breath and let the silence linger, expecting Dawn to say everything was fine, but when she said nothing, he pressed on.

‘Debra missed her shift. We ignored it for a day. But when she didn’t turn up for her next shift, we searched the property and notified the police she was missing. But her backpack was gone. None of her personal effects were in her room.’

Dawn suppressed her emotions and reminded herself how this man had no knowledge of the pain and suffering Debra Smythe endured for days, possibly weeks before she died.

‘So, you figured she simply up and left without telling anyone?’

‘It wouldn’t be the first time.’

The manager’s words hit Dawn hard. It took all her effort not to grill him about the other backpackers who up and left. Drawing a calming breath, she continued her questioning.

‘Damien, I didn’t catch your last name.’ She smiled, trying her best not to sound like she was interrogating him.

‘Jackson.’

She nodded.

‘We have reason to believe Debra Smythe never made it home. We’d like a list of all your transient staff who have up and left.’

Damien rubbed his chin again.

‘Do you need a warrant for that?’

‘Only if you decide to make it difficult.’

His face rolled through various expressions.

‘I’ll need to clear it with management up the chain. We are owned by a resort brand. There are dozens of them around the country. I’m just the local manager.’

Dawn waved her hand back to the reception area.

‘We understand. We’ll wait.’

‘If you don’t reckon Debra made it home to the UK, I’m guessing you think something happened to Milly?’

‘We can’t comment on an ongoing investigation Mr Jackson, but while you are speaking with your head office, we’d like access to current staff records too.’

Damien frowned, ‘I don’t know...’

Dawn pressed on. ‘And the names of anyone who was sleeping with Ruben. We’ll need to speak to them as well.’

They couldn’t discount other motives for Milly’s disappearance.

‘Ah. Mostly Isabella.’ He nodded toward reception.

‘In that case, can you get another staff member to cover for Isabella? We need a few minutes of her time, alone.’

‘Isabella has been with me for years. I hardly think her love life has any bearing on Milly’s disappearance.’

‘With all due respect Mr Jackson,’ he lifted an eyebrow at her tone, ‘I suggest you stick to resort management and leave the policing to us.’
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Chapter 11

The receptionist stalked down the stairs from the deck and rounded on Dawn. Her full lips pouted, then flattened.

‘Oh for heaven’s sake. I have work to do. What is this all about?’

The woman’s South American accent strengthened on certain letters. Heaven sounded more like hefan, but Dawn finally realised the undertone she was trying to identify earlier was likely UK.

‘We are trying to track down Milly’s movements and find it strange how Ruben didn’t report her missing until Saturday lunch time, when it’s possible she’s been missing since she returned from the search party mid-day Friday. Did you see Milly after she returned with the SES team?’

‘All of this,’ Isabella waved her hand dismissively, ‘is nothing to do with me. You need to speak with Ruben.’

‘Were you with Ruben when he finished his shift Friday night?’

The woman crossed her arms firmly over her ample bust, tossed her mop of hair like a diva and huffed with exaggeration.

‘Yes. Not that it is any of your business, but he was with me until 2am.’

Dawn glanced at Ryan, wondering if he thought the specific time, given so freely was a little odd. His expression indicated he did. Dawn returned her attention to Isabella.

‘Where were you?’

She rolled her eyes.

‘In my room. Where else? You think we screwed on the office desk or kitchen bench or something?’

Dawn let that vision disappear as fast as it came, but Ryan’s expression said he wasn’t losing the fantasy in a hurry.

Not that she could blame him. Isabella’s curves would be alluring for anyone with warm blood running through their veins.

‘So Ruben left at 2am.’ Isabella nodded. Dawn carried on. ‘We’ll need a copy of his roster for Friday.’

The receptionist’s hands flew into the air.

‘Ruben is a lover, not a hater. He wouldn’t hurt a fly.’

‘We’ll still need his roster.’

‘So to be clear,’ Ryan joined the questioning, ‘you’ve never seen Ruben lose his temper? Hit anyone, or anything? I understand chefs can be volatile.’

She snickered, which turned into laughter. Dawn wondered if it was all for show. 

‘He’s not a chef.’ A quick snort assured Dawn Isabella was genuinely amused. ‘Ruben is a kitchen hand. A cook. Now the chef, yes, si, he can be a, what is it you Aussie’s say...a prick.’

‘When does the chef start his shift?’

‘He is in now.’

‘In that case, can we have the roster we asked for, plus the chef’s roster and if you can ask the chef to come out, we’ll have a quick chat with him now.’

Dawn indicated with an open palm for Isabella to lead the way. The receptionist flipped her hair from one side of her head and brought it to cascade over one shoulder before strutting up the stairs toward the restaurant and reception.

As they reached the desk, Isabella turned to face Dawn.

‘I don’t know why you need to speak with Chef. He works crazy long hours. There is no way he has anything to do with Milly disappearing, unless it’s because she ran away from his insults.’

Ryan lifted an eyebrow.

‘Insults?’

‘Milly worked the restaurant shift most days. It was only when you called for help, to find the missing man. Then Damien told her to help the searchers.’

‘So Milly knows the chef and usually works the same shifts as Ruben?’ Ryan asked.

Isabella huffed loudly, rounded the desk and tutted for the petite brunette, who now watched the desk, to get out of her way. The young woman scampered from the chair with wide eyes. Isabella shuffled paperwork.

‘Yes.’ She lifted a single piece of paper aloft. ‘This is the roster.’ She turned to the printer on the back shelf. ‘I’ll make a copy.’

The machine clicked and buzzed, spitting out a copy in seconds.

‘Here.’ Isabella slammed the roster down on the raised countertop. ‘I’ll go bug the chef, but don’t complain to me when he tosses dishes out the door.’

The woman’s thick wavy hair flowed down to her backside and swayed with her hips as she strode away. Dawn glanced at Ryan, who nodded admiringly. She rolled her eyes for her partner’s benefit, but she understood what he meant. The woman was gorgeous.

She could likely have any man in the resort, so why Ruben? The young German was handsome enough, but Dawn couldn’t quell the sensation that Ruben may have been kept busy on purpose. Did Isabella know who was taking the backpacker victims?

Ryan pointed as the receptionist disappeared through a swinging door with a porthole window at the top.

‘We need to dive into her employment records.’

‘We need to check out everyone’s employment records.’ Dawn’s phone pinged. She glanced at the screen, noticing the email notification and waved the phone in the air. ‘The Hammersmith file is in. Let’s grab an early lunch, review the file and wait for the employment records.’

Cursing in an unknown language, filtered through the closed door. Dawn glanced at Ryan, whose smirk mirrored her own.

They jumped when the door burst open, hitting the wall with a thud.

‘Can’t you see I’m busy?’

The dark hair, light skin, accent and attitude now matched the cursing.

‘Chef. Sorry to bother you.’ Ryan slapped the smaller man on the shoulder good-naturedly.

The indignant expression on his face turned to scepticism.

‘What is this?’

Ryan took the lead.

‘We’re investigating the sudden disappearance of Milly Schwartz and need to ask you a few questions.’

The chef’s hands flew into the air. Ryan steamed on.

‘Apparently you had choice words for the waitress, on more than one occasion.’

‘I have choice words for all of them. I prepare delicious food, with care and years of experience. I ensure it is all ready for the table in one time, so no one waits and the food is hot to serve. But the waiting staff, they leave the food in the warmer, mix the orders up, take dishes to wrong tables and...’ He shook his head so hard his entire body vibrated.

‘So you weren’t picking on Milly exclusively?’

‘Of course not. Ask anybody.’

It wasn’t exactly the way Dawn would have wanted clarification herself. A chef who everyone disliked, or a chef who disliked everyone. Either way, nothing about the little overbearing man seemed to tick Dawn’s serial killer box.

‘How long have you worked here?’

‘Too long.’ The chef turned back to the kitchen doors. ‘I have work to do.’

Dawn was going to push for more answers, but the employment records should show them if they needed to conduct another interview.

Damien appeared as the chef slammed the IN door hard and stormed away.

‘He’s a charmer,’ Ryan offered as the manager handed him a manila folder brimming with paperwork.

‘He is, but he’s been with the company for twenty years.’

A thought popped into Dawn’s head and began to take root.

‘Here the whole time?’

‘No. Like I said, we have multiple resorts, around the country, all in remote areas. Pierre has ripped the kitchens into shape in most of them.’

Ryan tapped the file in his hand against his open palm.

‘Thanks for this. We’ll let you know if we need anything else.’

The manager’s face grew serious.

‘Look, I really hope you find Milly, but I think Debra simply overstayed her visa like so many international backpackers on working visas do each year.’

‘We hope so too Mr Jackson.’ Dawn struggled to keep the sincerity in her voice. Ryan puffed out a breath as the manager returned to his office.

‘That was a tough line to deliver.’

Dawn chewed the inside of her cheek.

‘And that was an odd statement for Jackson to make. Why make it sound like Debra skipped customs requirements?’

Ryan waved the file in his hand.

‘Let’s see if he included his own employment records.’

‘Yes, but I’m not viewing crime scene photos until I’ve eaten because I missed breakfast and now I’m beyond starving.’

Ryan grinned.

‘Deal.’

‘Actually, I think we should see how Tammy is going before we eat.’

‘Gleeson could be hours out there. You and I need to focus on Milly right now. Rossi and Parker will follow up with forensics when they get here. You need to eat.’

Dawn fought the urge to control the investigation. Giving up on her brother’s case now, when she was so close, disturbed her more than she imagined it would.

Ryan tugged her by the elbow toward the dining area.

‘Food.’

She let him guide her to a table as the scent of eucalyptus blending with fried food lured her in.

‘Okay, food, then these files.’

‘Done.’
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Chapter 12

A hot, moist breeze whipped through the alfresco restaurant, dragging dried gum leaves across the lower deck. Dawn piled her plate on top of Ryan’s and slid them to one side before scanning over her shoulder.

The dining area was empty, and Dawn silently breathed a sigh of relief. Fewer people made it far easier to keep their investigation under the radar.

Ryan handed Dawn a pile of paperwork.

‘I’ll take the employee records. You take the backpackers who left without notice.’

Dawn accepted the wad of paper from Ryan, then opened her phone to access the cold case file.

She left the pictures for now, focussing on the details which were graphic enough.

‘Nancy Hammersmith was mid-twenties, blonde like Debra and Milly, similar build, height.’

‘Our killer has a type.’

‘We don’t know that yet.’

Ryan opened two personnel files and folded them over to reveal employee photos. As he slid them in front of Dawn, her heartbeat fluttered.

‘They could be sisters,’ she whispered, despite the fact they were alone.

‘And if you bring up Nancy Hammersmith’s photo, I think you’ll find an uncanny resemblance. I was just transferring into Major Crimes when this case landed in our lap. I didn’t work it. Too green. But I might be able to get a hold of the detectives who did.’

‘Are they retired?’

‘Brett is. Not sure about Nathan. I think he transferred.’

‘See what you can do.’ Dawn continued to browse the case details as Ryan slipped his mobile from his pocket.

Her food sat heavy in her stomach as she read the finer details. Nancy Hammersmith was stabbed twelve times, mostly superficial. She was violated repeatedly with a blunt object, but it was the final sharp force injury the coroner believed killed her.

Bile rose to Dawn’s mouth. She swallowed, reached for her coffee, swilled it around her mouth and swallowed again.

Ryan finished sending his message and frowned as he placed his phone down on a pile of papers.

‘You look a bit green.’

Dawn shook her head.

‘I’ll read the rest of this later but look...’ Dawn shuffled her chair closer. The heat of the day was building, but Ryan’s body was warmer. The scent of his aftershave tickled her nose. ‘He didn’t keep Nancy long.’ She pointed to the report, zoomed up on her tiny phone screen.

Ryan scanned the details and read aloud.

‘Investigators tracked her timeline. She was seen on CCTV footage only a few hours before she was found dead.’

‘Exactly. He inflicted twelve stab wounds, multiple rapes with a foreign object and a final kill blow all in a couple of hours.

She didn’t have to explain what she was thinking out aloud. How long was Debra held? And what was Milly enduring right now? If this guy could do so much damage in two hours, what could he do in a week, or a month? She stifled a shudder.

‘We need to find this sicko,’ Ryan growled.

‘I’ll get Chung to run these backpackers who left, make sure they all exited the country and see if there are any other missing backpackers, in any states, matching this description.’

Ryan’s phone pinged.

‘Found Nathan Marks, I’ll give him a call and get the quick version on the case. He might remember something he didn’t include in the file.’

Dawn shuffled paperwork as Ryan dialled. They knew cases like the Hammersmith one never left an investigator. Nathan Marks likely recalled every possible suspect they questioned and getting his take on the unofficial case notes would be valuable.

Talking to him would save them hours of trolling through the archives, checking interview notes and narrowing down the person who killed Nancy, and could have killed Debra and taken Milly.

Dawn dialled the Cooktown station as she reached for the Chef’s personnel file, easily recognised by the profile picture.

‘Detective Grave?’

‘Chung, glad I got you. Sergeant Martin sent me a file on a cold case.’

‘Yep. I’ve got a copy too.’

‘Great. Can you use the victim’s description and run against all missing backpackers, Australia wide, in the past five years?’

‘You think you’ve got a serial?’

‘I’m not going there Chung and keep that word out of your mouth. The last thing we need is panic spilling out into the public.’

As much as a serial killer case could make a detective’s career, no one ever wanted to work one. Contrary to media hype, they were extremely rare, particularly in Australia.

Every detective knew of killers who used a serial MO, like organised crime hit men often did, but a textbook psychopathic serial killer—one who chose victims based on a type and killed in a way that fulfilled some sort of personal ambition or fantasy were not common.

‘Sorry.’ Chung offered.

‘Good. Run the profile and let me know immediately if anything pops. While you are at it, I’ll send you a list of international workers who left the Lava Tube Resort unexpectedly. Confirm they didn’t overstay their visas. Reynolds can help you if she isn’t flat out.’

‘She’s not a happy camper.’

Dawn knew the reason why.

‘She’ll get over it.’

Chung chuckled.

‘I’ll get the details ASAP Detective.’

Dawn already heard keyboard keys tapping.

‘Thanks Chung.’

Dawn hung up as Ryan did the same. She saw him scribbling notes on a piece of paper and tried to read what he was writing.

‘Marks claims they pegged the bus driver as their killer. He was in the vicinity, no alibi for time of death, but they found no physical evidence to link him to the case.’

‘Why the bus driver? Weren’t there any other viable suspects?’

‘Marks didn’t say, but the driver had opportunity, and a prior for violent behaviour.’

‘That’s hardly conclusive.’

‘Marks claims there was a link to the Hammersmith case, but didn’t recall exactly what it was.’

‘Does that sound suspicious to you?

Ryan shrugged.

‘Maybe. But there was no one else on the radar and Marks said the bus driver nearly killed someone before.’

‘Geez. Where’s this guy now?’

Ryan shook his head. ‘In the wind.’

‘Let’s get a description.’

Ryan grinned like a cat who swallowed a canary.

‘Marks is emailing the guy’s record and photo to me.’

Dawn held her breath a moment, then let it out slowly.

‘It can’t be that easy, can it?’

Ryan patted the papers on the dining table.

‘We can live in hope. Maybe this guy will be a perfect match to someone who works here.’

Dawn closed her eyes and imagined it to be so, but the tightness in her chest told her they were going to have to do this the hard way. She began collecting paperwork from the table.

‘I think we should check on Tammy.’

Ryan pointed toward the rear deck as the forensic tech alighted the stairs. Detectives Parker and Rossi at her side.

The sight of Dawn’s ex turned her stomach, but she was going to be a professional. Declan Rossi likely wanted the truth about Fraser’s killer to come to light as much as she did. It made sense to let him handle Rick’s disappearance while she focussed on the missing backpacker and murder case.

But as his eyes met hers, she was struck by something that rattled her to the core. Something she never considered before today.

Did Declan already know who killed her brother?
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Chapter 13

Dawn tapped the pile of papers on the table to straighten them and slipped them into a manila folder as Tammy dragged a chair out and slumped into it.

‘Bloody hot out there now.’

Dawn passed the file to Ryan.

‘You finished already?’

‘Yep. Just bringing Rossi and Parker up to speed.’

Dawn studied Parker as she sat next to Tammy. The detective’s fine features were highlighted by a generous application of blush. Her manicured fingernails tapped the table as she forced a polite smile to her lips.

‘Grave,’ she nodded.

Rossi picked the seat furthest from Dawn and gave a curt nod to Ryan before turning to her.

‘Thanks for calling us in on this one. I know it’s close to home. We’ll keep you in the loop.’

Dawn rolled her lips to stop from saying the first thing that popped into her head. She decided staying quiet was better than responding, so she turned back to the forensic tech.

‘Did you find anything useful?’

Tammy blew on her knuckles as a curve reached her lips.

‘Of course I did.’ She rose from her chair. ‘But I need some water and food before I get started.’ She turned to Parker and Rossi. ‘You want to order?’

Chairs shuffled as the trio made their way to the bar. Dawn was so lost in her own thoughts she jumped as Ryan spoke.

‘You okay with Rossi being here?’

She considered Ryan’s question, along with the thought that maybe her brother’s best friend knew more about his death all this time. She carefully considered her answer.

‘I’m not sure, but just now, when Rossi came in, his expression was odd. Got my alarm bells ringing.’

Ryan studied Rossi as he ordered his meal.

‘What do you mean?’

Dawn considered if she might have already said too much. Was she seriously contemplating the idea of Rossi being involved in Fraser’s death? Why? What would his motive be? She was wrong about him in the Jane Nicholl’s case.

At the time, she used her historical knowledge of her ex-husband’s dealings with Gold Coast underbelly figures and assumed his prior drug connection made him a suspect in their case. But during the Nicholl’s investigation, she became aware that Rossi was on a sanctioned undercover operation all those years ago. Still, she knew at the time, he got in too deep and lost himself in organised crime.

‘Don’t worry about it. It’s probably nothing.’

Ryan shuffled his chair closer.

‘I trust your gut, Dawn. What are you thinking?’

Dawn nodded over his shoulder. He turned as Parker and Rossi rejoined the table.

‘Gleeson’s just downloading a report and uploading her findings.’ Parker sipped her soda water. ‘The internet is sketchy at best out here.’

Ryan sat back casually.

‘Yeah, it’s been fun.’

The tension rose. Dawn wondered over it. These were Ryan’s colleagues. But she knew his connection to one of the wealthier families, meant Clint Ryan was always kept on the outer. He was constantly dealing with regional cases and never given any scope with the high-profile investigations.

Tammy returned, put her drink on the table and flopped into her chair with an audible sigh.

‘Okay. I found discarded shell casings, dusted them, uploaded the prints and we’ll see if anything comes from them. If the guy doesn’t have a record though, we could be out of luck.’

She reached for her drink.

‘But the load was .30/30.’

Dawn frowned as she considered the range and usual use for such a weapon.

‘That’s bloody accurate shooting for a .30/30. How far away did you find the casings?’ She asked.

‘About 150 metres away.’

Rossi whistled.

‘That’s one experienced shooter.’

Dawn nodded.

‘Yes. Just like Jim Warren. He’s been out here, shooting vermin as his profession for years.’

‘But why target you?’ Rossi’s tone shared her confusion.

‘I don’t know. Maybe because I’m Fraser’s sister and I proved he didn’t kill Tracey Warren. Maybe Rick told him what happened. Maybe he didn’t get a chance before he disappeared. But that brings us to Rick. We need to find him.’

Parker finished her soda water and slid the glass to the middle of the table.

‘The SES are doing their best. Chatted with Kevin while we were out there,’ Tammy interrupted. ‘I also just downloaded the preliminary report from the recovered body. ID is confirmed from dentals. Debra Smythe is the victim and time of death is only rough. Pathology still needs to run some ambient tests to confirm their findings, but at this stage, Greg believes the victim died approximately eight weeks ago.’

Dawn shuffled through the paperwork, silently calculating the timeline.

‘The victim was reported missing on the 25th of August. It’s the 29th of November, so he kept her for a month before killing her.’

Parker grimaced.

‘Not a pleasant thought. But it means your missing girl has time, if she’s been taken by the same perp.’

Dawn nodded.

‘It also means he kept her close by. We need to find his hiding place.’

‘Could Jim Warren be the killer?’ Parker asked.

Dawn and her partner shook their heads simultaneously. Ryan waved his hand for her to explain.

‘The MO is too close to the Hammersmith murder. We believe it’s the same killer and the prime suspect for Nancy Hammersmith’s murder was a bus driver named Terrance Bidwell.’

Rossi held his hand out.

‘Got a photo?’

‘Only on my phone. I’ll text it to you and Parker, but it would be good if you can focus on finding our missing Senior Constable and Jim Warren. Rick’s blood was found in the car, but then we found more blood at the scene you met Tammy at today.’

Parker waved dismissively.

‘We’ve got the report from Gleeson. Fingerprints might turn out to be Jim Warren, but until the SES turn something up, there isn’t anything to investigate. I’m not traipsing around snake-infested bushland hoping to find a lead. Your senior might well have been out here to find Jim Warren, but he could just as easily have stumbled on our perp, or his lair, or the dead girl, or the missing backpacker.’

Dawn nodded.

‘It’s not a new thought.’

Parker leant forward with a smile.

‘So why don’t we work both cases together?’

Ryan chuckled and sat back with his arms over his chest. Dawn turned to see what was so funny, then realisation struck. She nodded for him to voice what he was thinking.

‘You heard a serial killer might be on the table and you jumped to catch a high-profile case. You’ve been gunning to get back to Sydney for years Parker.’

The thin blonde, who seemed more suited to a catwalk than being a cop merely shrugged with exaggerated coyness.

‘Girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do.’

‘I don’t care who cracks this one.’ Dawn waved her hand openly around the table, ending at the woman she’d once considered her adversary. ‘Parker is right. We need to follow all the evidence. Rick fought with someone and took a blow hard enough to draw a lot of blood. He could have stumbled on to someone other than Jim Warren.’

Ryan interrupted.

‘And we have no guarantee the gunman and Rick’s attacker are the same.’

Dawn carried on.

‘If the gunman is Jim Warren, he might have attacked Rick to avoid coming in for questioning over Fraser’s death. I’m still waiting to get a trace on a call I received earlier. I’m sure it was Rick. And we found a note for me in his car.’

‘Yeah. That was weird. Gleeson showed us the note.’ Rossi fell silent as a waitress delivered their meals. Then lifted his cutlery and continued.

‘How did he have time to write it? It’s kinda, if you find this note, I’m probably dead, type of letter, but that would indicate he deliberately left his car.’

Dawn was already considering the same thing.

‘Maybe he did. Maybe he was off tracking Jim and that’s the altercation we found. Jim could have been watching the scene, waiting for me, wanting to warn me away from finding him.’

‘If that’s the case, where’s Rick?’ Ryan asked.

Dawn shrugged.

‘Maybe he got away. We haven’t traced the call yet. Maybe he managed to get somewhere to call me, but Jim caught up with him.’

Ryan shook his head.

‘I can’t see Jim Warren hurting his brother-in-law.’

‘So, we’ve gone full circle.’ Dawn sighed. ‘Now we’re back to Rick possibly stumbling on our killer.’

No one spoke a moment. Dawn broke the silence.

‘Let’s stick with what we do know. Check Warren’s registered firearms for a .30/30. Ask around the resort and Mount Garnet and see if he has been spotted around town recently. We know Rick came out here to find him. The letter said he was planning on bringing him in, but Warren could have left the area already, even though I still believe he is our shooter. So let’s keep digging.’

Dawn’s phone pinged with a text. She opened it and read.

‘That was Sergeant Martin. He’s traced the number.’ She finished reading. ‘It’s a pay-as-you-go, purchased from a service station at Lakeland.’

‘Where Warren is from?’ Ryan explained for Parker and Rossi, who nodded understanding. Dawn continued.

‘Waiting on footage from the CCTV, but we can assume Rick picked it up after he left his sister’s place heading west.’

‘Or it’s Warren’s and Rick got a hold of it,’ Ryan offered.

‘Or that. Constable Jamison is due in soon. He’ll have extra firepower, UHF radios and other supplies on board. I’ll get him canvassing the staff to finalise our timeline to Milly’s disappearance. I’ll also ask the UK police to issue the death notice on Debra Smythe and find out if her family has anything to add. Maybe their daughter told them someone was bothering her.’

Heads nodded. Parker jotted down notes as Dawn ticked off her mental list.

‘In the meantime, we need to find which tunnels are not in use, so we can direct the SES to narrow down their search area.’

Dawn pointed to Rossi, surprised Parker and he were letting her give the orders.

‘We know someone is shooting at us, but we also know whoever killed Debra is a sadistic bastard. If the SES stumble into his lair unawares, we could be putting more people in danger, so we need to have someone with them while they search.’

Parker got her phone out.

‘Send us the photo of Terrance Bidwell. We can help go through personnel files and see if anyone resembles him.’

‘Good idea.’ Dawn retrieved her phone and forwarded the file. ‘Ryan and I’ll interview the staff, starting with the tour guides. They all need a bus licence.’

Rossi shook his head.

‘Not all. Half those tour buses are minibuses. You only need a car licence to drive them. Find out who drives the bigger buses.’

Dawn nodded.

‘Okay. We’ll start with them. But let’s not discount anyone. Just because the bus driver was the prime suspect in the Hammersmith case, doesn’t mean he actually killed her. I can’t believe the investigating detectives could only find one possible suspect. Let’s keep an open mind.’

‘We need to get someone to help narrow down the search area.’ Ryan pointed across the deck to the pathway leading to the bush breakfast firepit. ‘And I know the perfect guy for the job.’

Dawn followed his finger to see Ranger Steve smiling and waving in their direction. She wanted to ask if they could trust anyone outside their circle, but her partner was right. They needed someone who knew the lava tubes. Someone who knew which ones were in use, which were flooded and inaccessible, and which ones were a likely lair for a sadistic murderer who tortured his victims over weeks before killing them.
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Chapter 14

All four detectives huddled over a map laid out on the ranger’s bonnet. Heat radiated through the paper as Steve’s finger slid along the blue lines marking the many dirt roads traversing the Lava Tube Park.

His Akubra covered his face as he explained the topography and how only so many caves and tubes were accessible by road.

‘I’m done here.’ Dawn turned as Tammy carried her last bag to the forensic van and slid the door closed with a thud. ‘I’ll get this evidence to the lab and keep you all posted.’

‘Hey. Can I have a word?’ Dawn joined the tech as she opened the driver’s side door.

‘Sure.’ Tammy’s expression grew sceptical.

Dawn kept her back to the team discussing possible hiding places with Ranger Steve. Now they knew Milly didn’t wander off and a killer was likely hiding her somewhere, they were able to focus their search on remote, yet accessible underground options.

‘Look. About what you told me earlier.’ Tammy lifted her chin, her expression worried. Dawn patted her arm reassuringly. ‘Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone, but I’m worried about you. I know how hurtful it can be when we don’t see eye to eye with our family, especially a parent.’

Tammy opened the driver’s side door and shook her head.

‘It’s okay. She’s so radical in her faith, so easily led since my dad split, but I’m all she’s got. She’ll get over it.’ The forensic tech’s tone said maybe she wouldn’t.

Dawn was going to press on, give her the talk about not writing off your parents. About how they are only human and not invincible. It was something she understood more than most, but something in Tammy’s expression told her now wasn’t the time for a pep talk.

‘Just make sure you let me know if you need to talk, hey?’

Tammy chuckled.

‘Look at you, sounding like a north Queenslander again, hey!’

They laughed. The country folk from Western Australia tended to add but to the end of sentences, while country Queenslanders often added hey. It took a few years for her to get out of the habit when she left town and here she was, doing it again.

‘See you later.’ Tammy pulled the door closed.

Dawn waved and returned her attention to the huddled conversation. Parker’s eyes lifted to Tammy, then her and back to the map, an unasked question in them.

‘Dawn. Check this out.’ Ryan waved excitedly. ‘Steve has narrowed the search down to disused locations with road access. We think there might only be three.’

‘Excellent.’ Dawn pointed to Rossi. ‘You good to take the next shift with Kev and his team?’ Rossi nodded, a little too eagerly.

There was a time when she thought she knew him well. But after leaving Cooktown together, so much had changed. From friends, to lovers, to pure enemies and now being forced to work as colleagues. Could she trust him?

She buried the emotions from her past and focussed on the here and now.

‘Good. Ryan and I’ll start with bus drivers on the afternoon tour today.’

Parker folded the map and handed it to Rossi.

‘I’ll go over the Hammersmith file, compare the driver’s photo with personnel files.’

‘Thanks Parker.’

The group parted. Ranger Steve went with Rossi to join the search party while Dawn and Ryan headed for the bus parking area. As they passed the sunken tropical garden, she noticed a handful of tourists sitting on wooden benches, waiting for the guides to arrive.

She’d planned to call off all tours, afraid whoever was running around shooting at her might be a concern to the public, but it seemed the resort group had enough clout to put a stop to her idea.

When Dawn pushed back, she discovered the resort was only days away from closing for the wet season in any case. Closing them down early seemed pointless and the more she thought about it, the more she was sure the shots came from Jim Warren, and they were for her, and her alone.

Why? She still couldn’t work out, but the morning tour went out unhindered. Now they sat on an empty wooden bench to await the afternoon shift. She only hoped it would be as uneventful.

Ryan turned to her.

‘You were going to say something before Parker and Rossi got back from the bar.’

Dawn reconsidered telling her partner what she suspected. But there was no evidence. Only a gut feeling.

‘It’s just something that struck me for the first time when Rossi turned up.’

Ryan waited. Dawn drew a breath.

‘I left town with Rossi after Fraser died.’ Could she seriously be contemplating that Rossi was involved? She bit her top lip as her mind returned to the week leading up to Fraser’s death. Rossi dated Tracey before Fraser. It was a small town, so former partners were often friends of friends, but Rossi was the bad boy she fell for.

Ryan filled the growing silence.

‘You think Rossi could have been involved in your brother’s death?’

‘Rossi dated Tracey before Fraser. He knew her family. Her dad. Her mum.’

‘You thought Rick was involved too.’

Was Ryan saying she was wrong? That she needed to stop speculating?

‘Like I said, it’s only a feeling and I’m probably wrong, which is why I wasn’t going to say anything.’

Ryan nodded as two guides appeared wearing khaki shirts with the resort logos and name tags.

‘Let’s do the interviews.’ His words dismissed her concerns, but his expression appeared worried as he retrieved his ID from his pocket and strode across the sand to intercept the men.

‘Gary, Simon, can we have a minute?’

The men scanned Ryan’s ID. One wore a grim expression. The other’s eyes widened. They both nodded.

‘I’m Detective Ryan. This is my partner Detective Grave. We’re investigating the disappearance of Milly Schwartz.

‘Heard about that. What do you need?’ The younger of the guides was short, well-built with cropped brown hair and a crooked nose that could have been previously broken. His description wasn’t anything like the bus driver suspected of killing Nancy Hammersmith.

The other man was in his forties, taller and wore a haughty expression Dawn was only too familiar with. His eyes scanned her body from top to toe, finishing at her chest, not her eyes.

‘Gary?’ Ryan’s voice made the guide make eye contact with him.

‘Yeah. Heard ‘bout it too.’

His voice odd. His words muffled by the thick moustache and beard crowding his lips.

Dawn recalled the Cairns bus driver’s photo. His face was scarred by acne, his eyes narrow, brows strong, similar to Gary’s.

‘Do you know Milly well?’ Dawn asked. Gary’s eyes darted to hers and squinted, but he said nothing. It was Simon who nodded.

‘I do a bit. Her boyfriend makes sure no one gets too close though, but we talked a few times over a beer here and there.’

‘When did you last see her?’ Dawn pulled her notepad from her back pocket.

Simon tapped his top lip with his forefinger, his brow creasing.

‘I reckon it was Friday afternoon. I finished a tour. She was in the bar. I didn’t talk to her, but she was sitting with a guy, drinking a beer.’

Dawn scribbled the details down. Finally, someone could confirm Milly was still alive and well after her boyfriend saw her.

The news about Ruben being possessive would have normally made him her prime suspect. But as she studied Gary from the corner of her eye, she couldn’t help thinking if he was the bus driver from Nancy Hammersmith’s case, it was way too big a coincidence.

‘Do you know which guy?’

Simon shook his head. Dawn decided if it was Gary, Simon would have said so.

‘What about you Gary?’

The older guide lifted his chin and sniffed the air.

‘I just work here. I do my hours, take my pay and save my conversation for the patrons.’ He nodded toward a group of milling tourists. ‘Who I need to get on that bus now.’ His chin veered to the larger vehicle parked at the rear of the carpark.

Dawn noted it was one requiring a heavy vehicle licence. Too much about this guy reminded her of the Hammersmith case. They couldn’t be that lucky, this quickly. Surely?

Ryan waved to the people waiting, with his usual charming smile. A grey-haired woman wearing a floral broad-brim hat lifted her fingers in a delicate wave and winked.

