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Chapter 1.

Thunder clouds hung in the sky as sweat dripped down Dawn’s back. Her tank top clung to her, limp and soggy.

She slid the long length of rough-sawn weatherboard down the saw bench, retrieved the pencil from behind her ear, adjusted the lamp light and ran the measuring tape along the surface of the board. Scratching a mark, she slipped the pencil back and let the tape retract with a thud.

Pulling her earmuffs on, she fired up the saw and smiled as the blade slid through the aged timber, sending sawdust flying to the back of the blade. The scent of dried hardwood tickled her nose.

A month ago, she’d have done anything not to return to her family home. It held dark memories she’d rather forget. But as she glanced at the old rusty bike hanging from the ceiling joists, and recalled learning to ride, she thought of her father in a new light.

Sighing, she removed her ear protection, lifted the board and turned – halting as the end of the timber nearly knocked a tall figure from his feet.

He dodged aside, then studied her makeshift workshop, hidden beneath the old Queenslander. Nodding, he turned to her looking mildly impressed.

‘You’ve been busy.’

Dawn focussed on the broad chest, twinkling blue eyes and top-shelf suit in front of her, then mirrored his expression.

‘Detective Ryan. You snuck up on me. You’re lucky I didn’t knock you on your arse.’

He crossed his arms and watched her from a safer distance, leaning against the slatted wall inside the entrance.

‘I tried to get your attention, but you were making a lot of noise.’

Dawn carried the board past him, out into the humid air beyond. The threat of tropical rain loomed overhead.

‘The place needed sprucing up. I’m on long service leave but I don’t have much cash and my sister definitely hasn’t got any to spare. And, I’m not afraid of a little hard work.’

‘I could lend you a few dollars, if it helps.’

Dawn could see Detective Ryan’s offer was legitimate. What she wasn’t sure of was why he had cash to burn.

When they met last month, she’d been wrapped up in finding her sister, but in hindsight, she knew his accommodation overlooking the Endeavour River inlet and the Ralph Lauren suit he now wore, were way above his Queensland Police Service pay grade.

Dawn carried the board toward the front of the house and angled it against an A-framed ladder.

‘I’m doing okay, thanks. Kind of enjoying the challenge.’

The detective followed.

‘A far cry from catching bad guys.’

‘That’s for sure.’

She felt his eyes on her back as she climbed the staircase. Dragging the board over the ladder, she placed it against the wall and clamped it into a jig to hold it in place. Reaching for the nail gun, she fired a shot to keep it in place.

The echo resonated through the rustling gums and mango trees, heavy with ripening fruit.

‘Stairs look a bit more solid since I was last here,’ Ryan spoke between nail gun shots.

Dawn crossed to the ladder, climbed to the top and lifted the board in place. Lining up the next shot, she glanced his way.

‘Yep. I’ve had over a month to get some jobs done. Tourist season is over. Sergeant Martin hasn’t needed any consulting services. Not that I expected he would. It’s not exactly a done thing.’

‘He might now.’

Dawn fired the nail, then turned to see a sparkle in the detective’s eyes. She thought he was there for a social visit. But why would he be? Ryan was a Queensland detective based in Cairns and although they spent a lot of time together when he was last in town, most of it was because her sister Lisa was missing.

‘What have you got?’

Dawn stepped down from the ladder, dragging the compressor air hose back into her workshop. A loud crack sounded as she disconnected the nail gun and placed it in a moulded plastic box.

Ryan followed her once more.

‘A body.’

Dawn stowed the case under the workbench and considered under what circumstances she’d be asked to consult on a suspicious death in Queensland.

‘You know when I offered to consult for the local police, I didn’t really expect anyone to take me up on it. I’m officially employed with South Australian Police, and out of my jurisdiction. Sure, I could do with the extra money to fix this old girl up, but...’

She waved her hand at the worn siding and skewed windows. ‘I’m just another detective, so unless this is linked with South Australia, SAPOL won’t want me on this. Or is this a joint operation?’

Dawn got away with insisting on consulting on the previous case because her sister was missing, and Detective Ryan showed her some professional courtesy—after it became clear she wasn’t leaving it alone.

But consulting between state police agencies only happened if a case crossed state borders.