‘We’ll let you go then. Thanks for your time and if you recall anything else, please let us know.’ He handed them cards and tapped his brow in thanks. Simon smiled and waved. Gary strode to the tourists and began marking names off the list on his clipboard.

They watched as the guides ushered the tourist to the buses. Ryan turned to her.

‘Gary might be our guy.’

Dawn nodded.

‘It’s hard to tell for sure with the beard, but the eyes, and brow are definitely similar. Let’s run his personnel record, see how long he’s been here. What references he has.’

They jogged up the stairs toward the restaurant as a hot wind picked up pace and rustled the treetops.

‘I’ll get Martin to run his ID.’

‘Probably fake,’ Ryan offered as they skirted the reception area.

‘He might have changed his name officially.’ Dawn pointed to the walkway leading to their rooms. ‘You and Parker go over the files in my room. I need the phone reception in here. I’ll call the sergeant and meet you in a few minutes.’

Ryan nodded and jumped from the deck as Dawn dialled the Cooktown station. A food delivery truck pulled into the parking area at the rear of the restaurant as the call connected.

‘Grave. How’s it going?’

‘Not bad Ross.’

The station sergeant asked her a while back to use his first name, but Dawn was only now getting used to it. ‘I’ve got a possible link to the Hammersmith case. Guy goes by the name Gary Trembath. We are about to go over his personnel file, but he has a heavy vehicle licence, so can you run him through the registration office?’

‘Will do. Got a date of birth?’

‘I’ll text it to you when I get back to the file but wanted to talk to you about something else and the reception isn’t great away from the main building here.’

Dawn’s stomach performed a summersault as she considered if sharing her worries about Rossi with Sergeant Martin was wise.

‘What do you need?’

She tongued her teeth and drew a steadying breath.

‘I never considered this before, and I think I should have.’ She chose her words carefully. Sergeant Martin remained quiet, somehow sensing the subject was important. ‘When you investigated Fraser’s death, did you ever interview any of his friends, find out where they were when he died?’

The background noise died as the sound of a door closing made her aware the sergeant had likely withdrawn to his own office.

‘Any friend in particular?’

She swallowed hard.

‘Declan.’ Her chest ached as the name left her lips.

‘You think he might be involved?’

‘I hope not Ross, but when he turned up today to assist with the case, something seemed off.’

‘I’ll go over my case notes, but you were at the scene shortly after Fraser was killed Dawn. You might want to try jogging your own memory.’

Dawn thought about the afternoon Fraser died. If it weren’t for her lying to her father about staying back to study, her brother might not have been found for hours. Maybe the killer didn’t know she was hanging back by the school, smoking and screwing her latest loser boyfriend while she waited for her brother to finish swim training.

Back then she used any excuse to stay out of the house. She and her father didn’t exactly get along before her mother disappeared, but afterwards, as her father became more of a wreck, Dawn did everything to stay out of the family home.

Unlike Lisa. Her sister seemed able to let it all wash over her. She cooked, cleaned, looked after her dad in a way Dawn could never bring herself to do.

‘You there, Dawn?’

‘Yeah. Sorry. Thanks Ross. I’ll do that.’

She hung up, letting her mind reimagine the moist heat, not like the dry outback oven heat of the Lava Tube Resort. More humid, sticky, and damp as a thunderstorm rolled in. Her boyfriend was long gone as she laid back in the bushland to view the lightning strikes illuminating the dark, moody sky.

Declan drove a Holden HZ V8 ute back then. Bright green like a Kawasaki motorbike. She didn’t see anything, but now, as she closed her eyes, she could hear the deep, throaty tone of his engine’s extractors and exhaust roaring up the street.

It meant nothing. Declan was always doing burn outs and running from the local cops. It was the reason Ross knew him so well. She opened her eyes now and shook the thought away before jumping from the deck, narrowly missing the food delivery guy’s trolley stacked to the rim with boxes.

‘Sorry.’ She regained her balance in time to see a baseball cap disappear inside the restaurant rear entrance.

‘All good.’ His voice was barely audible as the door slammed closed behind him.

She was about to call back, but a Police Landcruiser pulling into the parking lot caught her eye.

A few seconds later, Jamison’s lanky legs appeared from the driver’s side. He stepped out, stretched his back and reached his arms high above his head with a yawn.

‘Jamison. Just in time.’ She waved him over. ‘Follow me.’ She turned and didn’t check to see if he was behind her.

They needed to scan the personnel files and get Jamison to continue creating a timeline for Milly’s disappearance. The news of Debra’s murder would break soon and when it did, the killer could become irrational. Murdering Milly and running could be his first move and Dawn wanted to be on his doorstep before that happened.
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Chapter 15

Dawn rubbed her dry eyes and tried to ignore the smells of sweat and stale cologne permeating the refurbished railway carriage. Flopping back in the stiff red leather bench seat, she stretched. Ryan collected up the files and stacked them on the vintage coffee table.

The resort was quiet, but the graphic content of the files and the sensitive nature of the personnel records dictated they squeeze into Dawn’s narrow and cramped accommodation.

Parker lay on the bed, her face contorted as she read a file on her phone.

‘I never heard about this in Sydney. How did the media keep it so quiet?’

Ryan took the two steps to the wall of windows, slipped the heavy curtain aside and cracked the double hung window open an inch as he answered.

‘It was gruesome, but with only the one murder, it faded from the press as soon as the next big news piece broke.’

Dawn noted the growing darkness and subtle whiff of grilled meat drifting in from outside.

‘We should eat.’ She shimmied out from behind the coffee table toward the door. ‘See how Jamison went with his interviews to establish a timeline for Milly and check out Sergeant Martin’s update on Gary Trembath’s driver’s licence.’

Parker shuffled from the bed as Dawn’s phone pinged.

‘It’s Chung. He’s found two more backpackers who match the description and never left the country.’

‘Not good.’ Parker shook her head.

Dawn lifted her phone in the air, turned and tried to find a signal strong enough to download data.

‘I’ll need the restaurant Wi-Fi to get this.’

‘Let’s eat. Rossi should be back by now.’ Ryan pointed to the UHF radios in a bag by Dawn’s bed. ‘Next time we’ll be able to keep in touch.’

‘If he found something, the SES would have called it in, but I’m glad we have the radios now. The lack of reception out here is a constant risk to the entire team,’ Dawn said.

The remote location made communication and immediate response difficult, something Dawn found worrying. After years in an urban environment, she wasn’t used to spotty mobile reception and lack of data available from many rural mobile phone towers. At times, a text was the only communication to make it through and often hours after it was sent.

Ryan slid the carriage door open to the hum of cicadas. The temperature was dropping, but the heat of the day lingered as Dawn jogged down the stairs to the dirt pathway below. Turning, she waited for Parker and Ryan.

‘Hopefully Jamison has retrieved the CCTV footage from the bar for last Friday night,’ she offered as Parker drew up alongside.

‘Sounds like the boyfriend could be controlling. Is he a suspect?’

‘We’ve interviewed him. Nothing stuck out. He wasn’t in the country when the Hammersmith murder took place, and he has an alibi for Milly’s disappearance.’

Ryan slid the door shut with a thud and jumped to the dirt, bypassing the steps.

‘Only until 2am.’ He added.

Dawn nodded, barely visible in the fading light. They followed the winding path below the tall gums, toward the back of the restaurant, where the wide-open deck invited patrons in.

Spotlights lit the treetops, confusing the birds who squawked and flapped about, unable to sleep. A line of waiting kookaburras was perched along the metal beams, as small groups of diners enjoyed wine and food with nature right on their doorstep.

Despite the heat of the day, the firepit was alight and surrounded by patrons enjoying the final glimmer of light dropping behind the western ridge.

Dawn noticed Rossi hanging on the bar, his eyes twinkling with mirth as he spoke with Isabella who giggled behind her hand and fluttered her eyelashes.

Ryan pointed. ‘I’m guessing there was nothing to report.’

Parker scoffed. ‘Not yet anyway.’

Ryan lifted an eyebrow.

Parker shrugged.

‘What! Don’t tell me you’re immune to the locker room talk. The guy has a schlong...’ Parker held her hands a foot apart, then rolled her lips to hide a smirk in Dawn’s direction. ‘But I don’t need to tell you now, do I?’

Ryan glanced Dawn’s way. She ignored the look he gave her. Was he worried he might not live up to expectations? It didn’t matter. Seeing Rossi again reminded her why she swore off relationships all those years ago.

Her partner must have noticed something in her body language. His hand touched the small of her back, guiding her toward a quiet table in a converted railway carriage on the upper level.

The warmth of his hand set her nerves tingling.

‘If you and Parker grab that table,’ he pointed to the last one in the row, framed by two antique coach lamps, weathered with genuine patina, ‘I’ll get some drinks.’

Dawn nodded, but as his hand slipped away, she immediately missed his touch.

‘Detective!’

A deep baritone voice made all heads turn to see Jamison striding across the upper deck. Dawn rolled her eyes. Parker chuckled. The constable blushed, withdrew his head between his shoulders and checked around him cautiously.

The eyes of the handful of diners scrutinised them a moment. A low murmur rippled, then died away.

‘Sorry,’ he whispered as he joined them at the booth seating. ‘I got a little excited. I’ve downloaded the video from the CCTV footage, but it’s not great.’

Dawn frowned as she slid into the bench seat.

‘Why are you excited then?’

‘Because I spoke with other staff, and someone confirms they saw Milly arguing with her boyfriend on the veranda of their accommodation after 3am on Saturday morning.’

Dawn’s pulse quickened.

‘Who gave you this information?’

Jamison pointed to the woman at the bar, flicking her thick wavy hair behind her ear and touching Rossi’s hand with her perfectly polished nails.

‘Why would Ruben’s alibi out him?’

Parker and Jamison shook their heads in unison.

‘Jealousy?’ Parker offered without conviction.

‘If Isabella was jealous, her competition is out of the picture. She’s got Ruben all to herself, so why out him?’

‘Maybe she got Milly out of the picture and now he’s spurned her?’ Parker slid menus around the table.

‘I’m not buying that. There has to be another reason.’ Dawn absently reached for a menu as Parker shuffled from her seat.

‘One way to find out.’

Dawn grabbed her arm. The detective’s eyes narrowed and fixed on her fingers.

‘I’ve got a better idea.’ She let go as Parker shimmied back into the worn red leather bench seat. ‘Why don’t we let Casanova there pump her for information?’

Jamison blushed. Parker roared with laughter and slapped her palm on the table. Nodding vigorously, she slipped so fast from the seat the aged material squealed in protest.

‘I’ll give him the heads up.’

Dawn watched Parker stride across the upper level and nudge her partner to get his attention. Rossi leant into the conspiratorial huddle and nodded understanding, but as he broke away from Parker, his narrowed eyes found hers.

What exactly did Parker tell him?

Dawn shoved the thought aside, pulled out her phone and downloaded the file Chung sent as Ryan appeared with a jug of beer and chilled glasses.

‘Parker’s bringing your wine.’

Dawn ignored the distraction. Instead, she focussed on the dates the backpackers went missing.

‘The Hammersmith murder was May 2010, right?’

Ryan nodded as he waved for her to move along the bench. She continued reading as she shuffled sideways.

‘These two women disappeared in 2011, and 2012.’

Ryan sat alongside her, viewing the file as she read.

‘It’s 2015 now. Maybe neither of these cases has any connection to ours. But if they do, either our killer took a few years off, or we have more victims we don’t know about.’

‘Let’s hope there’s no connection.’ Dawn shivered, knowing in the back of her mind there likely was. ‘But the victim profile is the same. So, if Milly is another victim, he could be escalating. Milly will make two victims this year. We need to stop him.’

‘We don’t know who he is yet.’ Ryan slipped a chilled glass across to Jamison. ‘Did Sergeant Martin confirm if Gary Trembath’s ID is legit?’

‘Yes. But his licence has only been registered in Queensland for five years.’

Jamison filled Ryan’s beer glass as he joined the conversation.

‘Background is still ongoing, but I spoke with the boss earlier and he’s waiting on births, deaths and marriages to confirm the licence issue date coincides with a legal name change.’

‘We need to go back over Gary Trembath’s employment records. He’s been with the resort group for five years. The same amount of time he’s held a licence under this name.’ Dawn closed the file on her phone and shoved it into her pocket.

Ryan reached for a menu.

‘It can’t be a coincidence.’ He accepted the beer Jamison slid his way but didn’t drink. ‘We’ll head back to the room after dinner and go over the files again, then you and I can head out with the SES tomorrow and see if we can narrow down where he might be holding Milly.’

‘We’re running out of time.’ Dawn’s stomach knotted. ‘If news we’ve found Debra’s remains breaks, assuming the killer doesn’t know already, he’ll be planning to kill Milly and cut his losses.’

Ryan pointed to Jamison.

‘You and the local officer Barrett can keep an eye on him tomorrow.’

Jamison cocked his head to one side. ‘Barrett?’

Ryan grinned and lifted his beer to Jamison.

‘She’s about your age. Keen as mustard.’ Jamison clinked his beer glass with Ryan, not understanding the innuendo. ‘Cute too.’

Jamison blushed.

Unlike Ryan, Dawn wasn’t finding the young officer’s discomfort funny. There was nothing amusing about this case and her gut was twisting in knots over it.

‘He’s smart Ryan. A predator, who hunts and tortures.’

Ryan gulped his beer, swallowing hard.

‘You’re smarter Dawn.’

She didn’t reply. The weight of Milly Schwartz’s life was heavy on her shoulders. She could only hope she wouldn’t let Ryan, or the woman down.
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Chapter 16

Dawn stowed her bag in the ornate vintage brass luggage-rack over the lounge, while Ryan rummaged through the files on the coffee table.

‘Here it is.’

He opened the manila folder and dropped into the lounge. Dawn joined him, finding the sweet smell of beer and his aftershave comforting despite the case they were working on.

Not having a dedicated space, whiteboard or printed old case files was hampering the investigation, but printing out the gruesome details of the Hammersmith report on the resort computer could risk a leak to the press. At least the personnel files were more easily accessible.

Dawn read over her partner’s shoulder and tapped Trembath’s start date.

‘He commenced with the resort group two months after the Hammersmith murder.’

‘Gotta wonder how he got references if he changed his name?’

‘Good question.’ Dawn glanced at Ryan’s creased brow, then back to the file. ‘Does it say?’

Ryan scanned the details.

‘No. Nothing here.’ His finger ran down the list of placements. ‘He was in the Northern Territory, at a Katherine resort in 2011.’

Dawn scanned the backpacker missing persons report.

‘That correlates with the first victim Chung found.’

Ryan continued to check placements.

‘In 2012 he was transferred to the Pilbara Region.’

Dawn’s emotions swung between elation and devastation.

‘Kirsty Wilkins went missing from Exmouth in June that year.’

Ryan closed the file and slapped it down on the coffee table.

‘We’ve got a pattern. Trembath could be our guy.’

Dawn drew a deep breath and puffed her cheeks out with a slow, steady exhale.

‘If we question him, he could clam up and we’ll tip him off. He’ll know we’re on to him. I think we need to run surveillance like you said. If he’s taken Milly, and she’s still alive, he must be regularly going to wherever he’s holding her.’

‘Barrett and Jamison will watch him tomorrow. The other officer, Blair whatever his name is, from Mount Garnet can take the night shift, follow him home, watch his accommodation. With any luck, we’ll pick up his trail tomorrow with the SES.’

Dawn jumped to her feet.

‘We should check his home address now. See if there is any way he could be hiding Milly there.’

Ryan reached for her arm. ‘Dawn, like most of the staff, he lives here at the resort. Mount Surprise is thirty-five, forty minutes away. The buses are kept here.’

Dawn liberated her arm from his hand and reached into her bag to draw out a map. Unfolding it, she spread it out over the coffee table, grabbed a marker pen and began crossing out the sites the SES already searched.

‘So we’ve covered these areas. Steve has narrowed us down to these.’ Dawn pointed to three circles. ‘If you were hiding a woman, where would you take her?’

Ryan studied her a moment, licked his lips as though considering her question, but she could tell he was deciding something else. She needed to convince him to hypothesise now, not tomorrow. Her nerves were on edge.

‘I can’t sleep Ryan. The SES have been checking the most obvious locations. Steve has narrowed them down to three likely ones, but we don’t know if the criteria we used are right. This guy is smart. He’s keeping her in a place he believes no one will find. Where?’

She could hear the desperation in her voice. Ryan nodded, leant forward and focussed on the map.

‘He’s not only hiding her. He’s torturing her. He’ll want somewhere isolated. Somewhere she won’t be heard.’

‘That’s providing he keeps his victims alive. Did Nancy Hammersmith’s autopsy report give any indication the wounds were peri or postmortem?’

‘You think he kills them, then cuts them up?’

Dawn lifted her hands palms up.

‘I don’t know. But it could help us find where he’s keeping Milly.’

Dawn knew she shouldn’t be using the backpacker’s first name so often, but cases like this were hard to compartmentalise. A young woman could be enduring unspeakable pain and suffering and the longer it took her to discover where she was, the more she’d suffer.

‘You’ve got the report.’ Ryan pointed to her phone. ‘Let’s see.’

Dawn opened the downloads on her smartphone, her finger hovering over the file as she considered the ramifications of the answer to her question. If Nancy Hammersmith’s wounds were postmortem, then Milly was likely already dead.

She drew a breath and hit the file, then scrolled through the details, before sitting back with a frown.

‘The wounds are perimortem but check this out.’ She zoomed in on the details. Ryan read but shook his head with confusion.

‘There was no sign of spermicide, condom lubricant or semen.’

‘We already know she was raped with a blunt object, then a sharp object to kill her.’

Dawn tossed her phone on top of the files.

‘The killer is either impotent, or...’

‘We might need to consider a female,’ Ryan offered as Dawn slumped back in the stiff leather lounge, which groaned in protest.

‘But everything points to Gary Trembath.’

‘We’ve seen this before Dawn. The police fixate on one suspect and miss something else.’

‘But the dates of his employment and the missing women.’

Ryan wrapped his arm behind her neck. The touch was comforting.

‘Theres a reason we can’t get a conviction on circumstantial evidence alone.’ He began to knead her bare shoulder. ‘We’ll get who did this Dawn, but we need some rest.’ His hand dropped away as he rose.

She wanted to stop him from moving. Fire lit her belly as his hand left her bare skin.

His eyes twinkled in the dim lighting. She began to reach for him, to draw him back to the lounge, to wrap him in her arms and... her phone buzzed, flashing on the coffee table.

Ryan pointed to the name on the screen.

‘It’s Lisa. You better take it.’

She reached for her phone with a weak smile.

‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’ Her voice was husky.

He nodded and slid the carriage door open as she answered to the sound of dogs barking, Abby giggling and her sister frantically trying to shush her niece.

‘Hey!’ She glanced up to see Ryan disappear. Watching him go tore at her heart, but her love for the little voice coming through her phone stitched it back together.

‘Can you read me Where the Wild Things Are, Auntie Dawn?’

‘Of course, Abby!’
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Chapter 17

A tingle covered her body as she ended the call, crossed to the bedside table and plugged her phone into the charger.

A knock on her door surprised her. Was it Clint? The moment was gone. Her apprehension was back. Could she bury her past and accept his love?

She smiled, slid the door open but halted halfway.

‘Rossi. What are you doing here?’

Her ex-husband leant against the doorframe, his broad shoulders hanging over the exit, closing in on her.

‘I just finished with Isabella.’

Dawn waved her hand in front of her face and shook her head. The last thing she wanted were details of how he seduced information from the receptionist.

‘You can tell me what you found out in the morning.’ She began sliding the door closed. Rossi slapped his hand against the edge halting it with a thud. ‘Rossi. Seriously. I...’

He shoved the door open hard enough it bounced back, nearly striking him as he barged into her room. She took one step back, then froze with a flood of emotions. She was seventeen again. Her hand touched her cheek as phantom pain flared.

‘You told Parker to get me humping the receptionist. What do you think I am?’

Dawn opened her mouth to say he was a cop, doing his job, but something in his eyes made her step back once more. He followed, his face looming over hers, his finger poking and prodding her chest hard enough to make it burn. The waft of alcohol on his breath made her turn away.

‘Rossi. You’re drunk.’

His hand gripped the front of her tank top, squeezing it tightly over her chest, exposing her bra and skin beneath.

Her breath caught in her throat as she willed herself to react. Why wasn’t she doing anything? Her training should have been taking over.

Her limbs weakened. Her hands trembled. His face drew closer.

‘You thought you could pimp me out? After everything I’ve done for you.’

Spittle landed on her cheek. She cringed as his grip tightened, dragging an ancient memory to the surface like molten lava.

The emotions were so brutal and raw as images flashed into her mind. Rossi drunk, spinning out on drugs, forcing himself on her. Giving her no choice but to leave and finally break free of their toxic relationship.

Blood rushed to her ears, blocking out all sound. Adrenalin surged as she clenched her fist. The fabric on her top tore as his forehead rammed into hers. Her rage gurgled to the surface and exploded into an instinctive move.

All her energy surged into an uppercut. The entire weight of her body unleashed behind it. The crack of her fist on his jaw was rewarding. He let her shirt go and stumbled back, then insanity filled his eyes. His smile grew manic.

Her stomach tightened. Her eyes darted around the space. She was cornered. There was nowhere to run. He dropped his shoulder and rushed at her. His rage palpable. There would be no stopping him now.

‘Rossi!’

The male voice was firm and eerily calm. Dawn spun to see Clint half-dressed, looming in the doorway. His chest and neck muscles tensed, as his fist clenched so tight his knuckles went white.

‘Get-out-now.’

‘Piss off Ryan.’ Rossi’s tone was dismissive as he turned and advanced on Dawn. ‘This is...’ Dawn reached for her weapon, but it was locked in the room safe. ‘Personal.’

Her heart hammered in her chest as Rossi closed in with pure rage in his eyes. He was going to kill her this time. She stumbled back. Clint closed the gap and rammed a shoulder charge into Rossi.

Dawn fell to the ground, landing heavily. Ryan and Rossi slammed as one, into the wall of windows with enough force to make them shake.

Arms and legs blurred as the men tangled and tussled around the room. Dawn scurried on her backside toward the door as the bedside lamp crashed to the floor.

‘Stop it.’ Dawn’s words were quiet, unheard over the grunts and smacks of flesh.

‘What the hell!’ Dawn spun to see Parker standing with her hands on her hips. ‘I knew they were both into you but seriously...’ Parker focussed on Dawn’s forehead and cheek—her expression grew fierce as she turned back to the fighting men.

‘You two. Stop it before I shoot both of you.’

Ryan tightened a choke-hold on Rossi’s neck.

‘He’s trash Parker. Bloody garbage.’ He wasn’t letting go. ‘This is my fault. I should have told him to stay in Cairns.’

‘Ryan, let him go before you bloody kill him.’ Parker stormed across the room but maintained a safe distance.

Rossi gasped for air like a beached fish. His hands tore at Clint’s bulging forearm and bicep as the colour slipped away from his features. Dawn crawled on her hands and knees toward Clint as the fight left Rossi.

‘Let him go Clint.’ Her hand touched his bare shoulder. ‘I don’t want you in trouble because of me.’

Parker stepped in front of them as Rossi lost consciousness.

‘You heard her.’ Parker tapped Clint’s forearm. ‘I’ll sort him out. You take Dawn to your room.’

Dawn began to shake as the adrenalin abated. Ryan threw Rossi aside with a thud and reached for Dawn as her body convulsed with silent sobs.

The obscure thought that Parker shouldn’t see her cry drifted into her head but was gone as Clint wrapped his arm around her shoulder and drew her to her feet. Dawn stumbled as he half-guided, half-carried her from the room.

‘I’ve got you Dawn. It’s going to be okay.’

He opened his door and lifted her from her feet.

‘He was so angry.’ Her words sounded childlike to her ears.

‘It’s not your fault.’ The sensation of soft fabric wrapped around her.

‘I should be tougher.’

‘You are Dawn. You are tougher than anyone I’ve ever met, but it’s okay to let me take care of you sometimes.’

His warm arms wrapped around her, pulling her to his bare chest as he lay down beside her on the bed. She glanced up, seeing the concern in his blue eyes. Her fingers caressed his chest. He gripped them with one hand, pulled them to his lips and held her hand so she couldn’t continue.

She shimmied up so her face was over his.

‘I want you,’ she whispered.

‘I know, and I want you, but not like this Dawn.’

He kissed her fingers again. She covered his lips with hers. He let go of her hand and gently gripped her shoulders.

‘I don’t want you to regret this in the morning. I want you more than air Dawn, but this isn’t the right time. Tomorrow night, or the next, or a month from now, or a year. When, you’re sure. When you’re not in shock.’

He eased her head back to his chest and stroked her hair rhythmically. The adrenalin, the pain, the ache, it all began to dissipate only to be replaced by sadness. Her final thought as sleep overcame her, was how she might never be able to open herself to this man. Not like he wanted her to.
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Chapter 18

Dawn rarely wore foundation but as she checked her face in the mirror, she realised today it was going to be necessary. At the time, she thought the back-handed slap was from her memory, but in the craziness of the altercation, it seemed Rossi had hit her again.

She reached for her tinted moisturiser but stopped when her phone pinged with a text.  Scanning the screen, she read the caller ID and opened the message.

Murder weapon is a Stanley knife or similar. Blunt force, then extended for the cutting.

Her stomach clenched at the thought of someone raping, stabbing and cutting another human being with a friggin’ box cutter. Basically, a mounted razor blade. This killer was a sadistic arsehole, and she shared the thought with her partner in the dining room ten minutes later.

Ryan was about to take a drink from his morning coffee, but even he was halted by the thought of such a vicious attack.

‘We’ll get out with the SES today.’ Ryan pointed across the restaurant. ‘Here comes the crew.’

Barrett’s ponytail swung, her hands moving rapidly as the officer shared a story with Jamison. The tall, lanky constable from Cooktown was smiling broadly and returning the conversation with the same level of enthusiasm.

‘Detectives.’ Barrett slid into the bench seat opposite Dawn.

‘Barrett. You clear on surveillance.’

‘Roger that. Sam and I’ll catch him when he finishes his tour. I’ve done those tours and there is no way the guides can wander off and leave the tourists.’

Dawn wondered over the familiar first name Barrett used, but let it slide. The officers were of a similar age and Dawn was certain Jamison was dating Kristy, a nurse from the Cooktown hospital. His private life was none of her business.

‘Okay. Find out where his room is too. It’s unlikely he’s holding Milly in there, but we can probably get management to approve a search if we believe it’s necessary.’

Jamison slid in next to Barrett and nodded.

‘I’ve been thinking about the guy the victim was talking to in the bar. I might show it to the bar tender for the night the footage was taken and see if they recognise him.’

Dawn sipped her coffee and nodded.

‘Good idea. And send me a copy of the footage. Ryan and I’ll run through it.’

Dawn glanced up to see Parker juggling three coffee mugs as she ascended the stairs to the top deck. Jamison hopped to his feet and intercepted her.

Parker’s eyes met Dawn’s. The detective’s expression was hard to read, but her thoughts were evident as she shuffled in alongside the constables.

‘Rossi has gone back to Cairns.’

Dawn nodded.

‘He chatted up the receptionist. Apparently, she saw Ruben and Milly fighting around 3am.’

‘That’s what she told Jamison. Was she stalking him or something? I thought she said he left at 2am?’ Dawn picked up her coffee.

Parker sipped her own and shrugged.

‘Rossi didn’t explain why she was out at 3am, but he said Isabella saw them arguing. She did confirm she also witnessed Milly storm off toward the lookout after the argument.’

‘Thanks.’ Dawn turned to the constables. ‘Find Ruben, quiz him about this information and see if he has an alibi after 3am. See if anyone else saw her after 3am. We need to finalise a timeline on Milly’s last movements.’

Jamison rose, towering over everyone.

‘You got it Detective.’

‘After you finish your coffee is fine Jamison.’

‘Thanks.’ He remained standing and lifted the takeaway cup. ‘But we got them to-go, on purpose.’

Parker shuffled out to let the constables leave. No one spoke as Jamison and Barrett disappeared through the entrance on the way to the kitchen to find Ruben. Parker broke the silence.

‘I’m glad they aren’t here for this.’

‘What?’ Ryan and Dawn said in unison.

Parker gulped her coffee, her nose twitching.

‘Rossi was drunk. We can’t change that. You know him better than me by the look of things, but he let it slip to the receptionist that Debra’s body was recovered and it was now a murder investigation.’

‘Stupid, bloody....’ Ryan grumbled.

‘I know.’ Parker waved her hand. ‘I’ve spoken with the receptionist. Told her to keep it to herself or I’d have her deported.’

‘You can’t do that.’ Ryan said what Dawn was thinking.

‘She doesn’t know that.’ Parker grinned, then grew serious. ‘I’ve requested a new partner.’

‘You don’t have to do that on my account.’ Dawn buried her face behind her coffee cup.

‘I always knew Rossi possessed a mean streak. I’ve seen him go a little too far during arrests, particularly with gang related perps, but Dawn...’ she pointed to Dawn’s cheek. ‘He hit you.’

‘It’s not the first time.’

The detective leant forward and spoke in a hushed tone.

‘I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.’

Dawn waved her hand and shook her head.

‘How could you? But I don’t want to focus on the past. Or Declan Rossi.’

Parker nodded.

‘Okay. Your call, but when it comes to this stuff, us girls have to stick together.’

‘It’s not only a girl thing Parker.’ Ryan’s tone was calm. ‘More men need to speak up, let guys know it’s no way to treat a woman.’

Dawn knew the argument well. It wasn’t wrong, but it wasn’t entirely right either.

‘It’s not just violence against women Ryan. Violent behaviour in general needs to be addressed. Bullying, brawling, sexual assault—we see it in the workplace, schools, at all levels of government. It’s more than violence against women and children.’ She waved her hand and gulped her coffee to stop herself from ranting.

‘It doesn’t matter. It’s bigger than us.’ She relocated her cup to the middle of the table and tried to quell the caffeine cramp that came with not eating before drinking too much coffee.

‘We have a murder weapon. I’ll forward you Gleeson’s report.’

Parker nodded.

‘Okay. That’s some good news.’

Dawn considered she might change her mind when she read the details but kept the thought to herself.

‘Ryan and I’ll head out with the SES today, see if we can track down Rick or where this guy is keeping Milly. Can you run something for me?’

‘Sure. What do you need?’

‘Ryan and I did a deeper dive into the Hammersmith case and the prelim on Debra backs it up. The pathologist didn’t find any condom lubricant, seminal fluid or anything else to indicate he physically raped his victim with anything other than the boxcutter. We could be dealing with a woman, but at the very least, we think this guy is impotent.’

‘So what do you want me to check?’

A chubby red-headed guy arrived with two plates of food. Dawn slid the eggs and bacon across to Ryan and accepted the bowl of yoghurt, fruit and muesli, with a smile. They remained silent as the waiter rushed back to the kitchen.

Ryan shoved food into his mouth, making it clear Dawn could explain what they found.

‘We’ve linked Trembath to two other backpacker disappearances. We think it’s enough to get his medical records, at least under his current name.’

‘I can chase up your sergeant and see if he’s gotten anything back from the registrar’s office for a previous name.’

‘Good idea.’ Ryan spoke with his mouth half-full. Dawn grinned. ‘What?’

‘Try swallowing before talking.’

He grunted, but his smile said he was happy she was getting back to normal. She returned her attention to Parker.

‘Either way. Try for a warrant. Also, check other missing persons. Chung only checked international travellers, not locals.’

‘You think he’s killed more women?’

Dawn stirred her breakfast, loaded her spoon but didn’t eat.

‘The Hammersmith case was in 2010. We have a missing backpacker in Katherine 2011 and another in the Pilbara region in 2012.’

Parker picked up the idea as Dawn put a spoonful of food in her mouth.

‘And Debra’s case is from 2015, so at least two more victims.’

Dawn swallowed and waved her spoon.

‘Maybe more.’

‘Okay. Got it.’

Ryan passed Parker a radio.

‘Keep this on you at all times. This guy targets blondes.’

Parker tapped her side-arm. ‘I’ll be fine.’

‘Even so. Rossi might be a complete arsehole...’

‘No doubt about it...’ Parker interrupted.

Ryan continued. ‘But he was your back up. Now you don’t have any, so keep the radio with you and turned on at all times.’

Parker saluted as her breakfast arrived.

‘Yes Sir.’

Dawn swallowed another mouthful of muesli and for the first time since meeting Parker, realised she might actually like the woman.
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Chapter 19

Sunshine belted down on the arid bushland. Dawn opened her drink bottle and swallowed the cool, refreshing water. The line of orange clad SES volunteers seeking any sign of Rick or Milly dragged Dawn back to the day she joined the search to find her missing sister.

It was barely three months ago when she thought her sister might be dead. It was the week she discovered she was an aunt. Thinking of Abby now made her wonder if her obsession with finding her brother’s killer was worth it.

But she knew she wasn’t only searching for herself. It was Lisa who spent twenty years, focussed on proving Fraser didn’t commit suicide. Dawn threw herself into her work, buried her past and ignored Lisa’s needs for so long.

Now the case was reopened, Lisa was happy. It seemed her sister was never after the killer. Lisa’s digging into the past was a desperate need to clear Fraser’s name. But in opening the case once more, Lisa unknowingly unleashed a desire in Dawn for justice. One she struggled with all too often.

Just like now.

Ryan dropped to his haunches and tied his shoelace as Dawn slipped the metal drink bottle back into her backpack.

‘Detectives.’

Ryan jumped to his feet. They followed Kev’s wave.

‘You should see this.’ He squatted down as Dawn reached him. ‘You said to watch for a boot-print with a gouge.’ He pointed.

Dawn joined him in a crouch, studied the print, then turned to Ryan.

‘It’s a match. Same tread, same chunk missing.’

Ryan leant over to get a better look. ‘Can we follow it?’

Kev pointed to the tracker, who despite being shot at, offered to rejoin the search.

‘Arthur.’ He waved the man over.

The tracker limped toward them on slightly bowed legs, a half-lit rollie hanging from his lip.

‘Can you track these, mate?’ Kev pointed.

Arthur puffed on his smoke, frowned, then retrieved it from his lip and checked the end.  Silently, he fumbled in his pocket, removed a lighter, relit the smoke, drew back and scanned the ground. A second later, he started moving south without a word.

Tension squeezed Dawn’s chest as they followed the tracker. Would they find a killer? Would it be Rick, Jim, or was this print from Milly’s kidnapper? A man or woman who brutally killed at least two women they knew of. The idea there were possibly so many more victims generated anxiety Dawn struggled to keep under control.

She assured herself they must be getting close. Ranger Steve narrowed down isolated locations to only three more lava tubes with tracks wide enough for vehicles to access. Now there were boot-prints to follow. Still, Dawn couldn’t help worrying if their killer might be using the tunnels for dumping bodies, not holding the women.

Would they find Milly in time?

Arthur stopped, dropped and lifted sand to his fingers, glanced between tufts of dry grass, then rose to carry on.

The tightness in Dawn’s chest spread throughout every muscle in her body. They weren’t only looking for a killer. There was still someone out in this bushland willing to shoot at her and there was no way of knowing if they were still on the hunt.

She scanned the terrain. The land undulated. Spindly gums and mallee trees provided ample cover for a gunman, and there was a clear line of sight from almost any direction. They were sitting ducks. A line of targets following Arthur. Her hand drifted to the pistol at her hip.

She glanced across to her partner. The muscle at his jaw the only sign he was feeling the pressure.

‘We should keep the SES back.’ She nodded either side of her.

Ryan nodded in reply.

‘Hey Kev. This guy could be armed.’

Kev’s bottom lip extended as he nodded, then whistled. The SES volunteers watched as he pointed for them to head back to the road. As they retreated, Kev held his ground.

‘I helped recover the body Detectives. I know what this guy might be capable of.’

Dawn didn’t correct the SES commander because she wasn’t sure. But her gut told her the boot-print belonged to Jim Warren not their killer. The prints on the bullet casings yielded them nothing, because Jim didn’t have a police record. But that didn’t mean he was cleared.

The fact the bullets were aimed at her, not Ryan or Ranger Steve and his tracker, pointed to Jim Warren.

The tension eased as the group of searchers became a smaller target. Her hand continued to rest on her sidearm. Its accuracy over distance wasn’t great, and Warren was likely using a scope on his .30/30 rifle, but somehow touching the weapon gave her comfort.

‘Here.’ Arthur pointed to an outcrop of thick mallee trees at the base of a granite mound.

‘Where?’ Ryan followed Arthur’s finger with confusion.

‘I’ll show you,’ Kev offered as Arthur held his ground.

Dawn glanced his way. The tracker grinned, once again revealing his missing front teeth.

‘Not my job. I track ‘em, you white fellas can kill ‘em.’

Dawn chuckled nervously as she followed Kev into the dense treeline. Unclipping her weapon, she rested her hand on the butt and ducked under low hanging branches.

Kev held brush aside, allowing her and Ryan to step into a clearing. The ground was scattered with large basalt rocks, a remnant of an ancient eruption in the now extinct volcanic region.

The undulating space was scattered with vegetation and bordered by walls of granite. A charcoal and pale pink speckled rockface loomed high above them, casting a cooling shadow. Dawn listened for any signs of hostility. The chatter of birdlife greeted her.

Kev wiggled his finger to coax her and Ryan closer.

‘The opening to this lava tube is narrow. It widens once you get to the other side of this rockface.’ His voice was barely a whisper.

‘We’ll go first.’ She tapped her gun.

Kev nodded toward the opening.

Ryan touched Dawn’s shoulder, leant in, his breath warm on her cheek.

‘We don’t have our vests. I’m going first.’

Dawn wanted to argue over his macho bravado, but after the previous night, she could hardly claim she was strong and didn’t need it.

She nodded. He let out a breath as though he were expecting a fight, then stalked toward the wall of rugged stone. The entrance became obvious as they rounded the right side of the wall. Cool air wafted from the vertical shaft. They’d take this like any other unknown entry.

Ryan pointed left. Dawn nodded, understanding she would go right. They simultaneously took a deep breath, drew their weapons, secured their positions, and entered with precision tactics practised more often than Dawn could count.

The only difference was this wasn’t a practice run. This was real and they were wide open and unprotected.

Ryan disappeared. Dawn followed two steps behind. They didn’t announce themselves as Dawn scanned the terrain over her Glock. The entrance widened, exactly as Kev told them it would. A gaping hole, born of a rockfall collapse of the lava tube greeted them like a monster’s mouth.

Rock formations clung to the top and rose from the cave floor like teeth, barring their entrance. It appeared empty, but Dawn knew from the cave they recovered the body in, how far underground the tunnels could travel.

They picked their way down the boulders to the cave floor below. Ferns, eucalypts, vines of all colours and leaf shapes crowded in on the opening. As Dawn stepped on the cave floor, the sensation of uneven, squishiness made her recall a bouncy amusement park ride from her childhood.

The light faded. Dawn reached for her torch, clicked it on and held it atop her pistol as she stalked into the darkness. The beam flicked from wall to wall and all the time, Dawn knew they were targets. Armed, but defenceless bottles on a wall for target practice.

Her beam fell on fabric. She didn’t need to warn Ryan. His torchlight converged with hers.

‘It’s not moving,’ she whispered, more for her own benefit than her partner’s.

Ryan stalked forward, then stumbled. Dawn held the target in her sights, the torch beam hovered. Nothing moved.

Her partner continued forward, Dawn covering him, ears alert to sounds behind them in case Warren circled around, or they missed him on the way down. A high-pitched squeak set Dawn’s heart racing.

The flutter of wings sent a shiver down her spine. But as two bats took flight, she relaxed and focussed back on the still form in front of Ryan. Her partner ran his torch beam along the ground and stopped as the figure became clear.

‘Rick.’ Dawn resisted the urge to rush forward and assist the Senior Constable. Instead, she let Ryan check him over while she maintained the torch beam.

Ryan’s fingers touched Rick’s neck. Dawn’s stomach knotted as her partner rummaged for a pulse.

‘He’s alive, just.’

‘Is it a gunshot wound?’

Ryan scanned the man with his torchlight.

‘I can’t tell. There’s blood on his head, but someone has tended to it. Get Kev, call the Flying Doctors in. He’s going to need an immediate airlift to Cairns.’

Dawn holstered her weapon and hastily picked her way back to where Kev waited. Her mind raced as she considered what losing Rick might mean. She barely knew the man. He was a rude, obnoxious pain in her arse, ever since she returned to Cooktown, but he was her only lead in her brother’s case.

More than that. Just like his brother-in-law Jim Warren, he was a prime suspect. His letter. The apology. She forced it all from her mind as she called out to Kev.

‘Call in the RFDS Kev and get the recovery gear down here!’

She vaguely heard his response as her mind shifted to another burning question. If Rick was injured, and someone cared for him, was it Jim Warren, and if so, when would he be back? Or was this the lair of a sadistic rapist and murderer?

She rushed back toward Ryan.

‘We need to search the rest of this tunnel for Milly. She’s running out of time.’
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Chapter 20

The fire crackled over the hushed group as Ryan handed Dawn a wine and lowered to the raw timber bench.

The resort was eerily quiet, somehow in opposition to the crazy, rushed, frantic race to bring the Senior Constable to the surface and see him onto the RFDS plane before he succumbed to his injuries.

Dawn gulped her wine.

‘Who do you think hit him?’

Ryan remained silent a moment. Maybe he was trying to digest the scene, draw a hypothesis.

‘I don’t know. Jim Warren seems like the likely candidate, but then who bandaged his head and got him down into the tunnel?’

Ryan was right. There was no sign of the injury happening in the tunnel. Rick possibly stumbled down there after he was hit, which was very unlikely. The steep descent, along with a serious concussion would have likely resulted in a deadly fall.

‘If it wasn’t Jim, then who? Our killer?’

Ryan sipped his beer half-heartedly, licked the froth from his lips and wiped them with his hand.

‘I think it makes the most sense. Rick stumbled on the killer, or the tunnel we found the body dumped in. Killer attacks him, leaves him for dead and maybe Jim finds him. I can’t see the killer patching him up or leaving him alive.’

Gleeson plonked onto the bench beside Dawn, her expression more relaxed than last time she was on scene.

‘I agree. I’ve been back over all the evidence and photos from the body dump site. There’s no indication the victim was killed down there. And I didn’t find any blood cast off where the Senior was found either. He was likely whacked somewhere else. My bet’s on the scene with the rock and blood. We’ll need to wait on DNA to confirm.’  

Dawn downed the wine and let the mixture of sharp flavour and alcohol focus her mind.

‘So, Rick goes looking for Jim. Instead of finding him, he what, witnesses...’ A couple joined the firepit, arm in arm, the glint of romance in their eyes. They passed Dawn’s huddled group and veered to the other side of the fire.

Dawn waited for them to find a quiet, intimate spot, then lowered her voice. ‘If Rick saw the killer, maybe dump the body or take Milly, he could have confronted him’

Ryan leaned in toward Dawn.

‘That message you got, the phone call, on the burner phone. What did Rick say again?’

‘Nothing except my name.’

‘Was he calm?’

Dawn thought about the tone, barely audible through the static and cutting in and out of reception.

‘No. He kind of yelled my name.’

Ryan retrieved his phone and typed out a text.

‘We need to see if we can narrow down exactly where that call came from.’

Dawn shook her head. ‘I don’t think there are enough mobile phone towers in the area to triangulate a location.’

Ryan carried on typing. ‘It’s worth a try.’

Dawn drew in the scent of wood smoke and lost herself in the flickering flames as Ryan finished his text, topped up her wine and cradled his beer. The crackle of fire, with the final call of the resident kookaburras, dragged them from their silence.

‘We better find Barrett and Jamison and meet this constable from Mount Garnet.’ Dawn reluctantly got to her feet. ‘I’ve already experienced a crooked cop on one of my cases. Now I make it a habit to know anyone working on my team.’

‘Your team?’ Ryan chuckled good naturedly as he joined her.

She laughed. ‘Yeah, sorry. I can be possessive.’

Ryan’s expression was difficult to read in the firelight.

‘I know the feeling.’

Dawn headed toward the restaurant, hoping to avoid a reply as Ryan followed. Tammy virtually skipped to catch up to them.

‘There’s Parker,’ she pointed as they reached the dining area.

‘And I’m guessing the young officer with her is Blair.’

Dawn overheard the conversation as they approached.

‘Now don’t approach this guy. If you see anything out of the ordinary, use your radio.’ The officer’s eyes were glued to Parker, his head nodding constantly at every shake of the detective’s finger.

Dawn cleared her throat.

‘Ah. Right on time. Constable Blair Clark, Detectives Ryan and Grave, they are lead on the case, and this is our forensic tech, Tammy Gleeson.’

The constable appeared ready to salute. Dawn reached her hand out to shake. The young man grinned, shook and grinned some more.

‘Trish has been telling me about you guys. This is amazing...’

‘Constable.’ Dawn’s tone was official. He pressed his lips together. ‘Parker isn’t exaggerating. Whoever killed Debra Smythe, has likely killed before.’ She let the idea manifest a moment. The constable’s eyes widened.

‘Don’t repeat that to anyone, even your sergeant.’ Constable Clark’s head nodded, then swayed from side to side and nodded again.

‘Okay, take over from Barrett and Jamison and ask them to report to me here. And keep your radio on.’

‘Will do.’ The constable skipped down the rear stairs and jogged toward the parking area.

‘He’s eager,’ Ryan chuckled.

‘Excited more like it. A murder case is likely the most exciting thing to happen out this way in a decade.’

Dawn slid into a carriage dinette, Ryan alongside, Parker and Tammy opposite. The forensic tech slid a report across the table.

‘The boot-print is size 10—The make a common steel pull-on number used for farm or building sites mostly.

‘Pull-ons aren’t used in the mining sector and most tradies lean toward the comfy lace ups with padding,’ Dawn offered.

‘Oooh. Aren’t you the smart one?’ Tammy teased.

Dawn shrugged.

‘The money from the sale of Bella’s house came through and we’ve hired a few tradies over the past month.’

‘How’s life with the old busy body?’ Parker’s comment wasn’t anything Dawn didn’t share when she first met Bella.

The woman was a typical neighbourhood-watch type. Flicking curtains aside to record the comings and goings of everyone in her little seaside settlement. When she became a material witness in a murder case, Dawn was forced to offer her safe refuge.

But the woman’s tragic story of loss touched Dawn’s heart and when Lisa offered to let the widow stay in Cooktown and share the family homestead, it was Bella who offered to sell her house to pay for their much-needed renovations.

Dawn missed cutting timber and shooting nails, but she would get back to it as soon as this case was solved, and Jim Warren was in custody.

‘Bella is fine. But I might end up on murder charges myself if Greta doesn’t learn to stop yapping.’

Everyone chuckled.

‘So you think it’s a farm boot?’ Tammy continued.

‘Yes. And I’d bet my last dollar it’s Jim Warren’s, but we have no way of telling.’

Tammy sat back smugly.

‘Well, that’s not technically true. Jim Warren is a size 10. He does buy this brand of boot, confirmed by his ex-wife, and...’ Tammy shuffled the papers in front of Dawn until a picture appeared. The forensic tech pointed to a pruning saw. ‘It’s not conclusive. I’ll need to run more tests, but a pruning saw, much like this one, used to cut banana plants, could have made the gouge in the bottom of the boot.’

‘So it’s likely Jim Warren’s footprint we found at the shooting crime-scene and leading to the tunnel where Rick was found,’ Dawn summarised.

Tammy nodded. ‘And the abandoned car, plus he owns a .30/30.’

‘So we are still back to who whacked Rick?’ Dawn sipped her wine. ‘I don’t believe it was Warren.’

Tammy met everyone’s eye and spoke for the collective. ‘I don’t think anyone does.’

‘So has Jim Warren run off, or is he in hiding?’ Ryan asked.

‘There’s still one other option.’ Dawn drew a deep breath. ‘He could be waiting to get another shot off at me.’
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Chapter 21

Tammy shuffled papers in front of Dawn. ‘I found trace evidence on Debra Smythe’s clothing. It was grease, the kind used to lubricate bearings and...’ she held her hands up by her ears like she was being held up by a gunman. ‘Now I admit, I didn’t pay too much attention to this until the trace evidence results confirmed it. Today I went back to the body dump scene to recheck my findings.’

She slid a photo out from under the pile and pointed.

‘I found tyre tracks leading to the tunnel while we recovered the body. At the time, I thought they were mountain bike or motorbike tyres. Kids hooning in the park. But the grease made me check again and I found these in the tunnel. No motorbike could make it down those rocks.’

Ryan dragged the photo toward him.

‘Those are sack truck tyres.’ He caught Dawn’s eye. ‘The killer moved the body into the tunnel on a bloody sack truck! How the hell did he get it down those rocks. It must be seriously banged up.’

‘That was my conclusion.’ Tammy lifted her beer to her lips, then pulled it back. ‘You find me a sack truck, I’ll match the tread, but there must be a dozen of the things around here.’

Parker scanned the photo, then passed it back to Dawn.

‘So we have a killer who likes to use a box cutting, razor blade knife as a weapon and uses a sack truck. Who uses those?’

‘Not a bus driver,’ Ryan offered.

‘A storeman maybe.’ Dawn considered again how the killer was likely impotent or female. ‘Did you get anywhere with the warrant for medical records?’

Parker nodded.

‘Yes, but not great news. I did a Medicare number search. Gary Trembath rarely visits a doctor and there was absolutely nothing to imply he might be impotent. No accident, no prostate cancer, or any other medical referral.’

Dawn collected Tammy’s evidence and slid it back to the tech, then turned back to Parker.

‘Did we confirm his name change?’

‘Your Sergeant is still chasing the registrar’s office.’

Dawn slouched back in the red leather upholstery, stiff from years servicing the public on a commuting train and further hardened by exposure to the elements in the open-air restaurant.

‘We’ll need to hurry them up.’ Dawn knew the words were wasted the moment they left her lips.

The group’s silence only confirmed her suspicions. They all knew they were more likely to get blood from a stone than succeed in pressuring a government department to do anything. Red tape, backlogs and cold cases all meant they needed to wait their turn.

Everyone was lost in their own thoughts, sipping their drinks and assessing evidence reports when a bubbly voice broke the mood.

‘Hey, Detectives. Have you ordered yet?’ Constable Barrett’s tone yielded a round of scowls. The young woman scanned the images on the table and recoiled.

‘Oh. Sorry.’ She glanced over her shoulder at Jamison standing at the bar. ‘I’ll go give Sam a hand, and grab some menus and,’ she stepped backward, ‘sorry.’

‘It’s okay Barrett.’ Dawn shuffled the files together and passed them to Ryan to stow out of sight. ‘Did you interview Ruben?’

The constable watched Ryan stack the files at the window side of the dining carriage. The vintage setting, with its ambient lighting and bushland outlook, would have been quaint if it weren’t for the gruesome contents of those files.

‘Barrett. You okay?’ Ryan’s voice was calm, soothing.

‘Yes.’ She visibly shook herself. ‘Sorry.’ She said again.

Dawn lifted her hand to usher the constable to a seat. The woman was still in uniform, her utility vest and belt caught on the edge of the table as she wriggled in.

‘Ruben?’ Dawn reminded the officer.

‘Yes. Ruben has no alibi, but he agreed he and Milly fought.’

Parker leant forward so she could see around Tammy.

‘What about?’

‘Him sleeping around? Apparently, Isabella wasn’t his first. There is a string of women and Milly was done.’

A thought popped into Dawn’s head.

‘Done like going home, quitting or done like she found a new man?’

Barrett pursed her lips. Jamison slipped two drinks onto the table and answered for her.

‘I’m no expert.’

‘Neither am I,’ Barrett offered and nodded for Jamison to go on.

‘We were talking about this on the way here. Ruben’s body language suggested the latter.’

‘Did you get the bar staff to ID the guy Milly was talking to on Friday night?’ Dawn quelled her growing anticipation.

Jamison shook his head. ‘I tried. But no one recognised him. I’m guessing he wasn’t a regular.’

‘So unlikely to be an employee.’ Dawn turned to Ryan. ‘Everything is pointing to Gary Trembath. His employment records tie in with victims.’

Parker interrupted. ‘I’ve got two more possible victims.’

Barrett visibly shivered. Jamison slurped his drink, then chuckled nervously. Dawn, Ryan and Tammy simply waited for details.

‘Jenifer Dickson, and Louise Forrester are Australian citizens who were reported missing. They have blonde hair, blue eyes, similar build and age to our victims. Neither has been heard from by family or friends since they disappeared.’

Dawn suppressed the urge to rub the knot forming in her chest. She knew only too well what those family members were likely going through. It wasn’t the loss of a loved one. It was the not knowing. The years of wondering why they left. If they were alive. What you did to make them go.

She forced her own trauma down deep.

‘When did they go missing?’ Dawn retrieved the employment records from the pile of paperwork.

Parker referred to notes on her phone. ‘December 2013 and May 2014.’

The constables frowned as silence fell over the group. Dawn and Ryan knew what those dates meant. Tammy likely read their reaction.

Dawn finally spoke.

‘So we are still on Gary Trembath.’ She nodded to Parker. ‘I’ll chase Sergeant Martin in the morning. We need to confirm if he officially changed his name. If he did, we’ll need a warrant for his medical records in his former name.

As Dawn considered their key suspect, a stone weighed heavy in her stomach. It had to be him. Everything pointed to Trembath, but if it was the middle-aged bus driver, why wasn’t he visiting his conquest? Why did he not match the description of the man talking to Milly at the bar?

She voiced her concerns.

‘Either we have the wrong guy, or Milly isn’t one of his victims.’

Ryan sculled his beer and gave her a shove to exit the booth.

‘We aren’t solving anything tonight Grave, so let’s eat.’
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Chapter 22

Dawn buried her head beneath the pillow to hide from the early morning kookaburra alarm clock. Their laughter echoed around the otherwise silent resort.

Awake now, her mind began ticking off details, missing links in the case, where to go next to find Milly before it was too late.

She tossed the pillow aside, rolled from the bed and discarded her tank top pyjamas. As she reached for a top, the stink of sweat and campfire filled her nostrils. Crossing to the luggage rack, she reached for her go-bag and a change of clothes.

The handle of the bag caught on the rack, causing the contents to spill to the floor. With frustration, she stuffed her spare clothes back into the bag and reached for a single police file.

As she lifted the paperwork, a photo dropped to the floor. A vibrant smile, intense eyes and thick, wavy hair told a story of happier times. Huddled together, Fraser, Lisa and Dawn looked carefree, relaxed, joyous.

She slipped the photo into the file and thought of the Senior Constable. He was her only hope of finding out who killed her brother. Was it Jim Warren? Did he act alone? Was Rossi involved?

She found fresh clothing, dressed and flopped into the long bench seat lounge, phone in hand. Texting a message out, she waited, hoping, praying to a god she didn’t believe in, for Rick Constable to recover from his injuries.

Induced coma. Doctors don’t know yet. Keep you posted.

It was the answer she was expecting. She knew Sergeant Martin would let her know the moment the Senior Constable regained consciousness. Puffing out a frustrated breath, she shoved her phone away and pushed up from the lounge. Retrieving her weapon from the room safe, she slipped it into her holster, tightened the belt and exited the carriage down the narrow stairway.

She was surprised to see Ryan waiting for her.

‘I was heading for a coffee. Heard you rummaging around in there.’ Her partner nodded toward her room. ‘Bit early for you, isn’t it?’

Dawn ignored the jibe, turned and strode down the pathway leading to the restaurant.

‘We have two more tunnels to search. Milly is running out of time.’

Ryan caught up to her in two strides. ‘You got that right.’

Dawn halted at his tone and spun to face him. He continued.

‘Isabella couldn’t keep her mouth shut. She told Ruben about Debra. He went straight to the press, claiming we weren’t doing enough.’

‘That explains your early morning coffee.’ Dawn didn’t wait for an answer. ‘What a moron!’ She forged ahead toward the main building. ‘I’ll wring his bloody neck.’

Ryan caught up to her again, gripped her upper arm and drew her to a halt.

‘He’s worried Dawn. He doesn’t know what we know.’

Dawn struggled to remain calm, but she knew her partner was right. People would do stupid things to find those they love. And Ruben was right—they failed to keep him in the loop.

‘We’ll bring him up to date. Hopefully he can do an interview with the press, and they’ll move along.’

They rounded the corner to the expansive restaurant deck. Ryan pointed.

‘Don’t count on it.’

Two people huddled on the top deck between the bar and restaurant orders counter. They turned as one, like velociraptors on the hunt and advanced down the stairs and across the dining room.

‘Detective Grave. Can you make a comment about the link between a missing backpacker and the body recovered here Saturday?’

The reporter was well known to the Cairns Police, but until recently, Dawn barely knew her. Connie Winters intruded on her last case, making Dawn do a little homework. The woman was fierce, determined, but her thirst for news often outweighed the greater good for victims and their families.

Dawn lifted her hand toward the camera, which hovered over the reporter’s shoulder.

‘No comment Connie.’

Dawn attempted to move into the restaurant and find a seat, but Connie pursued her. The reporter’s excitement was evident in her voice as she thrust the mic back into Dawn’s personal space.

‘Is it true the body recovered is that of Debra Smythe?’

Dawn turned and gaped at the woman as her mind raced. She tried unsuccessfully to smooth her features while she considered how on earth anyone got a hold of such privileged information. The coroner only notified the family in the UK yesterday.

‘Debra’s mother is calling for a coronial inquest into why no-one made a serious attempt to find her daughter.’

That answered her first question.

‘Connie. You know you need to speak to the Media Liaison with Cairns Police. I’m sorry, but your presence here will only hinder our investigation.’

Dawn tried again to get away from the reporter.

‘So you’re not here investigating your brother’s case?’

Dawn fought the nausea tying her stomach in knots. She opened her mouth but simply couldn’t find any words to respond.

Ryan pressed his way between the reporter and Dawn, physically easing the camera lens away as he whispered to Connie. The reporter snorted, stepped back, gave the cameraman a signal to cut the recording and switched her mic off.

‘Grab a coffee Tommy. I’ll be with you in a minute.’

Her tall, broad-shouldered partner lowered his camera. Dawn watched the red light disappear—the tension in her shoulders went with it.

‘You got it Con.’

Ryan waved Connie toward a dining table in the centre of the room. The reporter smiled coyly.

‘Thanks Connie.’ He pulled out a chair, standing behind it as the reporter smoothed her skirt and lowered down like a queen taking court.

The reporter arranged a notepad and her mic on the table as Dawn raised her eyebrows to her partner.

Ryan shrugged, shimmied Connie’s chair in and chose the seat next to her. Dawn hovered a moment, unsure what her partner was planning. Suddenly aware she was the only one left standing, she awkwardly joined them as Ryan spoke.

‘We’ll be happy to give you a full statement, but right now, we need to keep a lid on this.’

Connie opened her spiral bound pad, pulled the lid from her pen and slipped a piece of hair behind her ear.

‘Can I get any sort of statement? This is going to hit the press regardless of what I do with it. The victim’s boyfriend called us first, and I’ve spoken to the mother overnight.’

Dawn wondered how much of Mrs Smythe’s demands for an inquest were due to Connie’s conversation with the woman but kept the thought to herself as the reporter continued.

‘If I don’t run the story—make some kind of announcement soon, Milly’s boyfriend will call someone else, or go on YouTube, or some true crime blogger’s site.’

Dawn knew it was true. Once the news broke, everyone would be chasing their tails for the scoop.

Ryan leant close to the reporter. Dawn strained to hear his words.

‘Report Milly Schwartz’s disappearance. Explain the SES are combing the park for her and are optimistic she’s just wandered off.’

Ryan patted Connie’s free hand and gave her his best Clint Ryan smile. Dawn forced her lips together, when all she wanted to do was kick him beneath the table. But she knew her partner well enough to realise he was using his charm to manipulate the reporter.

Her smile said it was working. But her words indicated she wasn’t so easily fooled.

‘What’s in it for me?’

Ryan let her hand go and sat back with a knowing smile.

‘Hold the story about Debra for now. I’ll get media liaison to talk with the Smythe family and keep you, and only you, in the loop.’

Connie regarded Ryan a moment. A tiny curve of her lips seemed more seductive than friendly. Dawn was suspicious Ryan slept with the reporter from the moment she met her, but she was in no position to judge her partner.

They each carried their own baggage. Ryan’s wasn’t clear yet, and Dawn was unsure if she wanted to know. Ryan knew all her deep, dark secrets. He carried them, and her, on more than one occasion. She often wondered why.

‘So what’s the real story then?’ Connie glanced her way, pen still in hand.

‘The real story is, if you report Debra’s death, whoever has Milly will likely kill her and run.’

Connie’s eyes widened as she put all the information together.

‘A serial killer.’

Dawn shook her head.

‘We have no indication to support that, but we don’t want to gamble Milly’s life on a lack of supporting evidence.’

Connie pressed her pen between her lips. Silence lingered a moment before the reporter nodded.

‘I can work with that. But I want an exclusive when you’re done here.’

Ryan visibly relaxed for the first time since they sat. Dawn didn’t realise how tense he must have been. Charm or no charm, it seemed he wasn’t sure how the reporter would respond.

‘We’ll make an exclusive statement once we recover Milly and catch who kidnapped her.’ Ryan held his hand out to the reporter to shake, but instead of agreeing, the reporter pointed her pen at Dawn.

‘I was talking about your story Detective Grave.’

‘Wait up a minute Connie.’ Ryan barely suppressed his agitation.

‘I know the case surrounding your brother’s death has been reopened. I know you came out here to track down a member of the Cooktown police station and stumbled on this new case.’

The tall, slim woman leant back in her chair. Her pen returned to her lips, tapping like a ticking time bomb.

‘Connie. Personal cases, and those involving the Queensland Police staff can’t be made public by a serving officer. It would spell the end of Dawn’s career.’

Connie’s expression was calm as she wiggled her pen back and forth like a clock pendulum.

‘I don’t need it today. I don’t even need it in a year, but I want to tell your story Detective Grave.’

The way the reporter said your story, made Dawn shiver. She didn’t only want the case surrounding Fraser—she wanted it all. Her swim coach, her father, her mother’s death, her life...

Dawn forced a chuckle out through thin lips, fixed her eyes on the reporter, and pointed at the woman.

‘You’ll owe me more than holding back one news article for my story Winter. I could make a movie with my life.’

The reporter smiled at Dawn’s finger.

‘We can share the book rights. But I’m getting the movie rights exclusively.’

Her partner wore his confusion openly as the two women laughed and shook hands.

‘Deal.’ Dawn agreed.
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Chapter 23

Dawn sipped her coffee as Constable Clark slid into the seat opposite.

‘Anything happen with Trembath last night?’

The young officer’s lips thinned as he shook his head.

‘He didn’t leave his accommodation.’

‘Anything strange? Lights on or off at a weird time? Sounds? Anything to indicate he’s holding Milly there?’

‘Nothing. He ate dinner in the restaurant here, didn’t talk to anyone. Not even a flirt with the barmaid. Seems like a loner if you ask me.’

Clark eyed Dawn’s coffee with obvious jealousy. She felt a little mean not ordering him one. The poor kid was awake all night watching a house. It would have been as boring as watching paint dry.

‘What time did he turn out the lights?’

‘Ten thirty on the dot.’

‘And no one came in or out after that?’

‘Not afterward, but he did have a guy stop by after dinner.’

Dawn shook her head, wondering when the constable was going to mention the visitor.

‘Did you recognise him?’

‘Nah. It was dark by then. The guy went inside for about thirty minutes, then left.’

Dawn finished her coffee as Ryan returned from collecting his day pack.

‘Thanks Constable. We’ll need you watching him again tonight, same shift, so get home and get some rest.’

‘You got it Detective.’

The officer shimmied out of the booth seat as Ryan dropped his pack on the table.

‘I spoke with Ruben.’

‘What did he say?’

‘He said he’s sorry. He won’t talk to the press again.’

Dawn’s stomach knotted.

‘Are we too late?’

Ryan gripped her arm and dragged her from her seat.

‘We can’t give up. Let’s get out and see if we can find Milly.’

Dawn reached for her own backpack, checked the UHF radio was in the pocket, zipped up the top and followed Ryan from the restaurant.

The sound of birds calling and leaves rustling belied the trauma Milly was likely suffering. If Debra and Nancy’s deaths were linked to Milly’s disappearance, the backpacker was being tortured and heading slowly toward an agonising death.

‘Where’s Parker?’

‘I spoke to her about an hour ago. She’s getting some background on the two Australian missing persons Chung found and chasing the telecommunication tower triangulation for Rick’s phone call location.’

‘Hopefully we get something soon. I can’t help thinking Rick found our killer, not Jim Warren. I don’t believe Jim would try to kill his ex-brother-in-law to keep his secret.’

‘He tried to shoot you.’

‘Maybe that’s because Rick never got the chance to tell him Fraser was exonerated.’

‘We don’t know that, Dawn.’

She nodded, not wanting to explain her instincts to him again. He was a cop. He understood that sometimes, evidence wasn’t enough.

Like all the evidence pointing to Gary Trembath, who so far wasn’t leading them to Milly.

Dawn’s phone buzzed as they exited the reception area. She checked the caller ID and answered.

‘Ross. What’s up?’

‘Good and bad news.’

Dawn thought he might ask her to choose, but Sergeant Martin jumped straight in.

‘Rick’s still critical. A CT scan revealed a brain bleed. He’s in an induced coma. They are doing an MRI today to get a better idea of the possible brain damage, level of concussion or any damage the CT missed.’

Dawn’s limbs were heavy. Nausea caused her vision to swim as the thought her only suspect, witness, source or whatever he was, might never regain consciousness.