‘No. Not at this stage, but I’ve requested your help on the case, and Sergeant Martin has agreed.’

Ryan crossed his arms, back hard against the slatted wall as he waited for a reaction.

She folded the ladder and carried it inside—secretly glad he didn’t offer to help her. As she glanced at the understorey, memories flooded her mind. Not all of them were happy, but she was working through them.

Taking on a case could take her time away from her sister and the niece she never knew existed. Dawn was enjoying being in Abby’s life. Did she want to be working on a case right now?

Of course she did. Being back with her sister was fun. Repairing her family home after years of neglect was fulfilling, but her work...

Dawn ushered him outside, dragged the slatted doors closed and slid the bolt across.

‘Details.’

Ryan failed to hide his grin.

‘Female. Forensic techs are on scene, but preliminary exam says under twenty-five.’

Dawn ascended the stairs two at a time. Ryan right behind her.

‘Cause of death?’

‘Hard to tell. Remains have been mauled by a croc.’

Dawn halted as her feet hit the wide, wrap-around veranda and turned to Ryan.

‘Croc? You don’t think the croc killed her then?’

‘Body floated to the surface out at Keatings Lagoon Conservation Park. Crocs are usually pretty efficient at stowing their kills under heavy logs until they decompose. Could be a tourist. Maybe a backpacker who went for a swim and got taken, but ...’

‘You’re not buying it.’

The screen door groaned as Dawn opened it and strode down the worn, flaking timber floor. Another project on her to-do list.

Ryan followed her inside.

‘There’s a reason the warning signs have the word “Achtung” on them. Germans have been known to ignore the No Swimming signs from time to time, but the Wetlands are conservation and very obviously croc-infested. They’d have to be a bloody moron.’

It wasn’t exactly an answer, but Ryan was right. A local conservation area made out of low-lying marshland would hardly look like an inviting place for a quick dip.

‘Who found the body?’ Dawn asked as she turned the kitchen sink tap on, pumped soap onto her hands and scrubbed the dirt and sawdust away. 

Ryan tossed her a handtowel.

‘Someone else who thought you should be in on the case.’

‘Michael?’

‘Yep. Ranger Michael is on the case.’

Ryan’s tone made Dawn roll her eyes. During the investigation into her sister’s disappearance, he never stopped having a dig at the Indigenous ranger’s Dudley-Do-Right attitude. It turned out, it wasn’t an act. Michael was a nice guy, with a good heart.

Dawn opened her bedroom door. Ryan stepped up to follow her. Turning, she placed a hand on his broad chest.

He grinned.

‘I just need to get changed.’

‘And.’

‘And you can wait out here.’

Dawn shoved him back into the hallway and slammed the door. There was an obvious attraction between them, and Dawn wasn’t against a quick fling, but there were other reasons to keep detective Ryan out of her room.

She drew a slow breath and let it out as she scanned the pinboard behind the door. Her brother’s photo was faded and tattered at the edges. There weren’t many to choose from unless you counted the crime scene photos from the day he died.

She knew she couldn’t face those day after day.

Staring back at her, were three young, cheeky smiles. Lisa, Fraser and her, huddled in front of the Christmas tree back when life was simple. Back before her mother disappeared. Back before Fraser died of supposed suicide. Back when Dawn held no tortured memories.

The rest of the board was covered in reports, suspect photos and large question marks.

She tapped his face in the photo, then suppressed rising emotions.

‘Sorry Fraser. I’ll get back to you. I promise. But I need to help Detective Ryan find out who this woman is, so we can notify her family, and maybe catch her killer.’
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Chapter 2

The stifling humidity did nothing to deter the flies and mosquitoes. Dawn swatted a bug as she accepted the can of bug repellent Detective Ryan offered. Spraying her exposed arms, her hair, even the tight-fitting areas of her clothing, left a choking scent hanging in the air.

‘That stuff stinks.’ Dawn waved the scent away as she handed the spray back. ‘You should really use something less toxic you know.’

‘How about you bring your own next time?’ he huffed, before tossing the can onto the back seat of his Ford Mustang. The vehicle didn’t surprise her. Ryan’s persona oozed muscle car, but this one was police issue.

‘How’d you score this?’

She waved at the unmarked police vehicle, aware the grill lit up with blue and red lights at the touch of a button.  