‘Prognosis?’

‘Unknown at this stage.’

‘I understand.’ Ryan’s expression grew concerned. His eyes questioned her. She shook her head for him to not worry. ‘What’s the good news?’

‘We can confirm that Gary Trembath changed his name from Terence Bidwell.’

Dawn shivered.

‘We need a warrant for Bidwell’s medical records. Find out if there is any reason for him to be impotent and check if he has any family. I want his employment records dating back to when he first started work.’

‘You got it. I’ll get Chung and Reynolds on it now.’

‘Thanks Ross.’

Dawn pulled the phone from her ear to end the call, but Ross’ voice stopped her.

‘You okay Dawn?’

‘I’m fine. Why?’

‘I heard about Rossi.’

Dawn opened her mouth to ask how, but he carried on.

‘Parker submitted a formal complaint when she asked for a new partner.’

Dawn’s stomach knotted.

‘I didn’t ask her to do that.’

She didn’t want a formal enquiry. It meant getting in front of a professional standards team and explaining why her ex-husband attacked her. She struggled even now to work out what enraged him so much that he totally lost control.

‘Someone needed to Dawn. But, here’s the thing... he hasn’t reported back for duty.’

‘He’s missing?’ She forced herself to sound calm, but her mind was jumping from one memory to another. Was he afraid of professional repercussions or something else?

His words replayed in her mind. After everything I’ve done for you. She swallowed her confusion. What exactly did Declan Rossi believe he’d done? He was a crappy husband, a mediocre detective and even when they were friends, Rossi only ever did what Rossi wanted to do and always in his own best interests.

Sergeant Martin’s voice dragged her from her thoughts.

‘I wouldn’t worry too much about it. He’s likely blowing off steam, but keep your eyes open, hey.’

‘Will do. Thanks Ross.’

‘Anytime Dawn.’

Dawn ended the call and slipped her phone back into her pocket.

‘Let’s get out to the search area and join the SES. We have a positive name change for Trembath from Bidwell, which Chung and Reynolds will be following up on today.’

‘What was the rest of the conversation about?’

‘Rick hasn’t regained consciousness. He’s got a bleed on the brain.’ Dawn skirted around the real question she knew her partner was asking.

‘I heard the sergeant mention Rossi.’

Dawn pressed unlock on Jamison’s police vehicle and slid into the driver’s seat. Ryan jumped in, eyes focused on Dawn. As she put her hands on the wheel, his fingers wrapped around her left hand.

‘What’s going on Dawn?’

She pursed her lips then pressed them together, somehow trying to force herself to never speak her ex-husband’s name again.

‘Parker reported him to professional standards, but he’s failed to return to work.’

‘And what? Ross thinks he’ll try and retaliate against you?’

‘Or Parker. Either way, we need to keep our eyes open. Domestic abusers are unpredictable when cornered.’ Dawn’s tone was hollow in her own ears. Detached. Like Rossi was someone else’s abuser.

Ryan let her hand go. Sensing she needed to focus on work, he nodded, pulled his seatbelt on and forced a smile to his lips.

‘Let’s go find Milly.’
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Chapter 24

The energy sapped from Dawn’s body as the sun dipped below the hillside. Ryan drove the Police Landcruiser at a sedate pace. There was no car chase, no urgency, no break in the case to get their hearts pumping and their adrenalin firing.

‘The SES will start on the remaining tunnel at first light. We’ll find her Dawn.’

She stared out the window, watching the spindly mallee trees whizz by. A kangaroo with a joey at her foot, sat back on her tail and watched the vehicle with interest. A cloud of dust drifted from the red dirt road as the roo and joey turned and bounded away into the undergrowth.

‘He’s had her for four days Ryan.’

‘We know he kept Debra for longer than that.’

The image of the dead woman swamped Dawn’s vision. The multiple shallow cuts. The violation. Detectives went their entire career without dealing with cases like this. Dawn wished she were one of them.

She shook her head, shivered and reminded herself that wasn’t true. As vile as the case was, she wanted to solve it. To find the killer, hopefully before Milly became his next victim. But mostly, because it filled a hole in her soul. The gaping place where her mother’s and brother’s memories resided.

‘Let’s see if Parker had better luck than us today.’ She knew her tone was flat.

‘Maybe Barrett and Jamison found something while following Trembath.’ Ryan’s tone was no better.

‘They would have radioed in.’

‘If they found Milly, yes, but maybe Trembath went somewhere different. Maybe he’s given us a clue to where he’s keeping the backpacker.’

Ryan’s tone was desperate. He was feeling the stress as much as she was, but he was doing his best to bolster her.

She needed to get her big-girl pants on and toughen up. Her partner was right. The girl wasn’t dead yet. This guy liked to play with his victims. To inflict pain and make them suffer, but why? What did Trembath experience to make him want to kill women?

‘Hopefully we’ve tracked down Trembath’s family. Was his mother a blonde? Did she abuse him? Did he have a school experience that made him hate pretty blondes?’

Ryan parked the police vehicle outside the main resort building and scoffed.

‘I think every guy I know had a rough experience with a pretty girl in school. That doesn’t make us killers. Detective Marks would have said if they found anything in Trembath’s history to signal this.’

‘Then why were they so focussed on Trembath? Surely there was someone else at the bus station or in Nancy Hammersmith’s life who could be a suspect?’

Dawn unclipped her seatbelt and stepped out as Ryan did the same.

‘You can’t park there.’ Isabella leapt from the deck and stormed toward them

‘What?’ Ryan scanned around the empty parking area.

‘The resort guests are getting very nervous about all the police presence. And the news featured the story about Milly going missing and now talk about the body recovery is beginning to circulate.’

‘You’re the only one talking about the body Isabella and Detective Parker already told you,’ Ryan pointed his finger at the woman, ‘if you keep blabbing, you’ll be deported.’

The woman planted her hands on her hips.

‘I spoke to Immigration, and you can’t deport me for telling the truth.’

Ryan opened his mouth, but Dawn stepped between him and the woman’s venomous glare.

‘Detective Rossi never should have told you we found a body in the lava tubes. But now you know about it, I’m wondering why you are so determined to expose it to the press and risk Milly’s life?’  

Isabella lifted her chin and sniffed.

‘It’s the truth. People deserve to know.’

‘No, it’s just fodder for selling newspapers or upping ratings on television advertising. It serves no purpose. If we want input from the public, we’ll make an announcement.’ Dawn turned to Ryan. ‘Move the car. I’ll see you inside.’

Ryan opened his mouth to argue but visibly forced himself to stop. Instead, he returned to the Police Landcruiser and revved the engine before kicking up dirt as he backed away.

As Dawn joined Isabella, a thought popped into her head.

‘Last Friday night, when Milly was seen in the bar, before you slept with her boyfriend,’ Dawn enjoyed the frustrated expression rippling over the receptionist’s features, even though she knew she shouldn’t, ‘did you see who Milly was talking to at the bar?’

Dawn strolled toward the reception area, Isabella at her side.

‘No. Why?’

Dawn shook her head. ‘It doesn’t matter for now. Thanks for the help.’

The comment was a lie. Isabella hadn’t exactly been of any help in this investigation, in fact, she’d been the exact opposite. But being a pain in Dawn’s butt didn’t make her their killer.

The woman was in Australia on a sponsorship working visa. Dawn checked the dates and details on the employment records. There was no way she was involved with the Hammersmith case or the other missing women in Pilbara and Katherine.

She fought against the rising frustration. What were they missing? Were they fixating on Trembath because he was the prime suspect in the Hammersmith case? Or did they have hard evidence?

The link between his work and the victims couldn’t be ignored, yet something was bothering Dawn.

‘Hey.’

Parker’s wave from the bar dragged Dawn out of her own head. She joined the detective and ordered drinks for her and Ryan before turning to Parker.

‘Hey. What’s up?’

‘I should ask you. No luck in the tunnel I’m guessing?’

‘Nothing. We combed the surrounding area and the tunnel all day. I’m stuffed.’

Parker patted her shoulder. Dawn forced herself not to flinch. Not long-ago Jade Parker was a quintessential mean girl. The detective’s attitude toward her was hostile, in the extreme.

Did being hit by her ex-husband change Parker’s attitude? Or was the change a symptom of working closely on another investigation?

‘Well I was a little luckier, even if the find wasn’t pleasant.’

Parker lifted her drink from the bar as Dawn’s order arrived. They crossed the restaurant in silence, not wanting anyone in the vicinity to overhear.

‘What did you find?’ Dawn asked as she slipped into a dining booth.

‘The two missing persons matching our victim’s description, were employees of the same resort group and worked in the same locations as Trembath’s employment records indicate.’

‘Same dates?’

‘I’m checking. Definitely the first. Not sure about the second yet.’

Ryan slid in next to Dawn and reached for his beer.

‘What did I miss?’

‘A more substantiated link to Trembath.’ Dawn knew she sounded annoyed. Links like this usually excited her. They were getting closer. But the restlessness deep in her gut grew more and more agitated by the day.

‘That’s a good thing, right?’ Ryan wiped the beer foam from his top lip.

‘Usually, yeah. Let me check to see if the history on Trembath’s real name has come through.’

Dawn opened the email server on her phone.

‘Ross says there is no evidence Bidwell, now Trembath would be impotent. Grew up middle class, worked as a school bus driver, then a stint with public transport, then worked on the Greyhound route.’

Ryan leant over her shoulder and sipped his beer. The scent of his cologne distracted her a moment but she forced herself to ignore him and read on.

‘They compared his previous employment under the name Bidwell with any other missing persons. Nothing.’

‘So what made him start killing in 2010?’ Ryan sat back, beer in hand.

‘We still don’t know he did.’ Dawn kept reading. Her mind ticking over ideas. ‘I want to read the Hammersmith report again. We are going on the investigating officers’ notes, and your talk with Nathan. I think we must be missing something.’

Ryan shrugged as though he couldn’t think of anything, but he didn’t argue.

‘Let’s order dinner.’ She shuffled from the carriage bench seat. ‘Then I’ll review the CCTV footage, while you and Parker go over the Hammersmith case more thoroughly. Trembath is here, I get that, but he’s been under surveillance for 36 hours and he’s not left the premises.’

‘So...’ Ryan drained his beer then slid from the bench seat. ‘He has Milly stored somewhere until the police give up and go away.’

Dawn shook her head, then nodded. It was a possibility.

‘Maybe it’s time we interviewed him?’

‘Dinner first. I’ve ordered already.’ Parker pointed toward the bar. ‘Your turn.’

Dawn nodded.

‘Dinner, video review, file review, debrief with the constables, then we talk to Trembath in the morning before we search the last tunnel.’

It was going to be a long night, but after coming up empty today, Dawn knew she wouldn’t sleep. Tomorrow they either found Milly or they were back to square one, trying to figure out where the killer was keeping his victims before he dumped them.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 25

The restaurant was nearly empty as Dawn huddled with Parker and Ryan in a dimly lit booth on the upper deck. The only people left in the dining area was a couple sitting at a high table, near the open deck area.

The starlit sky twinkled behind the grey nomads as they sipped their cocktails. Dawn dragged herself away from the night sky. She didn’t have time to take in the wonders of the universe tonight.

Tonight, she needed to settle the anxiety rising in her gut. The warning, telling her she needed to dig deeper, look for something not obvious. Because if she didn’t, Milly could be murdered, but even worse, the killer could run and find another victim, in another location.

She opened her laptop and downloaded the video file Jamison sent her. CCTV footage was usually grainy, and she wanted to have the best chance of recognising one of the last people to speak with Milly Schwartz.

Jamison and Barrett shuffled into the bench seat as the footage began to play.

‘We’ve ordered, just in time. Apparently, the resort is winding down for the season.’ Jamison informed Dawn who was only half-listening.

Barrett picked up the conversation.

‘Yes. They usually shut the end of October. But we got hit with the heavy rain from the cyclone you experienced up your way in September. Before the weather closed in, the hyperbolic forecasters scared the tourists away. There were lots of cancellations. The resort needed to make up for lost bookings and it got really dry again after the early rain, so they decided to keep the resort open an extra month.’

‘Almost all the guests are gone. Chef was about to close the kitchen,’ Jamison prattled on.

Dawn nodded, still only half-hearing the young officer’s polite conversation. The footage showed a busy front bar. Two staff members served, while Milly sat at a picnic table across from the bar. A guy sat opposite, his back to the camera a red cap tucked into the back pocket of his pants.

‘Trembath didn’t budge from his usual routine today,’ Barrett offered.

Dawn glanced up, nodded, then frowned. Something about the guy in the CCTV footage triggered a memory, but she was struggling to pin it down with all the distractions.

‘He did chat with a guy we didn’t recognise.’ Jamison sipped his beer, then slid it aside as a short, rounded waitress with dreadlocks and a nose piercing delivered their food.

‘Who?’ Dawn recalled Constable Clark mentioned an evening visitor the night before.

‘Some skinny guy. Something about him was kind of familiar, but he wasn’t dressed in the resort uniform, and he didn’t look like hospitality staff.’ Jamison glanced at Barrett who nodded she agreed with Jamison’s observations.

Dawn turned the computer to face the two constables.

‘Look anything like this guy?’

Jamison watched the footage, his eyes widening.

‘That’s why he was familiar. Yeah, same build, similar clothing.’

Parker reached for the computer, dragged it along the table and hit play. A few seconds later she turned it to Ryan.

‘I haven’t seen him around at all. What about you?’

Ryan hit play again. Dawn watched once more, from her position at his side. Her partner shook his head.

‘Not seen him either, but if he’s talking to Trembath, and he was last seen with Milly, he might be an accomplice.’

‘Accomplice?’ Jamison asked before slicing a thick piece of juicy steak and shovelling it into his mouth.

‘Yeah. If Trembath took Milly, why hasn’t he gone back to her during our surveillance? Did he leave enough food and water? Or is someone else watching her for him?’ Ryan explained.

‘An accomplice.’ Barrett and Jamison spoke in unison. Then chuckled at the coincidence.

Dawn’s stomach knotted.

‘If he has an accomplice, the question is, has he always had one? What did you find in the Hammersmith files? Anything?’

Parker scanned the file on her phone.

‘Trembath, Bidwell before that, was a bit of a loner. Nathan Marks noted they interviewed his co-workers. None stood out as suspects. All but one alibied out.’

Dawn’s adrenalin kicked up a notch.

‘Who didn’t have an alibi?’

Parker flicked files on her phone.

‘It’s difficult to follow without laying out all the paperwork, but...’ She scrolled with her finger. ‘A bus cleaner name of Tyler Randall, no alibi, but he wasn’t rostered on.’

‘Did the detectives interview him?’

Parker scanned a few more pages of files on her phone. Dawn was momentarily distracted by Jamison scoffing food across from her. Barrett picked at her salad, eyes watching Parker as she continued to read the files.

‘There are notes on one interview, but it’s pretty light on. Maybe we can call Detective Marks back and find out what his thoughts were.’ Parker focussed on Ryan who nodded.

‘Worth a try.’ He pulled his phone from his pocket and signalled for Dawn to let him out of the bench seat.

She shimmied out.

‘I’ll get Sergeant Martin to run him for priors.’ She slid back into the booth. ‘We’ll need a photo and his employment records too.’

‘Do we have probable cause?’ Barrett spoke with her mouth half-full.

‘The Hammersmith case is still open, and we need to know the whereabouts of anyone who didn’t have an alibi. We’ll claim his employment records are required to eliminate him from our current enquiry.’

The constable’s face split into a wide grin.

‘A work around. Love it.’ She scanned Parker and Dawn’s faces with enthusiasm. ‘You two are my mentors. I’ve learnt so much since you got here. One day I’ll be a detective too.’

Parker’s cynical laugh peeled out into the quiet night.

‘Not if you stay out here in the bush you won’t. If I were you, I’d seriously consider a transfer.’

‘But I don’t think I can live in the city. Isn’t there some sort of rural crimes option?’ Barrett glanced from Dawn to Parker, clearly confused.

Dawn could sympathise with the constable. Working in the bigger cities wasn’t something she relished either, but major crimes weren’t common in the outback.

‘Detective Ryan does a lot of rural cases, but he did his city time too. There aren’t any dedicated detective positions in regional areas.’

‘You’re based in Cooktown. How does that work?’

It seemed the constable was doing her homework. A good sign. Dawn nodded.

‘I was a city detective in Adelaide, then I transferred to Cooktown, but I’m not fulltime.’

‘No?’ The younger woman seemed to want more, but Dawn wasn’t about to reveal her family history.

‘I’m taking a bit of time off. Finishing up my long service leave pay from my old position, and I’m doing a little renovation project in Cooktown. I’ll get back to fulltime soon.’

She asked herself if her statement was true. Abby was only six. Bella was living in the house now, so maybe working fulltime was an option, but going fulltime would likely mean moving to Cairns. She wasn’t ready to leave Cooktown yet.

Nearly twenty years away from her only living relatives was long enough. Dawn never intended to abandon Lisa like that again.

Ryan tapped Dawn’s shoulder. She shuffled along the bench to let him back in.

‘Marks claims Randall was harmless enough. A bit wimpy he said and didn’t consider the guy as a viable suspect to such a brutal crime. Not with Bidwell on the radar. Bidwell was the only one in the vicinity at the time of death.’

Dawn wasn’t invested in Detective Marks’ line of thinking. She shared her concern.

‘Bidwell or Trembath, whatever we want to call him, was due to take a bus from Cairns to Sydney. Nancy Hammersmith was supposed to be on that bus. What’s the timeline?’

‘You think Marks dropped the ball?’ Ryan’s tone was defensive.

Dawn tongued her cheek. Was it wise to question the investigating detectives? She knew there wasn’t much of a choice. Everything about the case simply wasn’t adding up.

‘This case was high profile. Surely, they wanted to pursue all possible leads. No alibi means they needed more than just, he was a wimpy guy, to rule him out.’

Constable Barrett leant across the table and whispered.

‘Is there a reason why anyone might have steered the detectives away from Tyler?’

Dawn gaped a moment, nodded, then typed Tyler Randall’s details into the search bar on her laptop browser.

‘That’s a very good question Constable.’

The team waited in silence. Jamison stopped chewing his steak as the loading bar on Dawn’s computer slowly revealed a page of search information. The first listing made Dawn gasp.

‘What?’ Ryan slid the laptop around toward him, so he could read. ‘No way!’

Dawn opened the search result and scanned the article. Her heart raced as she digested the words.

‘Tyler Randall sued Queensland Police Service and was successfully awarded a payout in January 2010.’

‘What the hell for?’ Parker tried to slide the computer toward her.

Dawn held it firmly as she continued to read.

‘Apparently, they arrested him on rape charges. It seems they decided to make an example out of him and paraded him in front of the press. But the case fell over due to lack of evidence. He was targeted after his release and brutally beaten. A lawyer claimed it was police incompetence that led to his attack.’

‘We need that file. We need to see if this Tyler guy looks like our unknown in the CCTV.’ Ryan’s tone was fierce. ‘Why the hell didn’t Marks mention this?’

‘Because they were covering their arse. Someone up the ranks likely told them to back off Tyler Randall.’ Dawn slipped her phone from her pocket. ‘What I’d like to know is why? Accused of rape and somehow not the focus of the Hammersmith investigation. It makes no sense. I’ll get Cooktown station to send through the file, pronto.’
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Barrett’s eyes were wide as she pushed her empty plate to the middle of the table.

‘Do you think there’s a link between Randall and Trembath? Are they in it together?’

Dawn’s mind raced as she dialled the Cooktown station.

‘I don’t know. But if Randall is here, at the resort, then it would be an awful coincidence.’

The call connected.

‘Cooktown Police. This is Constable Reynolds.’

‘Reynolds, it’s Detective Grave.’

‘Hey. How’s it going?’

Dawn forced herself to make small talk. Not long ago, Jamison pointed out how she tended to focus on work and didn’t take a genuine interest in those around her. She was trying to rectify that.

‘We might finally be getting somewhere. How’s Rick doing?’

‘No change. Still in a coma.’

Dawn wondered if the Senior Constable would recover but knew now wasn’t the time to worry about him.

‘We’ve been digging and found a guy we need you to pull the file on. You got a minute?’

‘Sure. It’s pissing down here. Wet season is in full swing, so the night shift is dead as.’

‘Okay. Guy’s name is Tyler Randall. I don’t have an address, or age, but you should find some sort of arrest record for rape, a year or two before 2010.’

Dawn could hear keys tapping in the background.

‘Nothing’s coming up.’

‘Really? That’s strange.’ Dawn chewed her lip as her mind raced. ‘I’ll send you a browser link, get Chung to do some digging. Find the details surrounding a libel case against the Queensland Police Service.’

‘Will do.’

‘I’ll send through some CCTV footage too. See if Chung can enhance it. Anything might help.’

‘No worries. I’ll keep an eye out and get him to prioritize it. He’s not on shift tonight though. Can it wait?’

Dawn considered the question. Could it?

‘I hate to wake him up, but we’ve not found our missing girl yet. If Chung finds something, it might help point us in the right direction.’

‘I’ll call him in now.’

‘Thanks Reynolds. I’ll keep you posted.’

She ended the call and scanned the two young constables across from her.

‘Now we all need some sleep.’ She slid out of the seat knowing full well sleep wasn’t going to be easy for anyone. ‘We’ll kick this back off tomorrow as soon as the sun is up.’

Ryan slipped out behind her and caught up as she crossed the restaurant and left via the back deck.

‘Are you tired?’

‘Not really, but the only other option is to get another glass of wine, and I don’t think that’s a good idea.’

Ryan’s arm brushed hers as they strolled toward the dark and empty seats ringing the unlit firepit.

‘I noticed you haven’t been drinking much. Any reason?’

Dawn smiled at the undertone in his question. She was yet to openly discuss the fear she might have inherited her father’s drinking issues.

She sat on the first wooden bench. Ryan joined her. The rustle of leaves in the tall gums was accompanied by the hoot of an owl. Dawn remained silent. Her partner filled the void.

‘You’re not like your dad, Dawn.’

The revelation left her speechless. How did he know what she was thinking?

‘We all use alcohol as a crutch from time to time. It’s your ability to refuse a drink that matters, and I’ve seen you do it enough to know you’re in control. You’ve got plenty to worry about without obsessing over alcohol.’

A starburst streaked across the sky and out of existence, right before her eyes. Dawn watched as a myriad of stars sparkled, blinking on and off like distant Christmas-tree lights. She let her mind drift, not quite knowing how to respond to her partner’s words.

A nocturnal native scurried in the nearby undergrowth, dragging her back to reality. Her partner’s hands brushed against hers. The sensation unsettling and grounding. The emotions at war with each other.

‘I know you’re right, but still...’

He squeezed her hand.

‘There’s nothing wrong with being cautious, after everything you’ve been through.’

‘I don’t want to talk about me.’ Dawn leant in closer to her partner, inhaling the scent of his fading aftershave, a reminder of how he held her to his chest the night before. ‘What’s your story?’

A nervous chuckle escaped his lips.

‘Not much to tell. Rich father, sweet, naïve mum, no siblings.’

Dawn suppressed a grin. She knew there was way more beneath the surface of Clint Ryan’s public persona.

His perfectly groomed hair. The top-shelf linen suits that made her polyester suit pants look like they were drawn from a rag bag. The guy even drove a police-issue sportscar. When Dawn wrote off the last one, he managed to get a replacement from the department almost overnight. He had connections, whether he liked to admit it or not.

‘You took your mum’s last name because your dad is a Tenneson. A name synonymous with money, and political power. You obviously don’t like him though. That doesn’t happen by accident.’

Ryan shook his head and for a moment Dawn thought he might not want to share more, but she waited as he visibly prepared himself.

‘Mum was young. She didn’t move in the same circles. She worked at his local coffee shop. He flattered her with attention—flowers, gifts, fancy nights out. I think he married her to spite his parents. A rebellious act. But the novelty wore off.’

‘He cheated?’

Ryan scoffed.

‘Regularly. High class call girls. His secretary. You name it, he screwed it. I never understood why mum stayed.’

The bitterness in his words made her want to hold his hand and squeeze it, as he did for her. The opportunity fled as he carried on.

‘When I went to university, she left him. Walked away with nothing but the clothes on her back.’

‘Not a happy home life then?’

Dawn wanted to hug him, to hold him close. Instead, she settled for pressing her left arm into his side, hoping to give him moral support. The warmth of his body ebbed into her as they sat in silence a full minute.

‘If you’d met my grandparents, you’d understand.’ Ryan stared up into the blanket of stars.

Dawn followed his gaze to see another falling star streak to the horizon. She let the silence wrap around them. He needed time, space, permission to share. She knew what that was like.

‘They were aloof.’ She sensed him shake his head in the darkness. ‘It was always about prestige and business connections. Their house was grand. The grounds immaculate. Staff to help with almost anything. I stayed there during the school holidays a few times. No fishing, or football, or beach days.’

His shoulders sagged at her side.

‘They never hugged or exchanged a kiss with one another.’

This, Dawn could understand.

‘Not everyone is great with public shows of affection.’

Ryan chuckled.

‘Affection, means love, and love isn’t a Tenneson trait. I don’t think my father even knows what it is.’

It seemed harsh, but Dawn met her partner’s cousin a few months back. He was a cheating, lying, corrupt bastard and it sounded like Clint’s dad was cut from the same cloth.

‘You’re not like them Clint. You’re your mother’s son.’

He covered her hand with his and entwined his fingers between hers.

‘I’m trying not to be like them.’ He drew her hand to his chest. ‘I’ve played the field, tried to avoid getting close to anyone.’

Dawn knew the feeling but kept the thought to herself.

‘I’m done with it Dawn.’ He lifted her fingers to his lips. ‘But I’m not rushing you.’

The sound of someone clearing their throat made them jump.

‘Sorry to interrupt.’ Connie’s voice was easily recognisable as she crept into the cleared circle. ‘We’re running a radio scanner and...’

Ryan dropped her hand and shot to his feet.

‘What?’

‘Seems news about your body recovery has broken and before you ask, it’s nothing to do with me. The Brisbane Daily is on the way.’

Dawn patted her pants.

‘Damn! I left my UHF radio in my room. How the hell did this get out?’

‘Someone in the Coroner’s office maybe?’

Connie’s suggestion made sense, but who, and why?

Dawn’s stomach knotted.

‘We need to intercept them. Keep a lid on things. If the Press release our victim’s details, the killer will cut his losses and run. He’ll kill Milly Schwartz and we’ll never find him.’
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Connie grabbed Dawn’s arm, preventing her from rushing away.

‘Look, no guarantees, but I’ll see if I can hold off the chief editor for the paper.’

Dawn shook her arm free and started for the restaurant deck. Connie followed, eagerness in her voice.

‘I know the editor. Will’s a reasonable guy.’

Dawn’s attention was piqued. She stopped at the stairs to the deck and turned to face Connie as the reporter rushed on. ‘We might be able to keep them away a little longer if I explain how precarious the situation is.’

The restaurant lighting illuminated the reporter’s earnest expression, but Ryan wasn’t fooled.

‘You just want the exclusive.’ His words held no malice.

‘Yes, of course I do, but that means you need to catch the bastard, so anything I can do...’

Dawn pulled her phone from her pocket as she reached the top deck and a stronger Wi-Fi signal.

‘I’ll call the media liaison officer. See if she can squash this.’

Ryan slipped his own phone out and began to dial a number off by heart.

‘I’ll contact them. You get your UHF and give Constable Clark the heads up. Tell him to keep his eyes wide open in case our suspect leaves to finish his victim off.’

Dawn didn’t argue. Her legs were pumping, her heart racing as she left her partner at the restaurant and jogged to her room.

Her mind raced with the fact someone with the police, or forensics, might have risked their job to release sensitive information? Who would do that? And why?

She slid her room door open, snatched up the UHF and tuned it to the private channel.

‘Blair. You copy?’

Silence greeted her. Did he have the UHF turned down? Was he asleep when he should be watching their suspect?

There was only one way to find out. Trembath’s accommodation was across the camping area. The moonlight would be enough for her to find her way. It was her only course of action. Retrieving her gun belt, she clipped the UHF radio onto it and locked her room, before taking the path leading to the main entrance.

White limestone rocks marked the hardpacked dirt winding past the caravan sites, toilet block and staff quarters. Dense mallee scrub bordered the accommodation, hidden away from tourists.

The crunch of leaves to her right made Dawn stop still. Her breathing sounded loud in her own ears, but it was the thudding of her heart she was sure anyone close by would hear.

‘Detective?’

Constable Clark’s voice made her puff out her breath.

‘Clark, I was trying to get you on the UHF.’

He stepped out from behind a tree, barely visible in the moonlight.

‘Sorry. I turned it down. It was going off a while ago, squelching every few seconds. Figured someone might hear it.’

‘Good call. Press have gotten wind of our investigation, and the Brisbane paper are on the way here.’

‘Shit!’

‘Exactly. Watch this guy like a hawk. You understand?’

‘Sure thing.’

‘Anyone been in or out of his room since he finished up for the day?’

‘Only the guy I told you about yesterday.’

‘Damn!’ Dawn pulled her phone from her back pocket, opened her photos and zoomed in on a screenshot of the guy talking to Milly at the bar. ‘Does he look anything like this guy?’

Clark remained silent as he slid the photo around on her phone screen. Dawn chewed her lip as he expanded and contracted the image with his fingers.

‘Could be him. Same scrawny build, but this guy was wearing a baseball cap. Weird since it’s the middle of the night, but hey, each to their own fashion sense.’

Dawn snatched her phone back and zoomed in on the guy’s back pocket.

‘Did you see the colour, was it anything like this one?’

‘A cap is a cap, right? I think it was maybe red, or maroon? Bit hard to tell in the porch light.’

‘What car was the guy driving?’

‘He wasn’t. He walked in from that way.’ Clark pointed toward the main entrance to the resort.

‘But there are no houses around here and there’s no accommodation over that way?’

‘No, but I think he probably parked up near the fuel service area, where the gas tanks are.’

She patted his arm.

‘How long ago?’

‘Ah, about twenty minutes.’

‘Thanks Constable. You keep your eyes open and radio me if you see anything odd.’

‘Will do Detective.’

Dawn jogged toward the large propane storage tank and fuel depot hidden behind another row of native vegetation. Twenty minutes was a long time, probably too long. The guy was likely gone. She kept asking herself, if the unknown man was Tyler Randall, what was his connection to Trembath? Why were they both living and working in the same area?

And most of all, were they working together in the abduction and murder of these women? Something, everything simply wasn’t adding up for Dawn. The only issue was she couldn’t put her finger on what was so unsettling about the case.

As the gas tank came into view, Dawn spotted taillights disappearing down the road. The outline of a light truck was easily visible in the moonlight. Why was a delivery truck driving around the resort at night? It must have been Trembath’s visitor?

She wanted to follow the vehicle, but by the time she got to her car, it would be too late. For now, all she could do was hope Ryan managed to get the police liaison office to convince the Brisbane paper to hold their story.

Because if they didn’t, Milly could be dead by morning.
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Sunlight crested the ridge as Dawn followed Kev along the trail leading to the final lava tube in their current search list. If Milly wasn’t being held here, Dawn was out of ideas for where to search next.

‘The lava tubes could still be his dumping ground.’

Ryan’s words hit Dawn in the chest. It wasn’t a new thought. Tammy already confirmed the lava tube they found Debra’s body in was not the primary crime scene.

‘I know, but we have no idea where else he could be holding her. There are a couple of cattle stations in the area, but local Mount Garnet police have checked in on them. Long time locals, with nothing out of the ordinary to report.’

‘Okay folks. Time to get the torches out.’

Kev’s words refocussed Dawn on navigating the rough, rocky terrain. A line of bright orange overalls followed them into the growing darkness.

She struggled to fight the dread, rising with her blood pressure, as the temperature dropped, and the volcanic rock closed in around her. She wanted to find Milly alive, but the story broke this morning. Front page of the Brisbane Daily.

‘I can’t believe the paper didn’t hold the story.’ Dawn’s words were whispered, but the high ceiling made them bounce around and intensify.

‘Can’t trust the press luv. Always out to crank up the advertising dollars.’ Kev’s tone was cheery, despite the knowledge of what they may find today.

‘Parker is handling the press at the resort. She’ll keep them in the dark as long as possible. Connie is doing her best to keep a lid on things. With any luck, our guy doesn’t read the paper.’

Ryan tried unsuccessfully to reassure her.

‘We won’t be that lucky. He’s probably seen it all over social media already. Trembath hasn’t moved, but his mate visited again last night. If it was his accomplice, he’ll likely disappear now.’

‘We’ll find him. We have fresh leads this time.’

Ryan was right. This time they knew Trembath was linked to each murder. What they still didn’t understand was his motive and if Tyler Randall was involved or even if he was the guy with the red baseball cap last seen with Milly.

The rocky slope gave way to the tunnel floor. The eroded surface undulated underfoot, forcing Dawn to focus on each footfall. Her torch-beam guided her forward, into the gloom.

Light beams bounced from wall to floor as the SES volunteers fanned out in a line. Dawn’s beam fell on a pair of narrow wheel tracks. Her words caught in her throat. Instead of speaking, she grabbed her partner’s arm and focussed on the tread pattern with her torchlight.

‘Shit!’ Ryan wasn’t lost for words.

‘What?’ Kev’s beam joined Dawn’s. ‘Okay everyone. Small steps. Keep your eyes open. Everything you step on from here on in is evidence, so tread carefully.’

They were going to be too late. Another body and no killer. He was already in the wind. On the hunt for his next victim.

‘Got something.’ A stocky man with a baritone voice called from Dawn’s far right.

Dawn picked her way over to the volunteer to find an earring, matching the one found with Debra Smythe, pressed into the damp, spongy floor.

‘Okay.’ Dawn spun her torchlight around the cave, catching glimpses of faces in the beam as she went. ‘Volunteers need to return to the surface for now.’

‘Sure.’ Kev turned to his team. ‘You heard the detective. Everyone up top.’ He waited for everyone to begin picking their way back up the volcanic boulders. ‘What’s up?’

‘I think this earring belongs to Milly. We found its mate in our previous crime scene, but Debra Smythe wasn’t missing any earrings. I don’t want any more feet down here than is necessary.’

‘You think we’ll find a body?’ The SES supervisor kept his voice low.

‘I hope not.’

Kev nodded and led the way deeper into the pitch-black tunnel. Without the torch light, Dawn wouldn’t have been able to see her hand right in front of her face.

They spread out, torch beams scanning the surface from left to right, up and down and along the tunnel floor.

Dawn followed the hand-trolley wheel tracks, until the grooves and ridges, created by years of erosion, grew too deep and rugged. 

The artery in her neck pulsed, vibrating as she prepared for the worst.

‘What’s that?’ Ryan’s torch-beam fell on a mound huddled against the side wall.

Dawn forced herself not to run on the uneven surface. Instead, she picked her way toward the khaki fabric scrunched around a human-sized mound.

It was going to be another dead woman. She was sure of it. She braced herself as she closed the gap.

‘Here. Hold this.’ She passed her torch to Ryan and retrieved a pair of gloves from her pocket.

Leaning in, she pinched the fabric between her fingers and thumb. Carefully, she attempted to lift the fabric free. Her stomach knotted as the heavy material refused to budge.

‘It’s canvas.’

‘Camo,’ Ryan agreed.

Dawn used her other hand, fisting the fabric and adding effort to the task. As the material slipped away, Dawn’s breath caught in her throat.

Blood, matted hair, and torn clothing turned her stomach. She moved the hair aside to feel for a pulse. As her fingers touched the neck, her adrenalin spiked.

‘It’s warm.’

‘What?’ Ryan passed one of the torches to Kev, crouched next to Dawn and dragged the camouflage tarp away without gloves.

Dawn pressed her fingers over dried blood, finding the carotid artery and praying they weren’t too late.

‘I’ve got a pulse. Get the RFDS in. Now!’

All thought of UHF radio silence, press, finding a killer fled from Dawn’s mind as she scrambled to save Milly’s life.
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Spotlights illuminated the tunnel, casting odd shadows along the walls. Dawn held out her hand. Ryan slapped another gauze into it. Dawn frantically struggled to stem the flow of blood from the worst injuries.  

‘They’re here!’ A shout rang out, echoing through the tunnel and hitting Dawn in the chest.

Tears burnt her eyes as reflective panels shimmered toward them. Dawn focussed back on her gloved hands, now drenched in blood. She continued her search for any more profusely bleeding wounds until one of the RFDS team dropped at her side.

‘She’s lost a lot of blood. Pulse rate is below 40.’ Her words were breathless as she briefed the RFDS.

‘We’ve got her.’ His voice seemed to whisper in her ear as his hands took over applying pressure.

Dawn staggered to her feet. Ryan’s firm grip steadied her as she wavered.

‘We’ve done everything we can Dawn.’

She watched two medical staff work. Their words drifted into her consciousness.

‘I’ll get the cannula in. String up a bag of O-neg, if we can find more than one line in, we’ll add fluid.’

‘Got it.’ A woman’s voice echoed down the tunnel, responding to the doctor’s directive.

Dawn began to shake as she watched the RFDS team efficiently, yet calmly work on the woman.

‘We need to get you out of here.’ Ryan’s voice was soothing. ‘You’re going to hit the wall when your adrenalin falls through the floor.’

She knew he was right. Fatigue always hit hard after a catastrophic event. As it did after her episode with Rossi. But she needed to hold it together. She wasn’t going anywhere until Milly was on the plane. On her way to Brisbane.

The doctor glanced over his shoulder, eyes searching, landing on Kev.

‘Let’s get some manpower down here mate. We need her on a stretcher and out of here ASAP.’

‘You got it.’ Kev called out and three orange figures rushed toward them, two carrying a bright red rescue basket.

Something about the implement tickled at her memory, but the thought slipped away as people converged on the woman. Dawn stepped back, giving them room. With the immediate danger over, her brain began to pick through information once more.

Milly was found. Now they needed to track down a killer, before he disappeared.

‘Let’s get up top.’ Dawn staggered toward the opening.

Bright sunlight, more than fifty metres above the rocky incline, called like a beacon. But it was too distant to illuminate the ascent.

‘Be careful,’ Ryan warned, as Dawn flicked her headtorch back on and clamoured over the first boulders.

Each placement of her hands and feet, required light from her torch. Progress was slow. Sweat beaded at her hairline and trickled down her back as she struggled to find her footing between the rocks. Fatigue and the fleeing adrenalin made her limbs shake.

But none of that stopped her brain from working overtime.

‘He left her for dead. He’s running Ryan.’

Her foot slipped. His hand landed on her butt, pushed, then dropped away as she regained her balance. The sensation made her smile, despite the situation.

‘Probably. But we know it wasn’t Trembath. She can’t have been here for the past two days or she’d be dead, and he’s been under surveillance all that time.’

Dawn stopped on a flat section, below a large boulder and caught her breath.

‘So his accomplice, the guy who visited him the past two nights is the one who dumped Milly here.’

‘Which raises the question, why isn’t Trembath leaving town now?’

She reached for a post concreted into the rock and grabbed the chain, drawing herself over the next boulder.

‘We need to set up a situation room back at the resort. Reinterview everyone, including Trembath. Then see if Chung has managed to find Tyler Randall’s info.’

The tunnel opening grew wider. Daylight filtered in, warming Dawn and somehow revitalising her with fresh energy.

Milly’s life now hung in the balance, but at least she was free of the pain and suffering this guy inflicted. The knowledge allowed Dawn to focus on finding a killer.

Dawn scrambled over the last boulder to a sea of orange uniforms, but one spot of blue made her heart stutter.

‘Detective.’ Barrett closed the gap between them. The young constable’s hands wrung at her chest.

‘What is it Barrett?’ Dawn resisted the urge to rub the goosebumps rising on her arms, despite the sunlight belting down on her.

‘Parker is missing. We can’t raise her on the UHF, and I’ve searched her room, everywhere I could think of.’

Dawn turned to Ryan, who dashed past her breaking into a run.

‘Let’s go.’ He reached the police cruiser and called over the bonnet. ‘Meet you back at the resort Barrett.’

The constable nodded as Ryan dove into the driver’s seat, turning to Dawn as she slid in alongside.

‘Parker is blonde, tall, pretty.’

Dawn no longer needed to worry about coming down from her adrenalin spike.

‘You think he’s taken another victim?’ She dragged her seatbelt out as Ryan’s foot hit the floor. ‘That doesn’t make any sense. He dumped Milly before making sure she was dead. He’s on the run.’

‘Maybe Parker got a lead.’

‘Damn!’ Dawn gripped the handle over her window as the car surged forward, taking each bend with a sideways slide as they sped toward the resort.

‘Did you see Parker this morning?’ Ryan’s eyes remained fixed on the road.

‘No. We left too early.’ Dawn’s mind was racing. They needed to link Tyler Randall with Trembath. ‘We need to go hard on Trembath.’

Ryan pulled the handbrake on, sliding the car to a halt in front of the reception area. Dust drifted past as he jumped out. His legs were pumping before Dawn could get her seatbelt undone.

‘Ryan. Wait!’

Her partner disappeared around the corner. She ran to catch him, finding him looming over Isabella at the front counter.

‘Get your manager out here now!’

‘What? He’s busy, I can’t...’ she stammered.

Dawn caught up and took over from Ryan, who began pacing in front of the counter like an expectant father.

‘Milly’s been found. But one of our team is missing.’

Isabella’s eyes widened, she surged to her feet, returning seconds later with Damien Jackson a step behind.

‘Detectives. I’ve just got off the phone to my regional manager. This is kind of a...’ He left the rest unsaid as Dawn jumped in.

‘It’s a media nightmare, we know, but we need to set up a situation room here. Do you have a meeting room we can use?’

‘I...’ He turned to the receptionist who nodded. ‘Yes. I’ll get Isabella to sort it out. Anything else?’

‘We need to interview some of your staff again.’ Dawn thought about the dump site and the truck she saw leaving the resort late last night. ‘I’ll also need a list of the fuel tankers, gas suppliers, anyone else who drives a truck into the resort area.’

The manager frowned, glanced at Isabella then turned to Dawn.

‘I’m not sure...’

‘We have a detective missing. We are going to track down where she was last seen, then we’ll be back to start the interviews.’ Dawn began writing names on the top piece of her notepad, then tore it out. ‘I want a few more personnel files in the room, ready when I get back.’ She handed him the paper. ‘One hour.’

The manager frowned at the list.

‘I’m on here.’

‘Yes. So is Isabella, and your bar staff.’ Dawn’s tone was curt, but she wasn’t tip-toeing around anymore or taking any chances. The guy in the bar wasn’t recognised by staff, but maybe there was a reason for that. She wasn’t ruling anything out now.

‘You can’t.’

‘Don’t make me get a warrant Mr Jackson.’

The manager opened his mouth.

‘If you think you have a media circus now, wait and see what happens if you throw up a few roadblocks and impede our investigation.’

‘No need to get hostile Detective. Like you, I have a job to do, but you’re right. I’ll get the files ready, and a room. Isabella will be ready in an hour.’

‘Thank you, Mr Jackson.’

Dawn left. Ryan followed right behind her.

Barrett met them in the carpark, her face contorted with concern.

‘What now?’

‘Get Constable Clark back here, we need all the help we can get. Ryan and I’ll see who last saw Parker and where.’

Dawn turned in a circle, scanning the carpark area.

‘You said you checked her room.’

‘I did. Jamison stayed on Trembath.’

‘Okay, good. Get back there. I think we’ll need two of you to bring him in for questioning. He’s a big guy, with a very unfriendly manner. Meet us here in forty-five minutes with Trembath.’

‘Will do.’ Barrett jogged across the hard packed red sand. Dawn turned to Ryan.

‘I’ll call Cooktown and see if Chung has gotten anywhere.’

She pulled her phone from her pocket and wandered closer to the main building to pick up the Wi-Fi signal.

Ryan followed her but stopped as they neared the rear entrance to the kitchen.

‘What’s that?’

He crossed the carpark, dropped to his haunches and studied something on the ground. Dawn watched him pull a glove from his pocket.

‘It’s a UHF and it’s been crushed.’

Dawn rushed to join him.

‘Parker’s?’

‘That’s my guess.’

‘Tammy is on the way. I’ll get a bag. But why here, in the open, right next to the...’ A picture formed in her head. A red cap. The wheel marks on the cave floor. The truck lights last night.

‘I can’t believe I missed it.’

‘What?’

‘The delivery guy.’

‘The what?’

‘The resort gets fresh produce, probably.’ She racked her brain. ‘At least twice weekly.’

Ryan waited. Dawn stabbed at the screen on her phone, then held it to her ear.

‘We need some search warrants. Hopefully Chung has a photo of Randall and his employment history by now.’ The call connected.
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‘Cooktown Police, this is Constable Reynolds.’

‘Reynolds.’ She wasn’t expecting the young constable to still be on duty, but it shouldn’t have surprised her. The woman was dedicated. ‘It’s Dawn.’ She paced in a circle while Ryan collected the broken UHF. ‘No time to explain, put me through to Chung.’

‘Okay. Putting you through.’

‘Detective?’ Chung’s voice was tense.

‘Parker is missing, so listen up. How did you go with the file on Tyler Randall?’

‘I’m compiling the information now. I can send it through.’

‘In a minute, but for now, I need you to check a few dates.’

‘Okay, I’ll just open it up. Give me a sec.’ Keys clicked in the background.

Dawn quelled the tension in her stomach, willing the nausea to pass. She spoke before Chung was ready, sure he’d catch up as she explained.

‘What’s Randall’s employment history after his stint with the Greyhound Bus company as a cleaner?’

‘His tax file number has him working for the Brown Group. They’ve got dozens of businesses under their umbrella.’

‘Get a warrant for his entire employment history with the company. Dig into his friends, known associates.’

‘I’m not sure we’ve got probable cause. I’ll need to check with the Sergeant.’

‘Do it. I’ll forward the information to Sergeant Martin in the next fifteen minutes.’

‘Okay, I’ll get the prep work done.’

‘Thanks Chung.’

Ryan held up the evidence bag containing the broken UHF in the air as Dawn ended the call.

‘Let’s get this paperwork ready, interview Trembath and find out exactly what he knows about his friend. It must be Tyler Randall.’

‘You think Trembath is involved or not?’

Dawn wasn’t sure how to answer the questions. Everything kept pointing to Trembath, but the guy hadn’t left the resort except to work all week. His attitude could easily be put down to the Hammersmith case. As the prime suspect, he would have been harassed. Obviously the reason he left the city, went bush and changed his name.

‘I don’t know, but we need to focus on where Randall has taken Parker.’

‘You sure it’s Randall?’

Dawn opened the file Chung sent through, brought up a driver’s licence photo and showed it to her partner.

He nodded he agreed the build and height were all too close to be ignored. As Dawn studied the photo, she recalled the delivery driver’s hair, skin tone, even the shape of his head in the baseball cap. She was now sure it was him.

‘Parker matches his MO, but how did he grab her, here in broad daylight?’ Ryan waved his arm where he found the UHF.

‘I think she probably saw him dropping off an order. I remember his truck was parked here earlier in the week. It never clicked until now. He wears a red cap, with a logo on it. His clothing is similar to the guy last seen talking to Milly. Parker saw the CCTV footage. She must have recognised him.’

‘Then we need to check the catering companies on our list first. Hopefully Isabella has the files ready, and they have a warehouse or depot in Mount Garnet.’

‘Let’s cut a few corners and speak with Ruben first. He’ll know.’

Dawn didn’t bother to head around the front of the restaurant. The rear door to the kitchen wasn’t locked. The unmistakable odour of fresh fish hit her as she opened the door to a narrow hallway.

Staff toilets were on the right. A wide opening to a refrigeration unit and pantry store on the left. Dawn continued down the hallway, entering to a deep fryer sizzling to the right. The roar of an extraction hood hummed in the background.

Flames licked at a wok burner, as pans banged and crashed. Two staff, in white coats and chequered pants sorted plates at a stainless-steel bench occupying the centre of the kitchen. An overhead warmer added to the stifling, oppressive heat within the room.

Dawn spotted the cook tossing a wok full of stir-fried vegetables.

‘Ruben!’

He turned, frowned, and tossed the wok once more before serving the dish onto a plate.

‘Nat, finish this off.’ He dropped the wok pan to the side of the six-burner cooktop and crossed to Dawn. ‘You shouldn’t be in here.’

‘No doubt, but we need answers, quickly.’

She vaguely wondered why he wasn’t with his girlfriend, on his way to Brisbane, but now wasn’t the time to ask.

‘What is the name of your produce supplier? The one with the driver in the red cap?’

‘No idea. We have half a dozen suppliers. The head chef places the order. I don’t take the deliveries. They usually get put straight in the cool room or pantry and one of the kitchen staff signs for them. Why?’

‘I’ll check with the manager.’

Dawn turned to leave. The cook grabbed her arm.

‘Why? Is this about Milly?’

‘I can’t comment on an ongoing investigation.’

‘Don’t give me that shite. I’m stuck here, working, when my Milly, she is being cut open.’

That was news to Dawn. How did Ruben have an update already?

‘Stuck here, why?’

‘Because I’m on a working visa and apparently I can’t leave without permission, and no one will give it to me because the head chef quit this morning.’

Dawn glanced at her partner who was making the same mental note as she was —to make sure the chef’s employment record was the first one they reviewed.

‘I’m sorry.’ Dawn glanced at his hand still gripping her arm. ‘I really am, but...’ she eyed his hand again. He released her arm.

‘Sorry. It’s just.’ He rubbed his brow with the back of his hand. ‘I don’t understand any of this. Milly was fine last week. We were fine...’

‘Don’t know what you’ve got until you lose it mate.’ Ryan patted the cook’s arm and nodded for Dawn to head through the kitchen to the reception beyond. ‘We’ll make sure someone keeps you posted on Milly’s progress.’

‘Thank you for finding her.’

Dawn’s heart ached for the guy, but his care factor was non-existent when Milly was here, safe and secure. Hindsight was a bitch in Dawn’s book. Knowing you’ve been a fool did nothing to remedy the past. It only tortured a person’s future.

‘It’s probably no consolation, but I’ll get the bastard who did this Ruben,’ Dawn promised.

‘Not if I get him first.’ Something in the cook’s eyes told Dawn, given the chance, he’d take the perp’s life in a heartbeat.

‘We’ll keep you posted,’ Ryan offered as he guided Dawn from the kitchen.

As they stepped out onto the deck, Isabella rounded the reception desk.

‘Here’s the list you wanted, and I’ve set up a room for you. Follow me. All the files are in there ready.’
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Light filled the room from a wall of high windows. It was the perfect set up to keep prying eyes out. The receptionist pointed to a corner, filled with stacks of plastic chairs.

‘You can use whatever you need, tables, chairs, just let me know if you need a whiteboard.’

‘Yes, a whiteboard would be great.’

‘Of course.’

Dawn watched her slide the automatic lock in place and pull the door closed as she left.

‘She’s changed her tune.’

‘You grow on people,’ Ryan chuckled.

‘An acquired taste, you reckon.’

Her partner’s grin widened as he tipped his head to the side.

‘You got that right.’

‘Here.’ Dawn began dragging a table, loaded with files to the middle of the room. ‘Grab a couple of chairs while I update Ross. Hopefully he can get us a warrant. It can’t be a coincidence that the delivery guy was the last person seen with Milly.’

Ryan lifted two chairs from the stack and arranged them under the table.

‘He kept his head down, back to the camera.’

‘Exactly. He knew where the cameras were.’ Dawn sat at the first chair, tapped her phone and compiled the email to Ross. ‘We need to double-check the chef. Quitting right as the case breaks could be a coincidence. He has been with the company for twenty years, so no connection to the Hammersmith case, but I’m not overlooking any suspects.’

Dawn didn’t need to highlight the fact the investigating officers might well have done exactly that. Her eyes were still on her phone as she made another suggestion.

‘Let Barrett and Jamison know we are in here, and to bring Trembath over.’

Ryan saluted. ‘You got it boss.’

‘Someone has to be.’

‘Told you before. I like letting a woman take charge.’

Dawn laughed, the mood no lighter for it. Milly was out of immediate danger, but no-one knew if she’d survive and now Parker was missing. Did the perpetrator take her to keep her quiet, or is she his replacement victim?

A knock filled the silence. Ryan crossed and opened it wide, expecting Isabella with their whiteboard.

‘Sorry to bother you guys.’ Connie slipped inside before Ryan could close the door. ‘The news teams are parked up outside the resort.’

‘It was only a matter of time, but you can’t be in here Connie.’ Ryan attempted to guide the reporter from the room, but she surged forward past him.

‘I did a little digging for you.’

‘We didn’t ask you to do that Connie.’ Ryan’s tone was calm, controlled.

‘I know, but you can thank me later.’

She handed a wad of paper to Ryan. His brow furrowed as he read.

‘How did you get a hold of this?’

Dawn dropped her phone on the desk and joined Ryan to read over his shoulder.

‘More importantly, how did you know to go looking for it?’ she asked.

Connie shrugged.

‘I’m an investigative journalist. The only way to get a spot on 60 Minutes I guess.’

Ryan scoffed.

‘Or lose your job. This is internal info from the reporter who covered Randall’s libel suit.’

‘I didn’t steal it. He owed me a favour.’

‘I don’t want to know how you earnt that.’

Connie slapped Ryan’s arm.

‘Not like you’re thinking.’

The woman’s cheshire grin made Dawn believe it might be exactly what Ryan was thinking. But she said nothing as she carried the papers to the desk and began sorting out the files.

‘Thanks Connie, but you can’t be in here.’ She kept her eyes on the desk as she spoke.

‘Why?’

Ryan opened the door.

‘You know why.’

‘I’m still good for your exclusive, right?’ Connie hovered in the doorway.

‘You got it, now keep the rest of the vultures at bay.’ Ryan gently nudged her away from the door.

‘I’ll do my best.’

Dawn chuckled at the eye-flutter in Connie’s voice, but as she continued to read the report, her focus shifted.

‘Ryan. Look at this.’

He closed the door and hurried over. ‘What?’

‘We know Randall was beaten after his identity was leaked to the press, right?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Well, according to the reporter’s notes, he sustained serious injuries. He was kicked so hard in the nuts, his testes were ruptured and needed to be removed.’  

‘Ouch!’ Ryan placed his hands over his groin reflexively.

‘It explains the impotent angle of the victims’ attacks.’

‘Yeah, but both his nuts.’ Her partner grimaced. ‘That’s extreme.’

‘He was arrested for rape, then let go because there wasn’t enough evidence. We can’t find the file on record and the police service paid him out.’

‘You think the cops leaked his details to the victim’s family so they could hand out some vigilante punishment?’

‘I think the victim might have been known to the cops. They tried the right way, and failed...’

‘So they took the self-justice route instead.’ Ryan pursed his lips and nodded. ‘I can see that happening.’

‘And in exchange for not pressing charges against the officers, Queensland Police paid Randall out.’

‘And gave him a wide berth in the Hammersmith case. But if he’s got money, why is he working as a delivery guy, in the middle of nowhere?’

‘He spent all the money or...’ Dawn grinned, letting Ryan finish her sentence.

‘This is how he finds his victims.’ Ryan’s head bobbed with excited agreement. ‘Remote location, victims that won’t be easily missed, or found after he’s finished with them.’

‘Exactly. But why in the same locations as Trembath? Why always where he’s working if they aren’t doing it together?’

‘Maybe they are. Barrett and Jamison should be here any minute with Trembath. Hopefully he’ll tell us what we need to know.’

A knock made them turn to the door.

‘Take a peek first this time. I don’t want any more press barging in here.’

Ryan smiled as he cracked the door open.

‘At least she shared some useful info.’

Dawn nodded agreement before the door opened fully.

‘I’m getting pretty sick of following you two around you know.’ Tammy sauntered into the room. ‘I barely got home before I was back on the police plane. Luckily, I found the receptionist on her way here.’ She wheeled the whiteboard into the room.

Ryan peered outside the door.

‘Did you see our constables on your way in?’

Tammy shook her head. ‘Should I have?’

Ryan glanced at Dawn retrieved the UHF from her gun-belt.

‘They should be here by now.’

She pressed the mic button.

‘Break, Break, Break. Barrett, Jamison, this is Grave, come in.’ Hiss answered her call. ‘Barrett, Jamison, come in.’

Ryan hovered as more hiss and crackle filled the otherwise silent room.

‘We should go check on them.’ Ryan checked his pistol was secure and strode toward the door as a crackle turned into words.

‘Detective.’ Jamison’s voice was followed by another crackle. ‘He’s....’ more buzz and crackle, ‘Gone!’
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Dawn’s heart raced faster than her feet, hot on the heels of her partner whose stride and pace were more than she could match.

The sound of gravel crunching and her breath huffing was all she could hear as she jumped a dry gutter, nearly twisting her ankle. Recovering from the near tumble, she ran on, chest burning, pulse thudding in her ears, head beginning to throb.

Ryan slowed, giving Dawn a chance to catch up, as Trembath’s accommodation came into view. Barrett was unconscious on the ground. Jamison crouched down over her.

‘Jamison!’ Dawn lunged forward. Ryan grabbed her arm, scanning the open ground like a veteran soldier.

‘Wait up Dawn.’

Jamison turned at the sound of her voice.

‘He’s gone. It’s all clear. Barrett is down.’

Dawn leapt forward. Ryan scanned the area over his pistol sights.

‘Is she shot?’ Dawn asked as she skidded on the rubble and dropped to her knees.

‘No. We told him we needed to talk to him in connection to Milly’s attack and ask about his friend Tyler and he went mental.’

Dawn bit down to prevent an angry response. They weren’t supposed to tell Trembath anything about the case.

Barrett stirred with a groan.

‘What the...’ Her eyes blinked as her hand rubbed at the back of her head.

‘Stay down Barrett. We’ll get you some medical assistance.’

Dawn turned to the sound of an approaching vehicle. The logo of the regional news station made her puff out a breath.

‘Not now.’ She rose as Ryan holstered his weapon and strode toward the van.

Dawn was amazed he wasn’t puffing like a steam train. Sweat soaked her back, and her heartrate was still racing. Yet Ryan’s linen suit was immaculate as usual. Even his hair wasn’t tussled.

‘You can’t come in here. It’s an active crime scene.’ He spoke to the reporter who leapt from the driver’s seat, his cameraman already filming from inside the vehicle. ‘Don’t make me confiscate your camera.’ Ryan pointed to the lens still focussed on him through the windscreen.

‘Cut it Eddie.’ The reporter sliced his hand across his throat. The camera dropped below the dash.

‘Off the record. Was that little chase about the backpacker murders?’

‘The what!’

‘Don’t you guys ever read the paper?’ The reporter’s dark eyes scanned the scene, falling on Dawn but jolting back to Ryan as her partner stepped between the reporter and the still dazed constable.

‘I’m too busy doing my job to read the trash you guys spew out.’

‘Can I quote you on that?’

Ryan’s chuckle held no mirth. Dawn patted Barrett’s arm and whispered for Jamison to stay close before striding to join her partner.

‘We’ll issue a statement later today, with the description of two people of interest in the kidnapping of Milly Schwartz.’

Dawn hoped her offer would give them some breathing room.

‘Are they the same suspects as the backpacker murders?’

She drew a slow, steady breath, filling her chest which was still starving for oxygen after the sprint. The reporter stepped back as though expecting a punch.

Dawn plastered a smile on her lips, forcing herself to relax. ‘At this stage, we cannot confirm any connection between the kidnapping of Milly Schwartz and any other ongoing case.’

‘Well it wouldn’t be ongoing, would it?’ Dawn baulked, but remained silent, giving the reporter time to explain what he knew. It was never wise to pre-empt a member of the press. They were well known for making statements to elicit information. Stabbing in the dark, hoping to strike a piece of real news.

The reporter tongued his teeth at her composed silence.

‘You really should read the papers.’ He waved at the news van where his cameraman was now standing outside the cab, listening intently to the conversation. ‘Grab the morning news Eddie.’

The cameraman reached into the cab, retrieving a copy of the Brisbane Daily from the dash.

‘Read the headline out aloud mate.’ The reporter’s smug expression made Dawn want to slap him.

‘Five Dead. Cops Silent.’ He tapped the paper. ‘It goes on to say the public deserves to know.’

Dawn shook her head. She was going to get the stupid receptionist sacked if she had anything to do with a press leak. But the paper mentioned five dead. There was no way Isabella knew about the other missing women.

Ryan stepped between her and the reporter.

‘We can’t comment on any ongoing investigation. You know the drill boys.’ He waved his hand at the cameraman. ‘Pack it up and get out of my crime-scene before I charge you. As Detective Grave said, we’ll be issuing a statement later today, after we’ve consulted with the media liaison in Cairns.’

Dawn turned to see Barrett unsteady on her feet. As the van backed up, she puffed out her cheeks.

Was she wrong about Trembath? Was he involved after all? If so, why was there no evidence of rape? Maybe he was a voyeur, not a doer?

‘Now we have two suspects?’ She turned back to the constables and pointed to the police vehicle parked outside Trembath’s accommodation. ‘Get Barrett back to the resort. Call in to the medical staff and have them check her out, then meet us in the situation room. You’ll find it next to the bus muster area.’

‘You got it Detective.’ Jamison wrapped his arm around Barrett, supporting her with his gangly limbs. His giraffe-like build towered over the other constable, but he was strong, despite his lanky frame. She knew he could pick her up and carry her if she collapsed.

‘We need more before we make an announcement to the press. We can’t reveal Parker’s abduction yet,’ Ryan whispered.

‘I know. Let’s get back to the room, see what Tammy has found on scene and start piecing this together. If our guy is Randall, he’s been keeping his victims somewhere before he dumps them in the tunnels. We need to find out where he would take them. Parker’s life depends on it.’
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Dawn reached the situation room with the realisation she didn’t get a key from the receptionist and Isabella was the last person she wanted to speak to right now. The wording of the press release sounded like Isabella, but it wasn’t likely to be her.

Whoever informed the press, knew there were more victims. The only person who knew that was the killer himself. And his accomplice, if there was one. Leaking the story to press was likely a ploy to give them time to dump Milly and escape.

‘Tammy won’t have left yet.’ Ryan banged on the door.

The door opened a crack, then wider to reveal Tammy’s worried expression.

‘Is Jamison okay?’ She stepped back and waited for them to enter.

Ryan closed the door behind them.

‘Yeah, Barrett got a knock to the head, but the duty nurse here should be able to check her over.’

Dawn gaped at the whiteboard, then turned to the forensic tech.

‘You’ve been busy.’

Tammy swaggered to the whiteboard and waved with a flurry at the photos held in place by sticky tape.

‘Always wanted to do one of these and I figured you two were a bit tied up.’ She shrugged shyly. Dawn stifled a giggle.

‘Well, you’ve saved us a ton of time, which we are running short on.’ Dawn studied the pictures.

‘How did you print these out?’

Tammy shrugged. ‘I asked the manager nicely.’ She batted her eyelids.

Dawn kept her knowledge of Tammy’s openly gay admission to herself. It seemed the forensic tech still knew how to twist a guy around her finger.

‘Where did you get this pic of Randall?’ Dawn tapped the headshot she recognised from Chung’s files.

‘I hope you don’t mind. I raided your computer.’ Tammy opened a file. ‘Got the files Chung sent through from Cooktown and printed them all out. Thought it might make it easier.’

‘You’re a gem.’ Dawn shuffled paperwork across the table. ‘What did you find in the tunnel?’

‘Milly’s clothing will get processed from Cairns and there’s a rush on it. I found a load of blood, as expected.’ She sighed, choosing not to mention there was still no word on how Milly was doing. ‘I found trace evidence on the camo canvas which might give us something. He dumped Milly in a hurry this time. Got a bit sloppy.’

‘I’ve been wondering about that.’ Dawn bit her lip. ‘Why dump her in the last tunnel we were about to search?’

‘Maybe he wanted her found?’ Ryan sat on the corner of the table.

‘I don’t think so. She was still alive too.’ Dawn turned to Tammy. ‘Were the tyre tracks from the sack truck the same as the ones at the other dump site?’

‘Yep. Identical. But I also found a boot-print, with the same gouge.’

Ryan pushed off the table.

‘Jim Warren’s.’

‘That’s what we believed, but why would his footprint be down there? He’s not involved in these backpacker murders. He can’t be linked to the other victims.’

‘Maybe he found Milly and took her down there so we could find her?’

Ryan shook his head and scanned the whiteboard.

‘Why not call an ambulance or leave her somewhere she could get medical attention more quickly?’

‘Maybe the killer thought she was dead? And Jim went down there to help her, but thought she was dead too?’ Dawn shook her head at her own theory. ‘No. Her pulse was weak, but not weak enough anyone would think she was dead. And it doesn’t explain why he put her in the tunnel we were about to search.’

Ryan lifted an eyebrow.

‘Unless the perp is getting bold. Figured she’d die before we found her and wanted to ramp up the game.’

‘It’s possible. I think he’s the one who tipped the press off about the five victims and ramping up the game would explain why he’s taken Parker.’

‘Parker!’ Tammy tossed the whiteboard marker on the table. ‘What are you talking about?’

Dawn realised Tammy wouldn’t know about Parker. She arrived on scene the same time as Milly was flown out and went straight to the site with the SES.

‘When we got back here, we realised Parker was missing. We think she stumbled onto Randall, maybe while he was doing a delivery. She could have seen his cap, or the sack truck. I don’t know. We were watching the video of him with the victim last night. Something must have clicked.’

‘And he took her?’ Tammy gasped. ‘We need to get out and find her.’

‘Gleeson.’ Ryan put his hand on the forensic tech’s shoulder, regarding her with a concerned gaze. ‘You’re doing your job and every piece of evidence you find will lead us to Parker.’