‘I know a few people,’ he grinned. ‘Ford and Holden production is due to end soon. The government has finally decided they can’t keep bailing out the car companies, so New South Wales and Queensland police are trialling new high-speed highway patrol models.’

‘And you scored yourself a demo?’

Ryan led the way along the boardwalk.

‘Yep.’

Dawn followed, warily studying her surroundings. White and purple water lilies floated in the large pond, providing ideal cover for lurking crocs. Trees bordered the water’s edge and grew down into the waterline, shading the lagoon and leeching tannin into the water. The still, mirror-like surface reflected the looming thunder clouds above.

‘You know I lived in Cooktown for seventeen years and never came out here.’

Ryan swatted a mozzie hard on his arm. ‘Really! I can’t understand why not.’

Dawn chuckled as she ducked under an overhanging branch.

‘I’m guessing it’s beautiful out here in winter.’

A bug crawled around her neck, seemingly impervious to the bug spray. As she chased it down the front of her tank top, she realised it was probably always insect infested out here.

Ryan raised an eyebrow as her hand plunged down her cleavage. She scowled, retrieved the beetle and presented it on her palm as if in defence of her actions.

He chuckled, then accepted a pair of gloves from Constable Reynolds, whose brown eyes twinkled with mirth as she handed Dawn a pair of gloves.

‘Good to see you out here Reynolds.’

When Dawn first met the young constable, she was relegated to desk duty by the station’s Senior Constable.

‘I’ve got you to thank for that Detective.’

‘Call me Dawn.’

‘Never gonna happen on duty Detective.’

The woman smiled. Her eyes softer than the first time Dawn met her. The young constable waved her on.

Ryan snapped on a glove as he led her to the scene.

‘We’ve run all the missing persons cases.’

‘Anything pop?’ Dawn asked.

‘We have a recent one that might fit.’

They trudged down a narrow, lightly used trail making conversation difficult. Ryan vaulted over a log, then held out his hand to help her. She ignored him, stepped over and nodded for him to lead on. He grinned, then turned his back to her.

She followed, the bush growing denser and forcing them closer to the water’s edge. Dawn’s heartrate rose a notch as she tried not to think about the tall grass full of snakes or the dark, deep water where crocodiles stalked, hidden between the lilies, ready to lunge out of nowhere and drag their next victim into the renowned Death Roll.

Ryan’s voice dragged her back to reality as they entered a wide clearing bustling with activity.

‘A young woman went missing while walking her dog on Newell Beach, north of Port Douglas last Thursday. Aged twenty-four.’

‘Age fits.’ A muffled voice spoke from behind a surgical mask. ‘We’ll know more once the coroner approves an autopsy. Keep back behind the tape Ryan.’

The man waved—his eyes still focussed on the clump of flesh in front of him. This wasn’t Dawn’s first body. And definitely not her first floater, but the gnawed flesh, exposed bone and white, pasty appearance wasn’t easy to look at.

Ryan pointed to the man hovering over the body.

‘Detective Grave, meet Doctor Greg Mayfield, one of our on-call pathologists.

Cheerful hazel eyes peered over the mask as the doctor waved his gloved hand.

‘I’d shake your hand...’

‘All good.’ Dawn flashed a grin. ‘Do you have any idea of cause of death, Doctor?’

‘Call me Greg. And no. I don’t guess on scene. We don’t even have all the body parts yet. I reckon the croc had a nibble before she floated. But...’

A voice interrupted.

‘This isn’t the primary crime scene, so this could be Jane Nichols.’

A stocky woman wearing overalls and shoe protectors, approached carrying her camera around her neck. Her dark brown, almost black eyes fixed on Dawn through goggles, her hand outstretched.

‘Hi, I’m Tammy Gleeson.’

Dawn reached to shake, but the woman snatched the hand back, waggling her gloved finger in Dawn’s face.

‘Can’t cross-contaminate the scene.’

Dawn scolded herself for being duped, but a glint in Tammy’s eyes said she was only testing the new face and having a dig.

Dawn nodded, an unsaid ‘challenge accepted’.

‘Tammy is our lead Forensic Investigator,’ Ryan explained. ‘Good at her job, but a major pain in the arse.’