Tammy nodded, but as her eyes locked on Dawn’s, realisation struck. Parker and Tammy were involved. How could she have missed it?

‘When will the results on the substance come back?’ Ryan asked.

‘A few hours. It went back with all the site samples on the plane I flew in on.’

‘Let’s hope it leads us to where Randall has been holding these women.’ Dawn returned her attention to shuffling through the files, but Ryan interrupted her.

‘If Randall dumped Milly, why go about his business and deliver the food where Parker would find him?’

‘That would fit with him getting bold. But I’m wondering if Randall even knew which tunnels were already searched, and is Trembath in this with him? If so, how, and why?’ Dawn returned to shuffling papers. ‘If Chung has sent through Randall’s employment records with those files, they must be in here somewhere.’

She fought the rising anxiety, threatening to bring back panic attacks she’d not experienced in months. Rossi’s attack. Parker now missing. The sensation of being squeezed too tight to breathe spread over her body as star bursts spotted her vision.

A warm hand touched the small of her back. She inhaled her partner’s scent and held her breath.

‘You take that pile. I’ll take this one,’ he pointed.

Dawn fell into the seat as Tammy wrestled one for herself from the stack and dragged it up to the desk.

‘What are we looking for?’ She lifted the first piece of paper she could find.

‘Chung was getting the Brown Group to provide Randall’s full employment history. Do you know where in this pile I can find the report?’

Tammy pointed to a pile on Dawn’s right. She lifted the paperwork and passed it to Ryan.

‘You know the dates we are looking at.’ Ryan nodded, dragged out a chair and began sorting as he sat.

‘What can I do?’ Tammy’s worried eyes fixed on Dawn’s.

‘I’ll show you where we found her UHF radio. You can run the scene. Maybe we missed something, but for now you can go through all the catering services on this list.’ Dawn reached for the list of suppliers Isabella gave her and passed it to Tammy. ‘Look for any local depots where our suspect might have taken his victims.’

‘Okay.’

‘I’m going to see if we can trace Parker’s phone. It wasn’t left on scene.’

Tammy frowned. ‘You think this guy is stupid enough not to ditch her phone?’

‘I don’t know. Parker is smart. She could have concealed it.’ Dawn knew she was clutching at straws.

‘He’ll have taken her gun and her phone.’ Ryan tapped the paperwork in front of him. ‘I’ve found the dates on Randall’s employment records. He’s been at every location, inside our window.’

‘What’s the connection between him and Trembath?’ Dawn’s mind was racing with scenarios.

‘I saw something here.’ Tammy began shuffling paperwork. ‘I printed it out.’ More shuffling. ‘This.’ She handed it to Dawn who read the details.

‘It’s Trembath’s arrest report in his previous name.’ Dawn shook her head as she read. ‘I can’t believe this is why Bidwell, now Trembath, became a prime suspect in the Hammersmith case.’

She handed the printout to Ryan who read the report, then glanced up with a furrowed brow. His finger tapped the paperwork.

‘Trembath didn’t assault anyone. He got in the middle of a fight, defending someone, and they came off second best.’

Dawn nodded.

‘Exactly,’ She leant over and tapped a name on the report, ‘and the guy he came to bat for, the real victim of the assault, was Randall.’

Tammy’s phone buzzed, she lifted it from her pocket, answered and listened while Dawn continued to surmise.

‘That’s how they became friends.’

‘And they’ve been working in the same places ever since.’

Dawn interrupted.

‘They worked for Greyhound back then. Did they know each other before Randall was attacked?’

‘Maybe. But they certainly have known each other since. The Brown Group owns this resort, along with five more in the same chain.’ Ryan waved another piece of paper in his hand. ‘Plus, two food logistic companies who supply them. Smart business model. These two guys have been working their way around the country, killing women.’

Dawn still couldn’t reconcile Trembath with the murders. The kind of guy who jumps in to save a stranger from a beating wasn’t usually the kind of guy who got off watching someone violate and kill them.

She opened her mouth to voice her concern as Tammy finished her call.

‘That was the lab. They’ve matched the substance found on the tarp. There was more on her clothing.’

Dawn held her breath.

‘It’s sawdust.’ Tammy’s voice was high pitched with excitement Dawn wasn’t sharing. She forced the air from her lungs in frustration.

‘So not much help?’

‘Oh it’s helpful. The timber in the dust has been protected for years.’ Dawn opened her mouth to ask how that was going to help, but Tammy stopped her with a wave of her hand. ‘There’s only one place near here built with this timber.’

Tammy headed for the door. Ryan followed her.

‘Where do you think you’re going?’

‘To find Jade.’
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Chapter 34

Ryan reached the door as Tammy began to open it. He slammed it shut with the palm of his hand and held it firmly.

Dawn rushed to join them.

‘Hang on Tammy. Where do you think we’ll find her?’

‘At the old hut, here in the Lava Tube Park.’ Tammy yanked on the door handle. Ryan continued to hold it closed.

Dawn put a hand on Tammy’s forearm.

‘That’s a three k walk on the Rosella Trail and it’s getting late.’ Dawn lifted her UHF radio from her belt. ‘I’ll contact Ranger Steve. We need to get closer by road then walk in.’

‘You stay with Grave, Tammy. This is outside your jurisdiction.’ Ryan opened the door. ‘I’ll find Jamison and see if Constable Clark is here yet.’

‘Check on Barrett and ask her or Clark to put Garnet station on standby. We might need reinforcements,’ Dawn said.

‘Will do.’ Ryan closed the door as Dawn turned to Tammy.

‘We’ll find her.’ She tuned into the channel she knew the ranger would be on, then realised it was the same channel the bus drivers were using. Trembath might hear her.

Slipping the radio back onto her belt, she returned to the door.

‘Come with me.’

She opened it into a sea of microphones. The press must have seen Ryan leave the room.

‘No comment.’ She waved her hand in front of her face to hide from the cameras.

‘But you promised us a press release,’ the dark eyed, local reporter from earlier whinged.

‘We’ve got an urgent matter to deal with, but I’ll hopefully have good news for you, if you stay out of my way.’ Dawn pressed her palm over the camera lens, then dodged another microphone from a different reporter.

Tammy stepped in front of the woman and planted her hands firmly on her hips.

‘You heard the Detective.’

Tammy’s broad shoulders and sheer bulk created a wall between Dawn and the milling press. The tech glanced over her shoulder and mouthed—find Jade—before turning back to the mob.

‘Who are you?’ Dawn heard a reporter ask as she ducked around the corner, jogged up the deck and traversed it to lean on the receptionist’s desk.

‘I need Ranger Steve’s number.’

‘I can’t give out a private number.’

‘Then I’ll charge you with obstructing a police investigation.’ Dawn sneered as she leant over the counter and pointed a finger at the woman’s chest. ‘And that will get you deported.’

Isabella’s top lip lifted in a snarl, but she flattened it quickly and sniffed.

‘He’s having an early dinner in the restaurant.’

Dawn didn’t wait or offer a reply. Parker was running out of time. Part of her wondered if they might already be too late, but she forced her negativity aside.

Why was Trembath running? Where was he running to?

She spotted the ranger in conversation with two women at a table in the middle of the dining area. His eyes lifted from them to her as she strode across the decking toward him.

He was on his feet as she reached him.

‘Sorry to bother you, Steve.’

‘No bother. Excuse me ladies. Duty calls.’ He stepped away, leaving the women giggling.

‘What’s up Detective?’ His tone grew serious.

‘I need the closest road access to the settler’s hut out on the Rosella Trail.’

‘Sure.’ 

Dawn was thankful he agreed without questions, but as they exited the restaurant and strode past the reception desk, he stopped.

‘Do I need to top up my ammo for this one?’ His bright smile was relaxed.

Dawn twisted her lip in a crooked grin.

‘Probably, but we don’t have a lot of time and I’m not sanctioning you shooting at our suspects again. My constables will handle the firepower.’

The ranger nodded, then jumped down from the deck to the carpark as Ryan arrived with all three constables.

‘Where do you want us Detective?’ Barrett asked.

Dawn noted her pale complexion.

‘You need to go through Trembath’s room with a fine-tooth comb.’

‘But I can come find Detective Parker and Trembath?’

‘Which way did he take off when he hit you?’

‘Toward the lookout.’ Barrett pointed at the bushland to the south.

‘It joins up with the Rosella Trail, the long way around, but it gets there,’ Steve offered.

‘He’s going to warn Randall.’ Dawn guessed, then pointed to Jamison. ‘You and Clark, follow Ryan and me in the other Police vehicle.’ She pointed at the ranger. ‘We’ll follow you but stop well away from the hut and point us in the right direction.’

‘What about me?’ Barrett failed to keep the whine from her tone.

‘I told you, go over Trembath’s room. Has he used a radio, phone or something to keep in contact with Randall? Is there any physical evidence connecting him to Randall and these crimes? Photos, trophies. Family connections or loved ones. We know Randall and Trembath have worked together since 2010. Find me something to help us talk these guys down and get Parker out safely.’

Barrett seemed to realise the gravity of the task. Her chest puffed out as she gave a curt nod.

‘If you find anything, use the privacy channel.’

‘Radio reception is sketchy out there,’ the ranger warned.

‘Not like we have a choice. Let’s go find Parker and catch a killer, or two.’
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Dawn watched the ranger’s vehicle weave through the bushland ahead. The afternoon sun was dipping below the lookout above the resort, causing shadows to dance around them.

‘I can’t see Trembath killing these women.’ Dawn shared her concern with Ryan.

He shrugged. ‘Why did he run then?’

‘I don’t know. Even if he isn’t involved, he could still be loyal to Randall. They obviously share a close bond after he defended the guy.’

The Landcruiser bounced along the narrow trail. Ryan kept his eyes fixed on the terrain as he spoke.

‘We can only follow the evidence, Dawn. At this stage, we know Randall and Trembath have worked in the locations the women have disappeared from. Three internationals, two local women. We know one was murdered, the rest are presumed dead, and now Milly is in hospital, hanging on to life.’

‘Still. A guy who jumps in to defend a stranger doesn’t seem like a murderer. Plus, he’s able-bodied. Why no condoms, semen or other physical evidence indicating the women were raped?’

‘He’s a watcher. Or maybe he’s not into women and does the killing?’

Dawn chewed her lip.

‘That still doesn’t explain why the cops focussed on Trembath? He was a bus driver, due on shift that day. His prior arrest for assault, was because he was defending another person and himself. Hardly a prime suspect in a brutal rape and murder. Detective Marks made it sound like he was a sure thing for it.’

‘You should know by now how complicated guys can be. Defending someone doesn’t mean anything. Trembath could love violence. Maybe he jumped into the fight for fun. But the cops focussing on him is weird. And the civil suit with Randall and Queensland Police is a red flag. We probably should dig deeper into that one, but it will have to wait.’

The ranger’s brake lights flared as the vehicle slowed, pulled into the undergrowth and parked. Ryan guided their Landcruiser alongside. Jamison and Clark drew in behind them.

Dawn stepped out to a cacophony of insects preparing for dusk. She carefully pressed the door closed, keeping the noise to a minimum and rounded the vehicle to join the ranger.

‘Up this path, about two hundred metres, you’ll find a fork. Go right another hundred and you’ll be above the old hut. You sure you don’t want me to come in with you?’

‘Thanks Steve, but I don’t want to be responsible for anything happening to you. These guys are dangerous.’

‘You said you were going to find Parker. Is that the other cop who’s been with you the last few days? When you arrived, you were tracking down a missing guy, now you’re searching for a killer. I read the newspaper this morning. Is it true? Are there five other women?’

Ryan checked his weapon, accepted a rifle and vest from Jamison and turned to the ranger.

‘We are only focussed on one thing right now mate. Finding Parker. Stay here, radio if anyone comes this way, but don’t engage. These two guys are ruthless.’

Steve pursed his lips, then nodded.

‘Okay. I’ll wait here, but don’t get lost hey.’ The ranger grinned. ‘You’ll ruin my reputation.’

Dawn returned the smile, willing herself to relax despite the tension pulling between her neck and shoulder blades. Three hundred metres and they could find Parker. But would they be in time?

She checked her weapon and accepted a backpack from Jamison.

‘It’s got water, provisions, extra ammo.’

She nodded.

‘Okay. Let’s go. Ryan and I’ll take point. You two keep your eyes open. Trembath may have gotten here before us. Randall could be expecting company.’

The two constables nodded. Dawn waved for Ryan to lead the way up the incline. Her heartrate increase had nothing to do with the trek and everything to do with what she told the constables moments ago.

Were they walking into a trap?

She buried the thought and focussed instead on each footfall. The dry sandy ground gave way under her feet as the pathway narrowed to a cattle track. Tall grass closed in around them as heat built in the windless air.

Sweat formed on her lip as she scanned the undergrowth for reptiles, potholes, volcanic rocks or any other hazards.

Ryan halted in front of her, his body alert. With a closed fist, he warned them all to remain still, and quiet. Then turned and wiggled his hand like a serpent. Dawn’s skin exploded with goosebumps.

She hated snakes. Especially out here, in the outback heat, where taipans and browns with venom potent enough to kill in minutes, slithered around. She quelled the sensation of ice running through her veins. Ryan began to move forward. She focussed back on the hunt.

Still, her eyes darted around the undergrowth as they pressed on, finding the fork Steve described and veering right.

She ducked down as they crested the rise. Ryan left the track, making his way into the undergrowth. Dawn braced herself to follow, hoping with every fibre of her body that nothing lurked in the grassland they now picked their way through.

‘There’s the hut,’ Ryan whispered. The warmth of his breath on her ear sent a tingle down her neck and into the pit of her stomach.

She ignored the sensation and scanned the scene below them. The log timber building nestled below tall gums, was eerily quiet.

‘It looks empty,’ she whispered back.

‘Let’s go see.’ He turned to the constables who waited on the trail. Pointing, he sent Jamison left and Clark right, his finger circling in the air told them to cover all exits.

‘I’ll take the front. You watch the back,’ Dawn instructed. Ryan nodded, and they split up to pick their own path down the incline.

Tall gumtrees cast shadows around the clearing, while tufts of grass and flowering shrubs dotted the site.

A sudden sound startled Dawn. She let out a puff of air as a kookaburra began to laugh. The noise drifted through the treetops, covering the crunch of her feet on the mulch-covered slope.

As the ground levelled off, Dawn glanced across to see Ryan picking his way toward the rear of the old hut. She unclipped her weapon, resting her hand on the hilt as she traversed the open ground.

A cook fire, set up to replicate the old tripod pot stand, was surrounded by makeshift seating built from fallen trees. Horse railing formed a stockyard to the left of the hut, another historical nod to the era. 

She drew her weapon and ducked under the veranda, pressing her body flat against the log wall. She took a moment to suck in two breaths, forcing her pulse to calm as she assessed the hut.

There were two openings, with no glass, no doors, no barrier to restrict her vision. But she still needed to proceed with caution.

Ducking, she scurried under the window opening, popping up on the other side, body flat against the hut wall. Again, she drew a steadying breath before rounding the doorway, gun extended.

‘Police!’ She glared down the sight into a rusty stretcher bed before spinning to inspect the right-hand side of the hut. ‘Clear!’ she called.

Ryan rounded the building, gun still at the ready.

‘He’s gone.’ She declared the obvious. ‘Did we miss him, or is this the wrong location?’ She pointed to the antique furniture, set up for tourists to get a glimpse of life in a different time—when the outback was truly rugged. No power, little water, miles from anyone or anything if trouble struck.

‘We’ll get Gleeson to go over the place, but I think you’re right. This doesn’t look like the right location to keep a victim.’

‘Hey!’

Dawn and Ryan spun at the sound.

‘Stop. Police!’

‘That’s Jamison.’ Dawn ran toward the sound. Ryan quickly overtaking her as she slid down the slope into a dry creek bed.

‘Over here!’ She heard Clark’s voice. Her heart raced as she struggled to follow Ryan who was drawing away from her with every stride.

She told herself she needed to train more. The thought seemed obscure with the tension filling her chest.

‘Get down. Now!’ Jamison’s voice echoed down the narrow creek bed toward her.

‘You heard the constable.’ Ryan’s tone held a warning no one could ignore.

‘Okay. Okay.’

Dawn reached the scene in time to see Trembath drop to his knees, his hands interlaced behind his head.

‘I didn’t do anything.’

‘Except assault a police officer,’ Dawn offered between laboured breaths.

Jamison drew his handcuffs and slipped them onto Trembath’s wrists as Ryan holstered his weapon.

Dawn bent over, sucking in air as Jamison dragged Trembath to his feet.

‘You okay?’ Ryan patted her back.

She shrugged his hand free, straightened and sucked in a final deep breath.

‘I’m fine.’ She pointed to Clark. ‘Search this place from top to bottom.’ She puffed a few more times. ‘I’ll get SES out here to give you a hand, but don’t go in the hut until our forensic tech has been through it.’

The constable nodded. Dawn crossed to Jamison, reaching for his prisoner.

‘Help Clark for now.’ She turned to Trembath, dragging him by one arm toward the edge of the dry creek bed. ‘Where is Randall?’

‘I don’t know.’

At least he wasn’t denying their suspect was Randall. That was a good sign.

‘Then why did you come out here? You must know something? He’s murdering young women, brutalising them. But you already knew that didn’t you?’

Trembath stumbled up the embankment, his face growing pale, as though he might vomit.

‘I didn’t realise, until I read the morning paper, and your constables came to talk to me about Milly and Tyler.’

Ryan grabbed Trembath’s free arm and dragged him toward the hut.

‘You mean you’ve never noticed women disappearing under mysterious circumstances from every place you and Randall have worked?

They reached the firepit and her partner shoved the man to one of the log seats. His shoulders sagged. His head shook.

‘Our lab tech tells us Milly Schwartz was found with traces of sawdust on her body. The dust matches the timber used in this old hut construction. We believe Milly was held out this way. You ran here when you heard we were trying to find Randall.’ Ryan dropped to his haunches in front of Trembath. ‘It stands to reason you knew where he was keeping Milly. That makes you an accessory mate.’

Dawn shuffled up on the seat alongside the bus driver.

‘Trembath,’ the man didn’t make eye contact with her, ‘I’m going to give you the benefit of the doubt. Maybe you didn’t know Randall was killing women, but if you don’t tell me what you know now, I’ll charge you with accessory after the fact on five counts of rape and murder, one count of attempted murder and the cream on the cake, assault and kidnapping of a police officer.’

Trembath’s eyes opened wider than Dawn thought possible.

‘That’s right. Your mate has taken Detective Jade Parker hostage and if anything happens to her, I’ll make sure you go down with Randall.’
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Trembath buried his face in his hands as his shoulders shook. The sobs were out of place against his earlier, steely resolve when they interviewed him at the bus muster area. Dawn was about to apply pressure, when a muffled voice stopped her.

‘I’ve known Tyler for years. He’s a skinny, scrawny guy who keeps to himself. I don’t believe he could do anything like this. You’re just like the cops who beat him up.’

Ryan loomed over their suspect with his hands folded across his chest. Dawn tipped her head to suggest he back off.

‘Are you talking about the time you were charged with assault? We’ve read the report.’ She kept her tone reassuring. ‘Can’t say I blame you for defending the guy, but what do you mean cops beat him up?’

Trembath shook his head.

‘It was all sorted in a civil suit. I don’t know all the details.’

‘What was sorted? You were charged with assault. Are you saying it was a police officer who attacked Randall?’ Dawn needed to understand what was going on. Was this connected to the police being forced to drop the rape charge?

‘They beat him up. I saw them laying into him in the alley, kicking him in the ribs. They were going to kill him.’

‘You’re not making any sense Trembath. Start at the beginning,’ Dawn coaxed.

Trembath drew a breath, then nodded, finally lifting his head to make eye contact with Dawn.

‘I finished a shift on the buses, went to the nightclub. When I got there, Tyler was having the piss kicked out of him. I didn’t know why until later, when officers turned up to arrest me.’

Pieces were falling into place, but what did any of this have to do with the backpackers being taken? The charges dropped against Tyler popped into Dawn’s head.

‘Tyler was arrested for rape, but the charges were dropped. Were these guys taking payback?’

Trembath scoffed. ‘When they charged me with assault, one guy, with mean eyes, said Tyler was a rapist. He said Tyler raped one of the cop’s girlfriends and I got in the way of dishing out real justice. But it wasn’t true. Tyler got the payout to prove it was all a lie.’

Ryan grabbed Trembath’s arm and lifted him to his feet.

‘If Randall attacked a woman, and got away with it, I can’t blame the guys for taking vengeance into their own hands, but now your mate is a serial rapist and murderer, and you know where we can find him.’

‘I don’t.’ Trembath pulled away from Ryan’s grip. ‘Tyler was nearly killed by those cops.’

‘We read the medical report. Tyler was effectively castrated by the beating.’ Dawn needed to make Trembath understand how dangerous his friend was. ‘Gary. You need to tell us where to find Tyler. These women aren’t raped in the regular sense.’

She let the thought fester a moment. Trembath frowned, then his eyes widened. She pressed on.

‘He brutalises them with a box cutter, razor blade knife because he’s impotent. That’s how we know your friend is the killer. If he hates women enough to do this, how much more do you think he’ll hate a female cop. The culmination of his worst fears, of the darkest part of his life.’

Trembath bit down on his top lip hard enough to draw blood. A long pause made Ryan shuffle his feet and widen his stance. Dawn held her hand up to stop him from doing anything stupid.

‘Gary. Why did you come out this way if not to warn Tyler?’

Trembath shook his head. Dawn needed more to push him over the edge. Slipping her phone from her pocket, she pulled up a photo of Milly’s wounds.

‘This is what he does. You were arrested for one of these cases, back in Cairns. There have been more since. All women from your workplace. All likely known to you. You changed your name and disappeared after the Hammersmith case Gary. Your friend moved with you, and the terror of Nancy Hammersmith’s death has been following you ever since. If you’re innocent, then you need to tell me where Tyler is hiding.’

Trembath’s entire body shook as his head nodded vigorously.

‘He... said he had a hiding spot out this way. A place to go when life got too hard. I don’t know where it is though.’

‘Detective.’ Dawn turned at the sound of Ranger Steve’s voice. ‘I’ve found something you might want to see.’

‘What are you doing here?’ Dawn grumbled.

The ranger shrugged, his usual cheeky grin absent.

‘You need to see this.’

Dawn’s stomach tensed.

Ryan grabbed Trembath by the arm. ‘I’ll get Clark to take him into custody, transfer him to Mount Garnet and call in the back up.’

Dawn nodded and followed Ranger Steve toward the rear of the hut.

‘I overheard you interviewing Gary.’ He stopped and waited for her to catch up. ‘This old hut had a woodshed. I checked it out and something is odd about the stacked wood.’

He pointed to a rusted tin roof jutting from the basalt hill. Bushland rose up behind it, hanging low over the all-weather storage and concealing most of the structure.  

‘The wood has been here for years.’ The ranger lowered to his haunches. ‘It’s for display, but it’s the same variety as the structure, so likely came from this site.’

Dawn noted the different colour at the ends of the timber on the left side of the woodshed.

‘This is newly cut.’ She reached out and dragged the first piece from the top of the pile, then another. Her heart thudded in her chest when the ranger pulled out two more pieces to reveal a dark tunnel. She grabbed the UHF radio on her belt but froze when her eyes fell on a boot-print.

‘We need Arthur out here.’ She pointed to the ground where a print with a missing gouge tracked away from the woodshed. ‘And we need our forensic tech, and RFDS on standby and some muscle.’

Ryan appeared at her side.

‘Clark has Trembath sorted. What’s this about muscle?’

Dawn indicated the gaping hole. ‘We need to take all this wood out.’ Ryan frowned, then frantically began tearing wood from the pile. Dawn stopped him with a hand on his arm. Pointing to the boot-print. ‘What’s Jim Warren’s boot-print doing here?’

‘I don’t know and right now I don’t care.’ He dragged another log from the shed. ‘All I care about right now is finding Parker.’

Dawn began pulling logs as Ranger Steve radioed for assistance. She didn’t trust herself to speak, because right now, their chances of finding Jade alive were slim. Tyler was likely long gone and all Dawn could think about was how Jim Warren could fit into any of this.
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Dawn tuned out the birds, the insects, the heat and the flurry of activity as she and Ryan emptied the last of the wood from the shed. A gaping abyss yawned at them, inviting them to be swallowed by the darkness.

‘We need torches,’ Dawn called over her shoulder.

‘Here.’ Jamison handed her two heavy-duty torches.

‘Thanks.’ Dawn passed one to Ryan. ‘You wait here for Gleeson, secure a perimeter and don’t disturb the tracks.’ She pointed to the boot-print on the ground. ‘Ryan and I’ll see if Parker is in here, but as soon as the tracker arrives, go with him.’

Jamison’s solemn expression reflected Dawn’s inner turmoil, but she ignored it and followed Ryan into the tunnel.

‘How did Randall even know this place was here?’ Ryan’s voice bounced around the narrow space.

‘No idea but look.’ Dawn pointed her torch at drag marks on the ground. Cool air filtered past them, sucking toward the opening. ‘There’s more air getting into this place. You don’t suppose there’s another entrance?’

‘Let’s hope it’s only an air vent.’ Ryan’s light-beam flickered on the walls as he picked his way in the darkness. ‘I think we’re going down.’

Cool, oppressive dampness surrounded them. The torchlight dwindled in the pitch black as the tunnel tightened. As the space closed in, she reminded herself she didn’t suffer from claustrophobia.

Ryan’s beam landed on rock. Dawn’s found something else.

‘Look.’ Adrenalin chased away the tension rising in her neck and shoulders. ‘I can see fabric.’ Ryan’s beam landed on hers. The added light accentuated matted blonde hair.

‘Parker!’ Ryan lurched forward.

Dawn fought for composure as she prepared herself for the worst. Striding up behind her partner, her heart skipped a beat when wide eyes peered back in the torchlight.

‘Jade.’ Dawn dropped to her knees as Ryan struggled to hold the torchlight on the detective and untie her hands. ‘Let me.’ She handed her torch to him, dropped her backpack to the ground and rummaged in the front pocket for a utility knife. Flicking it open, she snipped the rope from Parker’s hands before carefully lifting the tape from her lips.

The torch beam in Ryan’s right hand frantically searched Jade’s body for any injuries.

‘I’m not cut.’ Parker offered as soon as the tape was removed. ‘Randall left me here.’

‘So, it was Randall who grabbed you?’ Dawn needed to confirm. ‘Not Jim Warren?’

Parker’s frown was visible in the torchlight. Ryan passed the torch back to Dawn.

‘Let’s get her out of here first.’

Dawn nodded, cut the cord at Parker’s ankles and helped Ryan draw her to her feet.

‘You okay to walk?’ Ryan asked as he hesitantly let go.

‘I think so.’ Parker stepped forward, stumbled, then righted herself. ‘If we take it slow. My legs are a bit numb.’

Dawn supported Parker as best she could in the narrow tunnel. Her mind raced with questions, but Ryan was right, they needed to get her to the surface and make sure she was going to be okay.

As twilight filtered into the hole, Dawn’s breathing began to slow to a more reasonable pace. Parker was safe. She was going to be okay, but why did Randall take her in the first place and where was he now?

They stepped into the dying daylight as the sun dropped low on the horizon. It was going to be a long night, hunting Randall in the dark would be difficult, but they couldn’t wait until morning.

Arms dragged Parker from Dawn’s grip. Ryan turned to Dawn with confusion as Tammy embraced Parker and the women huddled, speaking in hushed tones.

‘I’ll explain later,’ she offered as Tammy’s glistening eyes fell on her. ‘We need to get the search underway.’

Tammy let Parker go. ‘And I have two crime scenes to investigate.’ Her tone was apologetic. Parker patted her arm and turned to Ryan as two medical staff hurried toward her.

‘I saw Randall in the carpark, delivering food to the restaurant. The red cap, the trolley, the knife, all fell into place. While he was inside, I hopped up into the truck to look around. I figured it was the ideal way to transport the women around, unseen.’

‘You can go over this later,’ Ryan offered as the medical staff reached her.

‘No. This is important. He must have seen me getting into the truck. I didn’t even hear him. The next thing I knew he was dragging me into darkness.’

The medical staff ushered Parker to take a seat while they carried out some basic observations.

‘Breathe in,’ the doctor requested.

Parker obeyed. As the doctor checked her pulse, she carried on.

‘I told him we were on to him, and if he killed me, he would make the target on his back bigger than a bullseye.’

Dawn thought about the fact Parker was relatively unharmed given what Randall was capable of. The detective managed to talk herself out of certain death. Her information told him he didn’t have time to play with her. Leaving her in the tunnel, a place he likely thought they knew nothing about, was an easy way to dispose of her.

‘He’s running,’ she stated.

Parker nodded. ‘I’ve got his truck registration.’

‘We’ll get a BOLO out.’ Dawn lifted the UHF radio from her belt.

Tammy interrupted. ‘You can do that, but I don’t think he drove out of here.’

‘We didn’t see his truck on the road where we parked.’ Dawn glanced around for Ryan to back her up, but it was Ranger Steve who interrupted.

‘There’s another spot up the road a few minutes. He might have parked there.’

Dawn nodded.

‘Jamison. Go with Steve, check and see if you can find Randall’s truck.’

‘On it, Detective.’ Jamison’s gangly arm waved for the ranger to lead the way.

‘Call in if you find anything. No heroics. Either of you.’ Dawn pointed her finger at the bright white smile from the ranger, then turned back to Tammy.

‘Why don’t you think Randall drove out?’

‘Because we’ve got more than one set of tracks leading away from here.’ Tammy waved for Dawn and Ryan to join her. ‘The first set appear to be the same as the ones found at Rick’s vehicle site.’

‘The one’s we believe are Jim Warren’s,’ Dawn stated. Tammy nodded.

‘And another set. Similar size, but more of a hiking boot. I’ve taken photos and I’ll send them off when I get reception.’

‘So we wait for the tracker.’ Dawn glanced around in the fading light.

‘Or we pick this up tomorrow.’ Ryan pointed to the medical staff preparing Parker for transport. ‘Parker is safe now. We should question Trembath. I think he’s holding something back. And check in with Barrett, finish searching Trembath’s room. We can find out where Randall lives from the resort group now. A warrant won’t be an issue.’

Dawn didn’t want to agree, but her partner was right. Tracking in the dark would be dangerous and more difficult and she still needed to update police media and organise a press conference.

‘You’re right.’

‘Can I get a recording of that?’ Ryan grinned.

Dawn shook her head, but didn’t hide her smile.

‘We need to get an alert out to the press. This guy is dangerous. He could grab another woman or flee to a new location.’

‘I’ll get Clark to organise someone to watch over Gleeson and keep the area secure overnight.’

Dawn lifted her UHF from her belt.

‘I’ll let Arthur know to meet us here at first light instead of coming out tonight.’

Ryan wrapped his arm around her shoulder and squeezed.

‘We’ll get him Dawn. We have all night to finish putting the pieces together. Find his home. Get a warrant for a search. We can put up a roadblock. There’s a lot we can do before morning.’

‘I know.’
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Traversing the incline toward the police vehicle left Dawn breathless. She bent over, resting her hands on her knees as she sucked in air.

‘You need to train more.’ Ryan grinned at the scowl she gave him.

Shaking her head, she drew one more breath and strode out toward the roadside where they left the police Landcruiser. Back on even ground, her breathing quickly returned to normal.

Ryan drew alongside her as they reached the vehicle.

‘You need one of these.’ He thrust his watch in front of her face. ‘It tracks your heartrate, the number of steps you do, and you can even set it to monitor your training.’ He pressed buttons to reveal a multitude of screens Dawn struggled to read before another appeared.

She slapped his wrist away and nodded at the locked passenger’s side door—resisting the urge to tell him what he could do with the fancy watch she knew cost more than a month of her wages.

‘Let’s go.’ She waited with her hand on the door as Ryan fumbled in his pocket for the keys. ‘We can interview Trembath at the Mount Garnet station.’ She opened the door as soon as it unlocked.

Ryan joined her, put the key in the ignition and turned to her as he started the engine.

‘Hopefully he can tell us where Randall might be headed.’

‘Exactly, or at the very least he will know where Randall has been living. We need to search his house, find out where the food company truck is kept and confirm he’s running, not hunting for a new victim.’

Ryan shoved the car into drive and used the handbrake to spin the vehicle in a tight circle on the narrow dirt track.

‘I’m just glad he didn’t have time to hurt Parker.’

Dawn considered her partner’s statement. Did he run out of time or was he never planning to torture Parker? She was his type as far as hair colour and build, but Parker was a decade older than the other victims.

This all came back to the original rape charge, and the link between the police who beat Randall up, then tried to pin a murder on Trembath because he protected Randall, who they couldn’t touch after the civil suit.

‘We need to dig into the original rape case. We can’t find the file, but someone must know who the victim was.’

Ryan glanced her way as the vehicle slid sideways around a bend.

‘You think there’s a link?’

‘Something set this guy off. The Hammersmith murder was quick. She was dumped in the open, in a public place. I think it was his first.’

‘And you think the original rape was the catalyst?’

‘I think Tyler might have been a rapist, but the brutal attack left him impotent. All the women he’s harmed, and killed have been a certain type.’ Dawn reached for the UHF still on her gun belt. ‘I’ll contact Barrett, Jamison and Clark, get them to meet us at the Mount Garnet station. They can contact Chung and help dig into why the rape case disappeared. Who was in charge then?’

Ryan’s eyes left the road to find Dawn’s.

‘Hopefully Gleeson can find something on the scene to help us track Randall down.’

‘I wish we could keep searching tonight. Arthur might not be able to find the trail again tomorrow.’

Ryan turned to Dawn. ‘What’s Warren got to do with this? If he’s been tracking Randall, why not contact us and tell us where to find him?’

Dawn shook her head. It was a very good question—one she already asked herself. The gun fire hitting the rock she was hiding behind. The bandages on Rick’s head, indicating someone tended his wounds.

‘I think he’s afraid of getting arrested, but he’s got a conscience. His daughter was murdered. I believe he killed Fraser for justice. Vigilante seems to be his MO.’

‘You think he’s hunting Randall to take him out?’

Dawn shrugged.

Did she?

‘If he knows what Randall has been doing, I think it’s a solid possibility.’ She pressed the UHF radio button. ‘Barrett, come in.’ Squelching hissed through the radio speaker. Dawn altered the frequency, tuning in the privacy channel, then turned the volume up. ‘Barrett, Jamison. This is Grave, come in.’

‘I got you Detective.’ Jamison’s voice was muffled, distant.

‘Any luck finding our missing truck?’ She kept the conversation vague in case the media were listening in.

‘Affirmative. Techs will be running over it next.’

‘Roger that. Stay on scene. Out.’

She considered trying to reach Barrett on the radio once more, then decided Jamison was using Barrett’s patrol car.

‘We better pick Barrett up. She can follow up Chung and introduce us to the station sergeant, smooth the way so we can interview Trembath.’

‘We can see if she found anything in Trembath’s room while we’re there,’ Dawn nodded as Ryan steered the police vehicle left toward the resort. She watched the sun disappear below the ridge as they passed the fuel storage area and drove into the resort.

Ryan pulled into the parking area. The headlights illuminated Barrett, waiting on the deck. Dawn opened her window.

‘Get in Barrett, we need to interview Trembath in Mount Garnet.’

‘He’s not in Garnet.’ The young constable opened Dawn’s door. ‘Clark needed to get back to watch your tech, Gleeson, and Mount Garnet station is over an hour away.’ She waved her hand behind her. ‘I’ve secured him in the situation room for now.’

Dawn opened her mouth, then shook her head as she considered if the young officer’s actions were a show of initiative or stupidity.

How on earth were they going to keep the press away from this one, not to mention the tenuous situation of trying to keep Trembath secure in a meeting room?. Barrett seemed to have interpreted Dawn’s silence.

‘When Clark got here, I called for the back-up you requested. I figured you probably wanted to ask Trembath about what I found in his room before he was transported to holding in Garnet.’

Dawn hastily undid her seatbelt, stepped out of the vehicle and waved for Ryan to park as she steered Barrett toward the situation room.

‘What did you find in Trembath’s room?’ she hissed.

‘They were stashed well. I did a thorough search of everything including the cupboards in the bathroom, under the sink, under his bed.’

Dawn was running out of patience. ‘What did you find Barrett?’

The young constable leant in, glanced over her shoulder with wide eyes, then turned back to the well-lit reception area. The haunted expression on her face sent a shiver down Dawn’s spine.  

‘I’ve got them in the situation room.’

‘What have you got Barrett?’

‘Pictures.’ The young officer’s lip quivered, and Dawn didn’t need to ask to understand what the constable had found.

She patted her on the shoulder reassuringly. ‘I get it Barrett. Let’s go see Trembath.’

Ryan caught up to them in time to hear the tail end of the conversation.

‘How about you take a break Barrett. Remember, don’t talk to the media.’ He steered her toward the restaurant entrance. ‘And if you see the reporter, Connie, send her to the situation room.’

Dawn scowled at her partner. Barrett handed the situation room key to Ryan, who waited until Barrett drifted away before turning back to Dawn.

‘We need to make a statement. You said so yourself. We promised Connie an exclusive, so it’s only fair she breaks the truth of the story, not that dweeb who bailed us up outside Trembath’s accommodation this morning.’

‘Fair enough, but let’s see these photos and find out what Trembath has to say before we talk to her.’

Ryan touched the small of her back and held his palm up, offering for her to lead the way. Dawn let his warm fingers linger a moment, wanting to tell him how much she appreciated his support. His eyes studied hers and a lift at the corners of his mouth told her he understood without words.

‘Let’s find where Randall is headed.’

Dawn nodded, jumped the two steps from the decking and headed toward the situation room.

‘We know he’s not going anywhere in his truck. I’ll call Reynolds and ask her to run his ID for any regular vehicle registrations, then we can put a BOLO out on them, and I still want the original rape case file found.’

Cameras flashed as they rounded the corner to the situation room entrance. A cluster of people surged toward them. Dawn shielded her eyes from the continued flashes and searched for access to the meeting room but found none.
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Ryan spotted Connie, stepped in front of Dawn and surged forward like an arrowhead into the milling bodies.

‘Connie!’ he called.

The reporter waved her mic above her head as she wriggled through the crowd toward them.

‘Detectives.’ She shimmied up to Ryan. ‘What you got for me?’

‘Nothing yet, but if you can get rid of this lot, I’ll have an exclusive for you soon.’

‘We saw the constable bring a guy in here, cuffed. She managed to sneak past the restaurant. But someone spotted her going into the meeting room and this gaggle took off like a tidal wave. What’s going on?’

‘Too early to tell, but we will announce a person of interest soon. We could use your help getting the word out, but we need to speak with our witness first.’ Ryan’s tone was calm.

Dawn was far from it. If Barrett found pictures that turned her stomach, in Trembath’s room, then maybe Dawn was wrong. Maybe Trembath was capable of harming those young women after all.

‘Okay. You got it Clint.’

The reporter turned toward the crowd and waved for her cameraman to join her. They edged sideways toward the meeting room door, creating an unobstructed thoroughfare for her and Ryan to enter the situation room unhindered.

She heard the reporter tell the massing press how they should let the detectives do their job and to expect to see their barbaric behaviour on the morning news.

As she pulled the door closed behind Ryan, she heard the beady-eyed reporter tell Eddie to zoom in on Connie’s head. He then called the woman out for being in cahoots with the police.

The hum of voices and flash of cameras disappeared as the door finally closed. Dawn clipped the lock in place with a sigh of relief, but as she turned to begin questioning Trembath, her anxiety returned.

‘Mr Trembath, or should we call you Mr Bidwell?’

The man hunched on the floor with his hands cuffed together behind his back. Barrett appeared to have attached Clark’s cuffs to a heater on the wall with another set of cuffs.

‘Can I get up from the floor now?’

Dawn glanced at Ryan who shrugged with exaggerated disregard. She decided to play along with his casual attitude.

‘Might be easier to question him eye to eye.’

Ryan nodded, pursed his lips, then nodded some more.

‘I don’t know. After the pictures Barrett found in his room, he might be better left on the ground like any other animal.’

Dawn made a show of considering her partner’s words by tapping her lip with her forefinger thoughtfully.

‘What’s going on?’ Trembath wriggled his cuffed hands. The sound of metal on metal rang out at his back. ‘I’ve done nothing wrong!’

Dawn crossed to the desk to find the pictures Barrett referred to, in an evidence bag. She slipped a glove from the box on the desk and used it to retrieve the photos from the bag. One by one, she used the glove to arrange the photos, all while Ryan was still standing over Trembath.

Finally, she selected one photo, forced down the bile rising in her throat and crossed the room to show Ryan. His lip curled in a snarl at the sight of the naked woman, cut and bruised, lying on a white tile floor.

There was no mistaking the image. It was one of the missing women, which one, Dawn wasn’t yet sure. She tried to recall each face, but admitted to herself, unlike Milly’s, she hadn’t committed them all to her memory.

Ryan nodded he’d seen enough and for Dawn to continue her line of questioning. Dawn dropped to her haunches in front of Trembath, and keeping the image facing her, stared into the man’s eyes.

‘Tell me where I can find Randall.’ Her voice was barely more than a whisper.

‘I don’t know where he is. I thought he’d be at the hut. I already told you that.’

Dawn tapped the photo against her chest and drew an exaggerated breath.

‘Where does Randall live? In Mount Garnet? Mount Surprise?’

Trembath shook his head, but his eyes never left the photo in Dawn’s hand. Did he know what was on it? Of course he did. He must know. It was found in his accommodation.

‘I don’t know. He always visits me at the resort. We have a few drinks at the bar, come back to my accommodation for a few more, then he goes back to town. He stays over occasionally, if there’s spare room.’

‘How many times a week does he come here?’ Dawn continued to tap the photo on her chest, carefully considering Trembath’s body language. He was rattled, but Dawn couldn’t be sure why.

‘He delivers here twice a week this time of year.’

‘And where else does he usually deliver?’

‘There’s another resort in Mount Surprise and two out Mount Isa way. He travels between them.’

Dawn bit her lip and glanced at Ryan, who was likely thinking the same thing. If Randall worked between these locations, then his home could be anywhere. She was about to voice her concern when a thought struck her.

‘You said he stays for a few beers, a few nights a week.’

Trembath nodded, his eyes fixed wide open on the photo in Dawn’s hand. She glanced down, confirming it was now face up, exposed for the man to see it in detail.

‘I didn’t do that.’ He nodded his head toward the photo. ‘I’d never do that.’ His head was shaking now.

‘We told you before. Randall is wanted on suspicion of Milly’s kidnapping. But he’s also our prime suspect in the murder of Debra Smythe. He’s been killing like this for years. But now we have a problem.’

Dawn watched Trembath’s shaking head turn to a quivering of his body.

‘These photos came from your room. So I have one question for you Trembath and think very carefully before you answer.’

She left a pause. Trembath’s face contorted.

‘What exactly is your role in this murder club?’
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Trembath opened his mouth like a fish desperate for air, but no words came out as his face paled.

‘I’ll grab him some water,’ Ryan offered, crossing the room to the table and pouring water from a carafe.

Dawn sighed, pulled out a set of cuff keys and wriggled around behind the man to release the second set holding him to the floor heater.

‘Here.’ She helped him to his feet, being careful to control his still cuffed arms in case he tried to run. ‘Take a seat over here.’ Dawn met Ryan at the desk as her partner pulled out a chair for Trembath.

‘I didn’t kill anyone.’ His breathless words made her wonder if he were having a panic attack. She knew the signs well enough.

‘Breathe. Have a drink. Then we’ll talk. I need to make a call.’ Dawn used her eyes to question Ryan and confirm he was okay to take over. He nodded as he lifted the glass to Trembath’s lips and allowed him to take a sip of water.

Dawn crossed the room, held her phone by the window and dialled the Cooktown station.

‘Cooktown police, this is Constable Reynolds.’

‘Reynolds. It’s Dawn. Sorry to bug you so late.’

‘No worries at all Detective. What do you need?’

‘I need you to run Tyler Randall for any registered vehicles. Also check if he has updated his driver’s licence address. We could get lucky.’

‘Doing it as we speak.’

Dawn heard the tap of Reynolds’ fingers on the keyboard and waited, her mind mulling over Trembath, who was even paler than before.

Was he bluffing? How else did the photos end up in his room? Trembath said Randall stayed sometimes. Was Randall so obsessed he needed a memento to sleep with. Or was he trying to set Trembath up? Maybe he wanted to bring him into the fold and was waiting for the right time.

‘Okay.’ Reynolds’ voice dragged Dawn from her hypothesising. ‘Address on his DL is Cairns. Could be a relative.’

Dawn nodded to herself.

‘Yep. Send it through. I’ll ask Cairns to get someone around to speak to them. Maybe a relative can tell us where he is staying while working out here.’

More keys tapped as Reynolds ran the registration details.

‘There’s no vehicle registered in his name, but there is a vehicle registered to the Cairns address. Do you want that one.’

‘Sure. Probably not much help but send it through anyway.’

‘Will do. How’s Parker doing?’

‘You heard.’

‘The police community is pretty much like its own small town,’ Reynolds chuckled. ‘Nothing stays secret for long.’

The young constable’s statement made Dawn think of Rossi. Was the incident here already rippling its way along the rumour mill? She knew it was already the talk in higher ranking circles.

‘She’s doing okay, all things considered. No injuries, but she’ll be sore and bruised from being hog tied and dragged into a dark tunnel. I’m not sure she’ll be up for any hide and seek anytime soon.’

Reynolds laughed and Dawn faltered. It hadn’t meant to be a joke. She knew if she were tied up and locked in a dark place, with no idea if anyone would rescue her like Parker had been, she’d be afraid of the dark forever.

‘Ask Sergeant Martin to get us a warrant to enforce Brown Group to reveal where Randall is being housed while he works here. I want to search his premises, even if he doesn’t go back there.’

‘You got it Detective. I’ll let you know when the information comes in.’

‘Thanks Reynolds.’ Dawn hung up and turned to see Ryan sitting on the edge of the desk, eyes fixed on Trembath.

The man’s colour wasn’t good. His usual unfriendly attitude was now replaced with something else. Dawn was trying to figure out if he was putting on an act or not. But his pallor was hard to fake.

‘Mr Trembath. If you didn’t do this,’ Dawn reached the desk and pointed to the single photo sitting apart from the others on the table, ‘then why were the photos found in your room?’

Trembath shook his head slowly, as though he were trying to figure out the answer. When his eyes lifted from his lap, the denial from earlier was replaced by something else.

‘I’ve known Tyler for years. He’s always been a hermit, rarely talks to anyone but me. You can ask the staff in the restaurant. Since the cops beat him up, and basically castrated him, he’s been a timid guy.’

‘What was he like before the incident?’

‘I didn’t know him. I met him the day I stopped him getting beaten to death.’

‘He was a cleaner with your bus company back then. I find it hard to believe you didn’t know him.’

‘Was he? Drivers don’t meet the cleaning staff, not usually anyway.’ Trembath frowned in confusion.

‘Okay Gary.’ Dawn switched to his first name, hoping to put him at ease. His eyes said she succeeded. ‘We need to know if he has a car, other than the truck he uses to deliver the food.’

Trembath shook his head vigorously. ‘No. Not that I’ve seen.’

‘You went to the hut because you knew he had a hiding spot out there. Why would he need a hiding spot?’

‘Like I said, he’s a quiet guy. He likes hunting, shooting, sitting by the fire and finding some peace. He can’t,’ Trembath glanced at Dawn, then Ryan and back to Dawn, ‘you know. Have...’

‘Sex.’ Ryan filled the gap.

‘Not since the beating. So he keeps to himself except for talking with me.’

‘Did you see him leave these photos in your accommodation?’

‘No way. I’d have burnt them.’

A knock on the door made Ryan slide from the desk and cross the room. He opened it a crack, then widened it for the two officers waiting outside.

‘Looks like your ride is here Trembath.’

‘But I haven’t done anything.’

Ryan shrugged.

‘Well technically you struck a constable, then you disobeyed a directive to stop where you were from another officer. And you’ve been less than helpful in tracking down your mate.’

The two police officers crossed the room, one lifted Trembath from his chair with more aggression than Dawn liked to see applied to an already cuffed man. But that wasn’t why she put her hand out to stop the officer.

‘You said Randall goes hunting. Anywhere in particular? This is a national park, isn’t it? You can’t shoot in a national park.’

‘There’s an older guy who has a licence to shoot vermin in the park. Tyler often goes out to his camp and the guy lets him do a bit of shooting.’

Dawn spun to see Ryan back on his feet, his expression making it clear he knew exactly what she was thinking. She turned back to Trembath.

‘Okay Gary, think carefully now. What’s this guy’s name and where is the camp?’

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 41

A large map covered the entire table surface as Dawn circled the Kalkani Crater Rim Walk with a black marker pen. She turned to the tracker whose unlit smoke hung at the corner of his mouth. The smell of tobacco lingered.

‘Arthur. How far is this from the hut?’

‘Nearly ten k as the crow flies.’

‘Is there direct access through the bush from the hut to the rim walk?’

The Indigenous tracker rubbed the grey stubble at his chin, then nodded.

‘Sure. Rough trail hey. Specially in the dark,’ he shrugged, ‘if ya know da way, it takes ‘bout four hours.’

Dawn glanced at her watch, then turned to Ryan.

‘Jim Warren will have a car.’

Ryan followed her train of thought, voicing her biggest concern out aloud.

‘Randall could already have taken it and disappeared.’

Dawn suppressed her anxiety and turned to constable Jamison.

‘Get a BOLO out on any vehicle registered in Jim Warren’s name. Then get Barrett and follow us out to the Rim.’

‘You got it.’

Jamison left the situation room. Tammy began packing her gear up.

‘I’ve finished processing the truck, and the woodshed tunnel. There was plenty of trace evidence in the truck. I think more than one woman has been transported in the back of it, but it will take days to get DNA and fingerprint results on everything.’

She slammed a layered toolbox closed.

‘I took another casting of the boot-print with the gouge. It matches the other sample I collected the other day. Nothing remarkable about the hiking boot-print, other than what I told you on scene. I’ll keep you posted on the DNA from the truck.’

Dawn nodded, her mind racing over why Jim Warren’s footprint might be on the latest scene. Did he know Parker was there?

‘Any idea if the people who made the prints were there at the same time? I’m still trying to work out if Jim Warren knows what Randall is up to or is involved.’

‘There’s no way to tell for certain. The print with the gouge crossed over the other ones, but the timing is impossible to confirm.’

Dawn turned to Arthur and Ranger Steve.

‘What about you Arthur? Any way you think we can tell?’

The tracker lifted the smoke from his lips and grinned, highlighting his missing front teeth.

‘Science lady’s right.’

Ranger Steve patted Arthur on the back.

‘We’ll go back out at first light and see if we can find anything useful.’

Arthur nodded. Steve continued.

‘We might be able to confirm the direction Randall went. He could be heading somewhere else, away from the rim.’

Dawn didn’t want to think about that. If they were wrong, he could be in the wind.

‘Good idea. We found his truck in the other entry road, so maybe he went back that way, but our presence interrupted him.’

Tammy lifted her bags, one in each hand.

‘You think he was that close when you got there?’

‘I’m not sure Tammy. Parker said she was a bit dazed, but didn’t think she’d been in the tunnel very long. He dumped her there in a hurry. He’s running, so he might have thought we were closer behind him. Something stopped him getting to the truck.’

Tammy made for the door.

‘I’m heading back to Cairns. I’ll check on Jade and let you know how she’s going.’

Ryan followed Tammy, ready to open the door.

‘It’s possible Trembath warned him we were on the way.’

Dawn shook her head.

‘I don’t think Randall was there when he arrived. We found Trembath searching the riverbed. I think he was searching for Randall’s hiding spot.’

‘Maybe we missed something down there.’ Ryan glanced at Steve who nodded he and Arthur would double-check.

Tammy lifted her cases with mild impatience. Ryan opened the door, to find Connie and her cameraman waiting on the other side.

‘Time for that interview.’ Connie peered inside, no doubt trying to get a glimpse of the murder board or anything else that could be her next big scoop.

Tammy slipped out. Ryan pulled the door half-closed and turned to Dawn. She rolled the whiteboard around and stacked up the paperwork, before folding the map closed. Glancing around, she made sure everything was covered, then nodded.

‘Let’s do this.’

Ryan braced himself, then opened the door wide, letting Connie and her cameraman into the meeting room.

‘We’ll head out at first light.’ Steve ushered Arthur toward the open door.

Connie lifted her perfectly plucked eyebrows but said nothing as the two men left the room. As the door closed behind them, she turned to meet Dawn’s gaze.

‘What are we announcing?’

‘We have a person of interest we’d like you to put the word out about.’

‘He’s the murderer?’

Dawn noted the camera lens was already on her. The red light indicated it was rolling. The reporter’s mic was in front of her body.

‘You know I can’t confirm or deny that question.’ Dawn spoke as she glanced around the room, trying to find a spot without chairs stacked up, or anything identifying the resort in the background.

‘There is good.’ Connie pointed to a blank wall, with windows above.

Dawn nodded, stood awkwardly in front of the bare wall and waited for Connie to draw up alongside. The reporter preened her hair, placed her mic between them, then nodded to the cameraman to indicate she was ready. As the camera light flashed on, so did the reporter’s pensive, serious expression.

‘Detective Grave, is it true we might have a serial killer lurking in the outback?’

Dawn suppressed a grin. It was the question she was expecting.

‘There is no reason to believe we have a serial killer on the loose Connie. We can confirm the police were asked to assist in the recovery of a missing backpacker. We are very pleased to confirm the woman has been found alive, but was transported to Brisbane in a serious condition.’

‘And the remains of another woman?’ Connie pressed the mic closer to Dawn.

‘At this stage, we are pursuing the two cases separately, but what we can confirm is we have a person of interest in the abduction of Milly Schwartz. We would like to speak with Tyler Randall, who works for a local catering logistics company in the Mount Garnet to Mount Isa region. If anyone knows anything they believe might help police locate Mr Randall, we request they call Crime Stoppers or the Cooktown Police Station.’

‘Is it true you were actually out here in search of a suspect in your brother’s murder when the backpacker went missing?’

Dawn was stunned a moment. From the corner of her eye, she saw Ryan move to intercept the question, but she raised her index finger to stop him. The last thing she needed was a white knight coming to her rescue on national television.

Thankfully he stayed where he was.

‘I’m sorry to say I can’t comment on any ongoing investigation. But if anyone can help us find Tyler Randall, please call Crime Stoppers. Thanks. That’s all we have at this time.’

Connie hovered a moment, judging if she could throw out another question. Ryan tapped the cameraman on the shoulder and pointed to the door. The tall, lean man switched his camera off and waited for Connie to join him before opening the door and leaving.

‘That cheeky bitch,’ Ryan spoke as soon as the door closed.

‘I should have seen it coming.’ She crossed to the desk, lifted the map and strode for the door. ‘Let’s go find Warren’s camp and hope we get there before Randall leaves.’
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Darkness folded in around the Police Landcruiser. Headlights, boosted by a row of spotlights, lit a narrow field of light on the dirt road ahead. The vehicle rumbled at speed as Ryan focussed from behind the wheel.

‘How are we going to find Jim Warren’s camp in the dark?’ Dawn voiced her fears.

‘We’ve set up roadblocks in Mount Surprise and Garnet. He can’t get too far, even if he’s grabbed Jim’s vehicle.’

‘He could easily take Jim’s Iveco truck and head inland. It’s probably fitted out for living and there must be a dozen backroads through to the coast.’

‘We’ve got Cairns police watching his mum’s place. If he goes home, we’ll find him Dawn.’

Her partner’s tone oozed a mix of patience and sympathy. He knew what she was thinking. If Randall got away, he’d kill again. Another poor woman would endure days of torture.

‘What did Nathan say about the rape charges?’ Dawn studied Ryan’s profile in the dash lights. Chung had hit a brick wall trying to access the files. They were sealed, above even Sergeant Martin’s paygrade.

‘He’s looking into it.’

Dawn scoffed. ‘Code for I’ll give the cops involved a heads up.’

She knew she sounded cynical. The truth was most cops were good people. They joined to help others. Randall raping a cop’s wife or girlfriend and walking free because the evidence was thin was an understandable motive for taking justice into their own hands.

Still, they were supposed to uphold the law and if they hadn’t beaten Randall within an inch of his life, he might not be a serial killer now.

There was no doubt he would have raped again, but Nancy Hammersmith, and four other women would still be alive. The police could have kept an eye on him. Waited for him to slip up. Then they could have investigated, without tiptoeing around a civil-suit against Queensland Police.

Dawn wondered what else in Tyler Randall’s life might have led him down this path, but forced the thought aside as Ryan turned the Landcruiser into a parking area below the Crater Rim walk.

‘I checked over the map before we left.’ Ryan navigated the vehicle into a service track, barely noticeable from the road. ‘Warren was likely camping out of sight.’

‘Makes you wonder how Rick found him?’

‘Maybe Warren found Rick.’ Ryan glanced her way, then focussed back on the narrowing track ahead.

It was true. They were so busy chasing down a killer, they were yet to thoroughly check the burner-phone call logs. Maybe there were more calls between Rick and his brother-in-law?

Thinking of the Senior Constable made Dawn wonder how he was going. There was still no word on his status. A coma could last for months, especially in an older person, where brain cell growth was diminishing not increasing.

Ryan’s voice drew her focus. ‘This track is a service road, rarely used, but there is a cell tower up here.’

‘Perfect spot for keeping a low profile and still being close to communications.’

She saw the corners of his mouth twitch.

‘Was that a compliment on my investigative skills?’

‘Don’t get cocky. We haven’t found Randall or Warren yet.’

The Landcruiser crested the incline. Ryan steered the vehicle across the flat, open space toward the base of the telecommunications tower and drove in a slow circle, allowing the spotlights to filter into the surrounding vegetation. A stone circle marked an ash filled firepit, but something else caught Dawn’s attention.

‘Stop there.’ Dawn pointed. ‘Turn the spotties off.’

Ryan hit the brakes, then slipped the vehicle into reverse, circling back so the headlight shone into the undergrowth. He cut the high-powered lighting which was only creating a glare against the bushland.

‘That’s a...’

Dawn didn’t get the chance to finish the sentence. The undergrowth rustled as a figure burst free, with arms and legs flailing. The scene was almost comical, a shadow, flapping like a caryard blowup floppy tube man in the headlights.

Dawn unclipped her seatbelt, jumped from the vehicle and drew her gun, vaguely aware of Ryan yelling something.

‘Stop! Police!’ She aimed at the figure, streaking through the vehicle lights. ‘Stop!’ She screamed this time, but the fugitive disappeared into the undergrowth on the other side of the clearing.

‘Dawn! Don’t!’ Ryan’s voice made her glance back to see him by the car, one leg still inside. But she couldn’t stop.

Randall was fleeing. She wasn’t letting him get away. Her feet pounded the dirt as she neared bushland, reached into her pocket for a torch and plunged into the scrub. The narrow beam barely lit a few metres in front of her as the trees closed in around her.

Her pulse throbbed at her neck. She drew slow, calming breaths and squinted over her gun sights, trying to watch and listen for any sign of her suspect. 

‘Dawn!’ Ryan called into the night, making her realise she was a long way from her partner now.

‘Damn,’ she mumbled to herself. Why didn’t she wait for him? The answer was obvious in hindsight. The suspect was running. She hated the idea of him getting away. As he disappeared out of her sight, the only thing occupying her thoughts was... Catch the bastard.

She picked her way through the bush, aware that every footfall broke a twig or crunched leaf litter. Her torch light was a dead giveaway. A beacon screaming I’m here. There was no point hoping for stealth. But Randall wasn’t likely to be carrying a gun. He had no licence. His MO was a Stanley knife. A razor blade box cutter that needed to be used at close range.

His victims were incapacitated. Drugs found in Milly’s system indicated she wasn’t only tied up but disabled by a sedative. In the back of her mind Dawn was thankful. The pain endured from the many cuts on her body would have been unbearable enough, but without the sedative, they would have been excruciating.

A rustle to her left made her aim the torch and gun at head height into the sparse, scraggly saplings.

Empty.

The crunch of leaves forced her to spin further to the left, scanning at eye level for her assailant. Still nothing. The crack of a twig drew her vision to the ground. Jumping back, she gasped at the thick python slowly wiggling and writhing through the ground cover.

A bulge, suggesting the reptile was in the middle of digesting something the size of a possum.

The next sound alerted her, but too late. A vice-like arm wrapped around her neck as a thin, flexible blade pressed at the soft flesh beneath her left armpit.

‘Drop the gun,’ his breath hissed into her right ear. The heaving of his chest at her back sent a shiver down her spine.

Her finger flexed on the gun-trigger.

‘Now.’ Another hiss.

Dawn lifted her hands into the air but kept her arms tight at her side. The last thing she wanted to do was make it easy for Randall to cut into the artery below her armpit.

‘Drop—the—gun,’ he repeated.

Dawn aimed the flashlight into the sky and let the gun thud to the ground simultaneously. She wiggled the torch, hoping Ryan would see the beam of light and know she was in trouble.

He was going to be so mad with her.

‘Now kick it away and toss the torch.’

‘You’ll need the torch to find your way out.’

‘I didn’t need it on the way in.’

He had a point. The moon was full. Why didn’t she rely on it like he did? She realised her mistake as she tossed the torch into the bushes and kicked her gun to the right, hoping to get a chance to leap for it.

‘Now. You’ve been nothing but a pain. I thought once I stashed your partner, you’d be busy dealing with finding her or sorting out the press. At least I can make good use of you now. You’re going to be my ride out of here.’

‘What about Jim’s vehicle?’

Randall scoffed. ‘Poor bugger was all torn up about his daughter’s death. I thought he wouldn’t be any worry. But he’s a smart old bastard. He must have worked out what I was doing and sabotaged his own vehicle.’

Dawn tried to digest what Randall was saying as he shoved her forward. She was totally turned around now. No way of knowing where he was taking her, but the police vehicle seemed the most likely place.

She only hoped Ryan was ready.
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Chapter 43

A glimpse of moonlight filtered through the trees as Randall guided Dawn forward. His bicep wasn’t large, but his grip was tight enough to restrict her breathing. His strength wasn’t the issue. Her problem was the blade wedged under her armpit.

Both the brachial and axillary arteries run close to the surface under the armpit. It wouldn’t take much of a jab for her to bleed out in minutes. Randall’s positioning of the blade made her believe he was acutely aware of that fact.

Maybe he accidentally hit the artery on one of his victims, cutting his play time short. Or did he study up on human anatomy so as not to kill his victims too quickly?

Dawn suppressed a shudder. Either way, there was no doubt he wasn’t playing around now.

She cautiously entered the clearing, ready for Ryan to surge from hiding. Disappointment washed over her as she stepped clear of the bushes. The only sound she could hear was the nightlife foraging for food in the cool of the evening, under a blanket of stars that on any other night would have been glorious.

As Dawn glanced at the Southern Cross and the Milky Way, she wondered if this was the end for her. The thought scared her more than it would have a year ago. Now she wasn’t alone. If she was killed in the line of duty, Abby, Lisa, Bella and even Michael would miss her.

But in the moment, it was Clint she was thinking of. Why didn’t he accept her offer the other night? The answer was clear. He cared too much. Was she willing to commit to him? To make adjustments in her life for a partner? She was already making major changes to accommodate her sister and niece. Could she do the same for Clint Ryan?

The box cutter wriggled under her arm, dragging her back to reality.

‘Get the keys,’ Randall hissed.

His arm continued to clamp around her neck. His control was admirable. She wondered if she could rattle him. Say something to make him lose it. He used his body to force her toward the police vehicle.

‘I said, get the keys.’

‘I didn’t drive.’

She thought about pretending to stumble, but the blade under her armpit stopped her. She said what she thought might put him off.

‘The keys could be anywhere.’

Ideas rolled around her head as she hoped her words rang true. But as they rounded the open driver’s side door, Randall forced her forward with his own body, close enough to see a green light ringing the keys dangling in the ignition.

Was it a mistake? Did her partner leave the keys behind by accident? It was possible. She’d hurried away to chase Randall down. Ryan’s frantic calls indicated how worried he was. Maybe he wasn’t thinking clearly.

This was all her fault. Running off without back-up was a stupid thing to do. But if Ryan chased after her, where was he now?

‘Let her go Randall!’ A torch flashed light into Dawn’s eyes. She squinted, trying to avoid being blinded. ‘You can take the car.’ Ryan’s tone was calm, but Dawn could hear the tension in his words.

‘Not happening. She’s my insurance.’

Dawn wondered how Randall was going to drive the car and keep a blade close enough to do her any damage. This could be her chance to break free and subdue him.

‘We have roadblocks set up. This is a police vehicle. It’s GPS tracked. You won’t get away Randall.’ Ryan stepped closer. His torchlight still fixed on Dawn’s face.

She continued squinting into the light, wondering why he was aiming at her. Wherever the torch-beam focussed, Ryan’s gun was likely to strike. It was right over the top of his gun sights. It made no sense.

‘You follow me. I’ll kill her.’

Randall removed the blade from her armpit, but she was pinned to his chest in a vice like grip. The rear door latch, behind the driver’s side, clicked. She wriggled, but stopped as the knife returned to her armpit.

She was beginning to understand what he was planning. There would only be a few seconds as she slipped behind the wheel, and he switched arms around her neck to follow her in.

When he swapped the blade from one hand to the other, she needed to be ready.

‘Dawn.’ Ryan’s tone was calm, but there was something else. It held a warning. A get ready message.