‘Pleased to meet you.’ Dawn’s tone said she could tell.

The woman glanced at Ryan with a raised eyebrow, then returned her gaze to Dawn.

‘And you are?’

Dawn opened her mouth, but Ryan spoke for her.

‘Consulting Detective Dawn Grave.’

The woman rolled her eyes, then gave Ryan a knowing look.

‘Grave has extensive local knowledge.’

Ryan sounded defensive. Tammy wasn’t buying it. Dawn still didn’t understand why she was there but was glad to be out of the house and in the field.

Tammy waved like she was ignoring Ryan’s comment.

‘Whatever. Do you want to know what I’ve found?’

Ryan grinned. Tammy continued with a lofty tone.

‘I’ve found nothing to indicate this is our primary crime scene.’

With a nod, she indicated the narrow dirt track they entered through and the low native grass and heavily treed waterline.

‘There’s no blood anywhere. No crushed foliage to indicate a struggle. No seminal fluids or discarded condoms. Not even a piece of rubbish or torn clothing here.’

Dawn thought about Michael.

‘Maybe this is where the ranger pulled the body out of the water?’

‘It’s possible. You’ll have to read his statement I guess,’ Tammy shrugged.

Ryan pointed to the end of the boardwalk across the other side of the clearing.

‘What about in the gazebo over there?’

A structure like a hut hung out over the water.

Dawn turned and began walking toward it.

‘Ryan’s right. That would be the perfect place to toss the body over.’

‘I’ve brushed it. There are a thousand sets of prints. Everyone must come here and hang on to the railing. There’s no blood. Just a load of graffiti. But you’re probably right about it being our dump site.’

Dawn turned back to see Tammy holding a bag containing yellow fibres. Ryan scrutinised it. Dawn watched his face crease as his eyes studied the bag, then glanced back toward the shore to see the body being placed onto a heavy-duty plastic bag.

Tammy slipped the evidence bag into her jacket pocket.

‘Looks like she went in over the railing. Caught a bit of fabric from her clothing on the way.’ She turned and strode away. Her voice echoing across the lake as she spoke without turning. ‘I’ll let you know if I find anything else useful.’

The woman’s hand gave a quick, royal wave over her head. Dawn grinned at the brush off.

‘It could be an accident,’ she offered as Ryan drew alongside.

‘Not if it’s Jane Nichols’ body.’

‘Maybe she ran away and hooked up with someone up this way and things went bad.’

Dawn knew she was playing devil’s advocate, but a good investigation needed to take all possible scenarios into account.

‘And leave her dog tied up to a park bench?’

‘Maybe not.’

Dawn slipped shoe covers on and held a mask to her face as she strode down the boardwalk to the hut. Turning, she caught Ryan’s eye.

‘Is this dump site significant then? Or just a quiet place to get rid of evidence? Why bring the victim here? Especially if it is Jane Nichols.’

‘With so many fingerprints and DNA samples, we won’t be able to isolate our killer. So does it really matter?’

‘It does if this place means something to a killer.’
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Chapter 3

Dawn glanced out from the gazebo over the water as clouds continued to build overhead. Her mind was tossing over why anyone would dump a body out here, if their victim was killed near Port Douglas, nearly three hours away.

The last case they worked on together was personal for her. Thankfully, her sister was safe, but two young women were dead, and the murderer wasn’t exactly a serial killer, but he certainly liked using the same dump site.

Ryan voiced what she was thinking.

‘You’re thinking like Archer Point?’

Dawn nodded and tried not to think about how her mother’s body remained out there all alone. Knowing her mum was murdered, and catching her killer, gave Dawn some closure. But her mother’s unrecovered body was a lingering reminder of all the unresolved issues in her past.

‘I’m not saying there are more murders. I bloody hope there aren’t, but why here?’

‘Convenient.’

‘You said she disappeared from Newell Beach. So why here? And no scuffle. I think she might have come out here willingly.’

Dawn turned slowly, taking in the marshy billabong edges, the boarded walkway leading to the gazebo, the thin, winding trail they took to get there.

Ryan watched her, a grin splitting his lips.

‘This is why I wanted you on the case.’

‘I thought you just loved my magnetic personality.’

Dawn chuckled. Ryan didn’t.