Was he thinking the same as her? If he was, his gun was still aimed in the wrong place. The back door hung open. Randall shoved her toward the driver’s seat. A shot rang out, whizzing past Dawn’s ear and thudding at something behind her.

She dropped to the ground, away from Randall’s grip, away from the blade and landed heavily in the dirt. A weight fell on her a split second later. Panic erupted in her chest, as darkness enveloped her. The lights from the vehicle shone forward, casting eerie shadows as figures ran through them.

‘Put the gun down Warren.’ Ryan’s voice was distant. He wasn’t coming to her rescue. Randall was going to kill her. She struggled under the weight.

Warren? Did he say Warren?

Two more thudding heartbeats brought the realisation that the man on top of her wasn’t moving. His dead weight pinned her to the ground. Warm, sticky, thick liquid dripped onto her bare arm. She shuddered as a second set of lights crested the incline, shining bright spotlights onto Dawn’s position.

Randall’s vacant eyes regarded the star filled sky as Barrett and Jamison rushed to assist Dawn out from under her assailant’s body.

‘Is she okay?’ Ryan’s voice was thick with worry.

‘I’m fine,’ she called as she wriggled away from the corpse and tried desperately to catch her breath and calm her pulse.

‘Then get your arse over here and make the arrest. This one is your collar.’

Dawn rolled to her hands and knees before getting to her feet and brushing the dust from her hands. The adrenalin was abating, being replaced with muscle fatigue, but she mustered the energy to round the Police Landcruiser.

Jim Warren was on his knees, hands behind his head. Her partner’s gun was aimed at full body mass, but as she glanced at Ryan, she recognised his lack of apprehension. He was calm. He didn’t expect any trouble from her brother’s murderer.

Her mind raced, trying to understand what happened. Where was her partner when Randall marched her into the clearing? Did he know Jim Warren was aiming through his gun sights right at her? He could have killed her, not Randall. What was Ryan thinking?

‘You could have shot me,’ she glanced her partner’s way with the question, but his eyes were hidden in the shadows, ‘but you shot Randall.’ Dawn returned her gaze to Warren, whose disgusted expression was visible in the vehicle headlights.

‘He was filth.’ He spat the words out.

She turned to the dead man lying in the shadows and watched as Barrett and Jamison secured the scene and radioed for backup. A vague acknowledgement of how pissed off Tammy would be if she was called back on scene was swept away by her overwhelming gratitude

‘You saved my life. I won’t let that go.’

Warren shrugged.

‘You’ve been tracking Randall this whole time, haven’t you?’

Silence greeted her questions. She wanted answers, but it was obvious she wasn’t getting them tonight.

‘We found your boot-print in the tunnel Milly was dumped in.’

‘No comment.’

‘Did you move her?

‘No comment.’

Dawn resisted a smirk at his lack of cooperation. She considered if they had enough to hold him for her brother’s murder. They didn’t. Not yet. But he killed Randall, right in front of them, to save her. Why?

‘Did you know she was alive?’

Warren’s eyes widened. He shook his head, ready to repeat his early no comment statement, but when his face contorted, she knew he couldn’t remain silent.

‘I would never have left her there if I did.’

‘You left Rick unconscious.’

The shrug was back.

Dawn turned back to Tyler Randall’s body, then reached for the pair of cuffs her partner now held out for her.

She stalked around behind Warren and reached for his hand. The clicking of the cuffs should have been therapeutic. This man killed her brother and threw her world into a spinning vortex.

But as she slipped the second cuff tight around his wrist, all she could think about was how, moments ago, he saved her life.

‘Jim Warren, you are under arrest for the murder of Tyler Randall. You are also wanted in connection to the murder of Fraser Grave.’

She dragged him to his feet with a mix of regret and elation. Ryan holstered his weapon and reached for their prisoner. Together they marched him toward Constable Jamison.

‘Get him out of here.’ Ryan passed Warren to Jamison who led him away.

Dawn watched him trudge toward the police vehicle, then turned to her partner.

‘I don’t get why Randall left Milly in a tunnel we were yet to search.’

‘Randall might have been watching the search party, but he wasn’t privy to the schedule. Plus, there are over 70 caves in this park. He probably had no idea we were narrowing them down based on his vehicle access.’

Dawn chuckled.

‘Look at you. A veritable encyclopedia on the Lava Tubes.’

Ryan said nothing as they watched Jamison load Jim Warren into the rear of the police vehicle.

Dawn considered how close she came to dying tonight. She touched her cheek, recalling the kill shot, and found congealing blood.

‘I need to wait here until forensics arrives. I’m covered in Randall’s blood, and I don’t want anything interfering in this case. How are we going to explain this to professional standards?’

Ryan gripped her elbow and guided her away from the vehicles toward the Iveco truck hidden behind the native vegetation.

‘When you ran off, you scared the crap out of me.’

Dawn ignored the undertone. She knew it was a stupid move, but right now she wanted to understand what happened when she was chasing Randall.

‘Did you know Warren was there?’ She rushed on with all the questions rolling around her head as they neared the shadows. ‘He could have shot me, not Randall. Your torch light lit my head up like a Christmas tree.’

Ryan scoffed as they reached the edge of the scrub.

‘You’re the one who took off like an idiot without your backup.’

Dawn bit her tongue to hold back the retort dancing on the tip. She knew he’d be mad. If the roles were reversed, she certainly would have been.

‘I didn’t want him to get away,’ she whispered, the gravity of what she did weighing heavily now.

Her partner reached for her in the shadows. As he pulled her to his chest, she worried Garrett or Jamison might see, or how cross-contaminating the evidence on her could cause them issues with the hierarchy.

But she forgot all of those worries as his warm hand gently caressed her back.

‘I’m glad you’re alright, but it was calculated Dawn.’ His warm breath dusted the top of her head as he spoke. ‘I stumbled on Warren while you were with Randall. It was a gamble, but I could see he loathed Randall, and I don’t think he was trying to kill you before.’

‘That was some gamble.’

‘You didn’t give me much of a choice. I couldn’t have made that shot with a handgun in low light, with your head right next to his.’

Dawn chewed her cheek.

‘Why did he give up? Why not run from his sniper nest while you were down in the clearing?’

‘You might not see it Dawn, but I think once Fraser’s innocence sunk in, Jim lost his fight.’

‘I don’t think he’ll be sorry enough to tell me who else was with him when he killed my brother.’

‘Possibly not. But he was sorry enough to ensure you walked away from what could have been a deadly situation.’

Clint’s warm hand touched a tendril of loose hair, avoiding the blood on her cheek. She reached for his hand and fought every instinct not to lean into him. Instead, she pulled away and turned back to the body on the ground. The police tape cast shadows in the vehicle lights. She focussed back on her work. Her safety net.

‘We’ve still got to formally interview Warren, find Randall’s house, search and collate all the evidence and work out if we are going to charge Trembath as an accessory.’

Clint reached for Dawn, drew her deeper into the shadows, away from prying eyes and wrapped his arms around her.

‘Let’s finish securing the scene, get photos of this blood on you, and get you out of these clothes.’ His breath was warm on her cheek. ‘Then we can get some sleep.’

The scent of him, the relief flooding through her, the vibration in her chest and the tingle at her core told her sleep was not going to be on her agenda tonight. And for once, the reason had nothing to do with her workload.
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Chapter 44

The throaty bark of the Mustang’s exhaust vibrated through the underground car park. Ryan steered his vehicle into a designated parking spot under the Cairns Police Station.

Dawn recalled her last visit to the station and instinctively searched for Rossi’s car. It wasn’t there, but she knew it wouldn’t be. Parker already told her Rossi was yet to reappear after leaving the Lava Tube Resort.

Was he hiding to avoid disciplinary action? Visions of his rage made her shiver.

‘You okay?’ Her partner’s brow creased.

‘I’m good thanks Clint.’

She watched the smile reach his eyes. He reached for her hand and squeezed.

‘You ready for this interview?’

Tension pulled between her shoulder blades, but she ignored it.

‘Let’s go.’

They exited the vehicle and strode across the carpark toward the lift. Riding up in silence, each with their own thoughts.

As the doors opened on the first floor, Dawn was drawn back to the day she saw Declan Rossi again, face to face. He said he was sorry for what he did. He told her he was a changed man. Begged her to forgive him.

So why did he lose his cool out at the Lava Tube Resort? Why was he missing now? He was eager enough to help find Jim Warren and the Senior Constable. She brushed the subject aside as they strolled toward the duty officer.

The sandy blond officer glanced up as they stopped.

‘Detective.’

‘Threadgold.’ Her partner’s tone was official. ‘Is our suspect in the interview room ready to go?’

‘Interview room 3.’ He lifted a clipboard to the countertop. ‘Visitors need to sign in.’

‘Sure. This is Detective Grave with the Cooktown Police.’

‘Pleased to meet you Detective.’ He handed her a pen.

‘Thanks.’ She signed and handed the pen and clipboard back. ‘Nice to meet you too Officer Threadgold.’

He smiled as her partner placed his hand on her back to guide her down the hall. They entered an open office area which bustled with uniforms and plain clothes police. No one noticed them as they crossed the office and entered another hallway, lined with interview rooms.

Dawn was aware his hand was still on her back. She tapped his shoulder.

‘We need to draw a line between work and home.’ His hand slipped away. She missed it instantly, but they already agreed. Ryan and Grave at work. Clint and Dawn with family and when they were alone.

She was still trying to get her head around it.

‘You’re right.’ He reached for the doorhandle. ‘We’ll need a confession for Fraser’s murder.’

Dawn drew a breath, held it a moment, then released it with a nod. The interview room door opened. Ryan led the way in, but it was Dawn who sat opposite Jim Warren.

‘Mr Warren.’ She dragged out a chair and sat, nodding for Ryan to turn on the recording equipment. ‘If you can confirm you’ve been cautioned, for the recording.’

Ryan’s chair scraped as he sat alongside Dawn. They waited, as Jim Warren glanced between them. A slow curve reached his lips.

‘I have.’

She went through the rest of the formalities. Name and date of birth.

‘Mr Warren, we need to tidy up a few things.’ She dragged a yellow legal pad over and started making notes. ‘When did you realise Tyler Randall was killing young women?’

Warren relaxed back in his chair, no doubt glad Dawn wasn’t grilling him about her brother’s case. The fact was, she couldn’t. Fraser’s investigation was Ryan’s. She knew she risked any chance of Warren’s prosecution if she got involved now.

Her pen was poised to tie up any loose ends on the Tyler Randall case. She waited, as Warren’s face twitched.

‘Rick sent me a message. Took me a while to get it but when I did, I organised to meet up. He talked about...’ His eyes dropped to his cuffed hands in his lap.

Was that guilt? Remorse? Dawn didn’t care. Her brother was dead because of this man. And yet, he risked his life to save hers. What kind of man would do such a thing?

‘Go on.’ She forced her tone to remain calm.

‘We met up near the lava tube, where you found Rick’s car.’ His hands wrung in his lap.

Dawn could see he was trying to tell them what they wanted to know about Randall, without explaining his involvement in her brother’s murder.

In the back of her mind, Dawn still wasn’t sure if the Senior Constable was involved. He was yet to regain consciousness. The medical staff said they removed his sedation, but he was now in a kind of self-induced coma. The body’s coping mechanism, they said. The brain’s way of shutting down all unnecessary actions so it could recover.

She waited, but when Warren remained silent, she coaxed him on.

‘What did you fight about?’

He shook his head.

‘Personal stuff.’ They both knew what the personal stuff was, but Dawn let him carry on. ‘I smacked him in the face, cut his lip, but he was fine when I left him.’

That explained the blood in Rick’s car. Maybe even the note he left her.

‘How did he end up in the tunnel we found him in?’

Warren tongued his teeth, then pursed his lips. For a moment, Dawn thought he might clam up entirely, so she changed tack.

‘What’s this got to do with Randall?’

He wriggled his shoulders and stretched his neck from right to left. Then slumped back in his seat.

‘Tyler came out to hunt vermin with me sometimes. Strange guy. A hermit in some ways, but not in others. He let something slip.’ Jim squirmed in his chair. ‘I was keeping my eye on him. Spotted him coming out of the tunnel you found that poor girl’s remains in.’

Warren swallowed. His expression paled.

‘Do you want some water?’ Ryan asked.

Warren nodded. Her partner left the room. Dawn desperately wanted to ask him about Fraser. She opened her mouth but stopped as she noticed the flashing light on the recording equipment.

Her partner returned, screwed the cap off the water and passed it to Warren.

‘Thanks.’ He sipped it, remaining silent for a few more seconds.

‘I checked inside and found the woman, dead.’

Dawn suppressed her rage. If Warren told the police about Debra Smythe’s body, Milly wouldn’t be fighting for her life now. Even if the poor girl survived, she’d be scarred for life. Never have children.

Dawn swallowed the acid taste of bile.

‘Why didn’t you call the police?’

‘Because Rick told me you were after me. I couldn’t risk getting caught.’

‘Is that why you shot at me?’

Ryan interrupted. ‘Let’s stick with the Randall case.’

She nodded understanding. ‘How did Rick end up in the tunnel?’ she asked.

‘I took him down there.’

‘You smashed his head with a rock?’

‘No.’ The cuffs on his wrist jingled as his hands waved frantically. ‘I went back to Rick’s car. I was going to tell him about Tyler, the body. I found him unconscious. Blood everywhere.’

‘Why didn’t you call an ambulance when you found him?’

‘I thought about it. But when I tried to move him, he came around. He was dazed and talking gibberish. I took him to the tunnel then.’

‘What day was this?’

‘Saturday, late.’

Dawn turned to Ryan. ‘He must have tried to call me before he lost consciousness.’

‘He called you?’ Warren sat forward. ‘What did he tell you?’

Dawn wanted to say everything. Anything to get Jim Warren to admit the truth, but she couldn’t lie.

‘The reception wasn’t great. All I got was my name. We didn’t find his phone.’

‘I destroyed it when I found him.’

Dawn bit her cheek. Then carried on. ‘Did Rick tell you who whacked him?’

‘It was Tyler. Rick saw him take that other girl.’

‘And that’s when you went on the hunt.’

Warren nodded, then slumped back in his chair again.

‘I bandaged Rick up, left him in the tunnel with provisions and went hunting for Tyler.’

‘You didn’t know Rick lost consciousness again?’ Warren shook his head.

‘Not until you found him.’

‘Why did you shoot at me the next morning?’

‘I don’t think...’ Ryan tried to warn her not to go down this line of questioning, but Jim Warren interrupted.

‘I was angry. Rick told me you found Tracey’s killer.’

‘Did Rick help you kill Fraser?’

‘Dawn!’ Ryan warned again.

Her partner was right. She shouldn’t be asking this question. Any evidence or confession she got would be inadmissible. She wasn’t allowed on the case. She was family. But that was exactly why she needed to know.

‘Rick is one of the good guys.’ Warren changed the subject for her. ‘I started shooting at you because the information about Tracey confused me. But then I realised I could make amends.’

‘Take out Randall?’

‘Take out Randall,’ Warren agreed. ‘I saw him move the other girl. If I knew she was still alive...’

‘I believe you.’

Dawn’s phone pinged in her pocket. She glanced at the text message and spoke aloud the words she knew might give Ryan his best chance of getting the confession she desperately needed.

‘Rick is awake.’
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Chapter 45

The Cairns hospital occupied prime real estate on the esplanade, overlooking the parklands and the ocean beyond.

Dawn pressed the lift button and waited, suppressing her agitation at not being able to sit in on the interview with Jim Warren. Parker and Ryan were pushing him for a confession, while she questioned Rick Constable. If she could get the Senior Constable talking, there was a chance they wouldn’t need Jim Warren’s confession.

But that would still leave the matter of Warren’s accomplice unresolved. The more Dawn thought about it, the more she was sure it would have taken two men to kill her brother. He was young, a competition swimmer. His upper body strength would have easily been a match for Jim Warren.

The toxicology on her brother’s remains finally came back. But Gleeson confirmed there was no chance of knowing after all this time if a sedative was used or not. Still, even drugged, her brother would have been hard to handle for one man.

The lift doors opened on the ward. The acrid odour of bleach snapped her from her daydream. She didn’t even recall entering the lift and pressing the button for the first floor.

She found Rick sitting up in bed, still plugged in to the heartrate monitor. His sister sat by his side but smiled and rose as Dawn entered.

‘I’ll leave you to it Rick. I’ll be back in twenty minutes. Do you need anything?’

‘I’m fine, thanks Karen.’

The woman turned to Dawn. ‘Detective,’ she offered with a smile, ‘thanks for finding my brother.’

Dawn was struck by the sincerity in the woman’s words.

‘I’m glad we got to him in time.’

‘Me too.’

The woman breezed past and out the door. Dawn wondered if she knew her ex-husband was in custody a few minutes down the road. She turned to face the Senior Constable.

‘Rick.’ She sat in the still warm chair his sister vacated and resisted the urge to make her usual joke about his unfortunate surname. Senior Constable Rick Constable’s name always made her chuckle, but most of all, it gave her an excuse to rib him.

‘Dawn.’

His smile told her he knew exactly what she was thinking, but neither of them seemed willing to ruin the first civil conversation they’d shared since they met.

‘You’ve been busy,’ she offered in a casual, unforced tone.

‘Not as busy as you it seems. Karen was telling me you have Jim in custody.’

She wondered if Karen might visit Jim but put the thought aside.

‘We do. He saved my life, but that doesn’t mean I’ll be letting him get away with Fraser’s murder.’

‘I didn’t expect it would.’

Rick reached for the plastic cup on his side table. She noted his right hand was stiff at his side, inhibiting his movement, making the cup just beyond his reach. She lifted it from the table to his left hand.

The flexible straw wiggled around the cup as he tried to get it between his lips. The right hand remained at his side, unmoving. One side of his face was drooped, making his lips not quite work properly.

She resisted the urge to help him, sensing he wouldn’t appreciate feeling like an invalid. The doctors told her he was recovering, but a mild stroke would prevent him from returning to work until he’d undergone rehab.

‘When did you realise Jim killed Fraser?’

‘After we arrested Fletcher, I told Karen about Fraser’s innocence. She was distraught. Begged me to go find Jim, bring him in before you found him. I chased him down and confronted him out at the Outback Lava Tube Resort. He was in denial. He ranted about how you were wrong. You were only covering everything up for your brother.’

‘That’s when you wrote the note.’

Rick nodded. ‘I hoped to talk some sense into him. Bring him in. I was planning on getting him assessed. Mental incapacitation due to depression and grief.’

It would make a compelling argument. One she was sure any quality lawyer could win... Unless the murder was premeditated. Bringing an accomplice would indicate it might have been.

‘Were you involved in Fraser’s death?’

Rick adjusted his position awkwardly before answering.

‘Only by proxy.’

‘You were the assistant coach. You knew Fraser well enough to organise a meeting after training.’

‘There was no need. Jim knew Fraser’s movements. The boy dated his daughter. He liked him. Star swimmer. The ideal future son-in-law.’

‘Why did he believe Fraser killed Tracey then?’

Rick attempted another sip of his water. A clear indication he was thinking of an answer and not necessarily recalling the truth.

‘I don’t know who it was, but he told me a friend of Fraser’s said he was violent toward her.’

‘Which friend?’ Dawn’s pulse ramped up a notch.

‘I don’t know Dawn and he wouldn’t tell me.’

‘Did this friend help him kill my brother?’

‘He claims he did it alone.’

‘He told me the same thing, but you and I know Fraser was too strong to be overcome by one man. Did he drug him?’

‘I honestly have no idea, but I feel responsible anyway.’

Dawn thought about the earlier proxy comment.

‘Why?’

Rick shook his head. His crooked lip made him appear even more sullen than the tone of his voice indicated. ‘I leant into Jim’s fixation. That same rage he was experiencing, I constantly fought with. We drank beer, complained, ranted and raved about how we needed to give Tracey peace. How the killer needed to pay. I became a cop because of Tracey.’

‘And Jim killed my brother.’  

‘I’m sorry Dawn. I let the pain of loss eat at me. I knew Jim might do something stupid. I should have stopped him.’

‘Yes. You should have.’ Dawn swallowed the pain rising from her chest, into her veins. Her head hurt. But her heart hurt even more.

‘I’m sorry,’ he repeated.

‘Me too.’

She wasn’t only sorry for her loss. She was sorry Rick didn’t know who was with his brother-in-law when they killed Fraser. The sound of a V8 motor hummed in the back of her mind as she thought about which friend might have told Jim Warren that Fraser laid a hand on Tracey.

The tightness in her chest made breathing hard as she returned to the lightning filled sky. The darkened toilet block and the contorted face of the brother she would never argue with, hug, or laugh with again.
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Chapter 46

Afternoon sunlight sparkled in the leadlight windchimes hanging over the front deck as Dawn ascended the stairs. A few months ago, her family home was rundown, in a mess, much like Dawn’s life at the time.

Returning to Cooktown was difficult. But staying was terrifying. If it weren’t for Abby, Dawn might have run back to her job in Adelaide and left her sister alone once more.

‘Auntie Dawn. You took for-e-ver.’ Blonde ringlets bounced as her niece ran to meet her at the top of the stairs.

‘We’ve had a lot of paperwork to catch up on Abby. Police work isn’t all chasing down the bad guys.’

The little girl rolled her eyes and dropped the ginger tabby cat wriggling for freedom from her vice-like grip. The animal landed, with tail high, fur lifted and a hiss on her lips as Bella’s yappy Chihuahua rounded the end of the veranda.

‘Greta. You be quiet.’ Abby shook her finger at the dog and the yapping stopped, just in time for Rusty to join the welcoming party. The labrador didn’t bark. Instead, he rubbed fur onto Dawn’s dark coloured shorts and whined over the toy in his mouth.

Dawn rubbed behind his ears with affection. She wasn’t much of a dog person, but Rusty was special. His owner died a tragic death and taking him in was the right thing to do.

‘Good to see you too Rusty,’ she cooed.

The dog whined more. Abby reached for her hand and dragged her along the deck instead of the front door.

‘Where’s Detective Ryan?’

Dawn resisted reminding her niece how Lisa liked him to be called Clint at the house. Maybe now she too liked the idea of using his first name.

But the little girl knew him as Detective Ryan and always referred to him as such. Dawn was quite sure her precocious niece knew exactly what she was doing by the tone she used whenever she spoke his name.

‘He’s just getting changed. We only got back from the Lava Tubes this morning.’

‘But it’s dinner time. Why did your paperwork take all day?’

An image of Clint, naked below her, hands clamped onto her... Abby didn’t need to know where she and Clint were all day. No more than she needed to know about the past week Dawn spent collating evidence for Randall’s murders, including finally finding where he was staying in Mount Surprise via his employer and doing a thorough search of his premises.

The photos weren’t the only trophies the killer kept. Recalling the locks of hair, wrapped in bloodied handkerchiefs with embroidered flowers made her shudder.

‘It took a very long time Abby. Where’s your mum?’

‘This way. We’ve got a surprise.’ Abby dragged Dawn along the wrap-around veranda, down the side and around the back as the sunlight dipped low on the horizon.

Thunder cracked across the sky, illuminating the dark clouds forming before another storm. Moisture filled the air. Dawn welcomed it, despite her hair frizzing. It was a stark reprieve from the outback heat they endured for nearly two weeks.

She smiled as she considered it was worth every minute to catch Randall and finally arrest Jim Warren.

A gathering of people turned as Abby cleared her throat dramatically. Dawn didn’t believe it was necessary, given the ruckus Rusty and Greta already made, but Abby was the consummate performer.

‘Auntie Dawn is here.’

‘Dawn.’ Ross reached her first. ‘Hell of a few weeks, hey.’

She drew a deep breath, preparing for company she wasn’t expecting. All she wanted to do right now was curl up with a wine, wrapped in Clint’s arms once more. The thought made her blush.

Reynolds passed her a drink.

‘You okay?’

‘I’m fine. Thanks.

‘Where’s Clint?’ Lisa’s worried expression reminded Dawn how much she missed her sister these past few weeks.

‘He’s coming shortly,’ Dawn reassured her with a smile.

Lisa studied her a moment, opened her mouth, then closed it, accepting a tall glass filled with water from her boyfriend Michael.

The Indigenous park ranger reminded her of Ranger Steve at the Lava Tubes. The same dark skin, white toothed smile and rich brown eyes. The only difference was Michael’s hair was red-blond tinged—a trait he inherited from his mother’s people.

Jamison and Chung lifted their beers toward Dawn from the worn cane lounge on the veranda as the sound of her partner’s police-issued Mustang V6 thumped up to park out front.

‘Detective Ryan is here!’ Abby’s excited voice elicited a round of laughter as the little girl rushed, with pounding feet to greet him.

Ross leant against the railing, lifting his beer as Dawn joined him.

‘Everything sorted for the prosecution?’

‘We’ve done all we can for the backpacker murder cases. Randall is dead, Trembath is being charged with interfering with a police investigation, but I think the sentence will be lenient.’

‘You honestly believe he didn’t know what Randall was doing?’

‘They moved to a new work location too often for Trembath to put the pieces together. We might never find the bodies, but the photos revealed a total of ten victims, including Milly.’

Sergeant Martin nodded, then bit the side of his cheek in a way Dawn knew too well.’

‘What about Jim Warren?’

Ryan appeared at the end of the veranda. Rusty scampered to his feet, tongue lolling, tail wagging.

‘I believe there was an accomplice, but he’s not sharing their identity.’

‘You think it was Rick?’ Ross’s expression grew worried.

Dawn shook her head, recalling the bedside interview with the Senior Constable.

‘I think he knew what his brother-in-law did? But he wasn’t involved.’

Ryan reached her. Reynolds supplied him with a beer, and hovered, taking in Dawn’s last few sentences.

‘So is the senior returning to the station?’ Reynolds sipped her beer, eyes fixed on Dawn.

‘I have no objections, but he’s recovering from a serious brain injury. The whack caused a brain bleed, which brought on a stroke. I’m not sure he’ll be able to return to work.’

Ryan swigged his beer, leant against the railing at her side, and placed his hand alongside hers. Their fingers touching. The curve of Reynolds’ lips told Dawn the young constable didn’t miss the intimacy. But neither Dawn nor Clint moved their hands.

‘That pay-as-you-go number you made me trace. Was that call from the senior?’ Reynolds asked.

‘He’s got some short-term memory loss of the actual attack. He doesn’t recall, but Jim Warren claims he found the phone on him and destroyed it. So I’m guessing it was.’

‘Makes sense.’ Ross lifted his beer in the air. ‘Job well done.’

Glasses and beer stubbies clinked. Dawn lifted her wine to Lisa who saluted in return. She was still undecided if she would tell her sister she was suspicious of Rossi being involved in Fraser’s murder.

There was no evidence, only hearsay and a vague memory of him being in the area at the time. There was no way Warren was going to reveal who helped him. She told herself it didn’t matter. Most of the demons from her past were gone now.

Her molester was in prison. The man who killed her mother was too. Only Rossi remained. He now represented the last of her dark past for more than one reason. She forced herself to think of something else.

‘Clint is going to raise our concerns about the rape case against Randall. And the beating he endured from the victim’s partner. We still haven’t been able to get access to the files. It appears someone high up the food chain has them sealed.’

Sergeant Martin sipped his beer with a pensive glance Dawn’s way.

‘Is it worth dragging up now he’s dead? It might put a target on your back as an agitator.’

‘It’s always possible, but I’ll risk it. If Queensland Police brought charges against the officers involved in Randall’s assault, he might never have escalated to murder. And Trembath was deliberately harassed during the Hammersmith case. Probably because he helped Randall and gave evidence during the civil suit.’

Dawn sipped her wine, not wanting to rant. But as soon as the mouthful went down, she couldn’t fight the compulsion.

‘And if they hadn’t fixated on Trembath, Bidwell back then, maybe Randall would have been caught. Maybe they knew he did it all along and didn’t want to charge him because of the police assault. It’s a total stuff up all around.’ Dawn sipped her wine once more and nodded for her partner to carry on before she did.

‘Nathan Marks was told by those further up to focus on Trembath, even though there was evidence Randall should have been a suspect.’

‘What a mess.’ Ross emptied his beer. ‘Did they expect Randall to confess because his mate was the focus of the investigation, or something?’

‘Or something.’ Ryan drained his beer while Dawn tried to nurse her glass of wine.

Bella nudged the screen door open, with a tray of puff-pastry delicacies and a wide smile on her lips. She breezed past Jamison and Chung who peered into the tray and watched it whizz by with envy.

‘What are we celebrating?’ Dawn asked as Bella offered her the tray before anyone.

‘You’ll see.’ The widow’s expression was mysterious, but she seemed happy, which somehow made Dawn feel good.

‘Oh stop it Bella.’ Lisa passed her glass to Michael and cleared her throat. ‘We have an announcement to make.’

Lisa’s eyes fell on Dawn, then scanned the faces spread out around the deck.

‘A few announcements.’ She waved her hand to Michael who picked up a bottle of wine and crossed the deck to refill Dawn’s glass.

She wanted to refuse, but the glow on her sister’s face told her to accept, and sip. Clint winked at her as Michael filled the glass to the brim.

‘First one. Thanks to my sister Dawn, for staying, for putting our past to rest and for tolerating this crazy household even-though she spends more time in Clint’s apartment these days.’

Dawn nearly choked as everyone chuckled. She opened her mouth to say in the spare room, but that wasn’t strictly true anymore. Lisa carried on.

‘We’ve started the major renovations.’ Lisa waved her hand at everyone. ‘Which is why we are all out here and not inside. They’ll be finished in a few months, giving us two master bedrooms, so Dawn can move back in, and have room for Bella and Abby and...’

She touched her belly, and goosebumps broke out on Dawn’s skin. She swallowed a lump in her throat.

‘Michael and I would like to announce our engagement,’ cheers erupted, but Dawn knew her sister well enough to understand there was more to come. The champagne flute in her sister’s hand was full of water.

‘Shush now,’ Dawn heard herself hiss.

Lisa’s eyes found Dawn’s to silently express an emotion that grabbed Dawn’s heart and squeezed hard. Abby shimmied in between her and Clint. Reaching up, she grabbed Dawn’s left and Clint’s right hand and linked them together with a cheeky smile before turning her attention back to her mother.

‘We also want to let you know... Abby has a sibling due in May next year.’

Another round of cheering disappeared as Abby pulled Dawn’s arm, forcing her to lower herself to the little blue-eyed girl.

‘When are you having a baby Auntie Dawn?’

Clint dropped down next to Abby in time to hear her niece’s words. Dawn wanted to speak, to say never, to say maybe, to say anything to make the innocent question go away.

Her partner licked his lip and hid a smile. Dawn shook her head reflexively, but Clint answered the question before she could.

‘Making babies can take a lot of practice Abby.’

Abby’s gaze flipped from Clint back to Dawn, and with the innocence of a six-year-old, she said.

‘You better get some practice then Auntie Dawn.’

Dawn vaguely heard her future brother-in-law call for a toast as Ryan lifted his beer in the air.

‘I’ll drink to that Abby.’

********

Join Dawn when she finds herself in the cross hairs of a killer in Grave Catch, book 5 in the Dawn Grave Crime series. Due out in 2026.

Want something to read while you wait for the new Dawn Grave novel?

Her Buried Bones is book one in the bestselling Australian Crime series —Opal Fields. Best of all, there are seven books ready to read right now, with book eight due out  late 2025.

To stay up to date with future book releases and other news, you can sign up to my readers club.

Join my readers club here!
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Thank You!

I hope you enjoyed reading the latest book in the Dawn Grave series.

If you did, why not tell your friends, or better still, leave a review with your favourite retailer so others can make an informed decision about buying into the series.

If you leave a review, I’d love to see a copy, but most of all, I’d like to thank you for reading my stories. You’re awesome, really! Without you, I’d be a lot less motivated to get in front of my computer screen and dream up these crazy crime/mystery adventures. Without you, I never would have bothered to publish. Thanks!

While you wait for my next release, you might like to read about Constable Jenny Williams as she searches for answers to a family mystery in the remote outback town of Coober Pedy. The Opal Fields series has been described as “a fast paced, action-packed thrill ride through the outback.” Book One, Her Buried Bones is available on Amazon, in paperback, e-book or audio.

Or if you’ve already read Jenny’s adventures, you might like to read what happens when Jenny takes that detective job in the city, we know she’s born for. Jenny joins the Foxy Mysteries series team in book two, as Jack Cunningham’s new partner. So, if you don’t mind skipping the ‘how she got to Adelaide’ bit, and enjoy a little sizzle with your mysteries, why not check out the whole Foxy Mysteries Collection.

I have so many books planned for the Dawn Grave series, but I’ve been asked to write more books in the Opal Fields series too. That means I’ll be splitting my time between the two series, with at least two books out in each annually.

I always love to hear what readers think, so if reviewing isn’t your thing, I’m open to an email message or comment on my website. You’ll find my books and my bio here.

Don’t want to miss out on any new releases? Follow me on Amazon or Bookbub
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