‘You think outside the box.’

Ryan’s expression was serious.

Dawn let her thoughts manifest a moment.

‘He couldn’t have carried her this far, even if he were a big guy.’

‘I know a few who could.’

Ryan was right. And Tammy Gleeson said there was no sign of a struggle, but her instincts were telling her this wasn’t a random location. If Jane Nichols disappeared from Newell Beach, there was no reason to bring her here unless this location meant something to the killer or the victim.

‘I could be wrong.’ Her tone said she didn’t think so. ‘Maybe there was more than one person. That could explain the lack of physical evidence on the dump site, but if two people carried her along this narrow track, there’d be signs.’ Dawn scanned the deep, dark water as she peered over the railing. ‘Was there anything at Newell Beach to indicate she died there?’

Ryan chewed his lip.

‘Not that we found.’

‘Then it makes sense she died here.’

‘But the techs, and the pathologist...’

‘Detectives!’ a voice called out. Dawn and Ryan turned to see Doctor Mayfield waving them back toward the body.

Ryan was first back to the scene.

‘I think you should see this.’ The pathologist glanced up. ‘This is off the record, but it might help with your investigation.’

He pried open the eyelid with an instrument Dawn didn’t recognise.

‘Eyes take longer than most parts of the body to deteriorate. A post-mortem will give us more corroborating evidence, but I think your victim died of asphyxiation.’

‘Strangled?’ Ryan asked, then glanced at Dawn.

‘Not necessarily. I’ll check the hyoid bone and the tissue for bruising which might confirm strangulation, but for now, I can confirm her eyes show signs of petechial haemorrhaging.’

‘She died here Ryan. I’m sure of it.’

‘Then we need to confirm ID as soon as possible Greg,’ Ryan said.

‘DNA tests are taking weeks right now because the lab has a backlog.’

‘They always have a backlog,’ Ryan huffed.

‘Can’t argue with that.’ The doctor began packing up his equipment.

‘Greg, if this is Jane Nichols’ body, it’s high-profile mate. I think we can get it moved up the line.’

The pathologist zipped the bag and nodded to Constable Reynolds and two forensic techs in overalls before turning back to Ryan.

‘I know it’s all over the papers. Isn’t that just media trying to get the word out?’

The body was lifted and carried to a waiting stretcher. Dawn stifled a shiver as her mind filled with memories of visiting the morgue to ID what could have been her sister’s body.

Ryan sighed.

‘Don’t you read the paper?’ Ryan didn’t wait for an answer. ‘Jane Nichols is Minister Tenneson’s stepdaughter and if this is her, we’re going to have one very annoyed politician publicly pressing us to find a killer.’

Greg whistled. Tammy turned with a frown, camera hovering mid-air.

‘Keep that thought to yourself until we have a positive ID then, because if you get Tyson Tenneson involved and it’s not his stepdaughter, then you are going to wish you never caught this case.’

For the first time since Dawn met Tammy, she seemed seriously concerned. It wasn’t a flippant remark.

Ryan shoved his hands in his pockets. ‘I’m not afraid of Tenneson.’

He might not be afraid, but Dawn couldn’t help but wonder if there was history between him and Tenneson.

‘Did you know his stepdaughter?’ Dawn asked the question before she could stop herself.

Ryan slipped her a side-eye and ignored the comment.

‘Just keep digging Gleeson. If our victim died somewhere here, there must be more evidence.’

Ryan turned and strode away. Dawn watched Tammy Gleeson huff, spin and carry on combing the scene. The pathologist rose with a groan, pulled his mask down and grinned over a thick, black moustache, curled at the tips like a cartoon villain.

Dawn glanced at Ryan stomping through the undergrowth and turned to the doctor.

‘Does he have history with the Nichols family?’

‘I don’t know, but I do know he’s got history with Tenneson.’

‘Care to elaborate?’ Dawn whispered. The pathologist opened his mouth.

‘Are you coming Grave?’ Ryan’s voice said it wasn’t a question.

Greg shrugged, then winked. ‘See you around Detective.’

She suppressed a grin. He was an attractive guy, making him the ideal uncomplicated one-night-stand she preferred. The thought was appealing. But as she watched Ryan’s retreating back, she thought about the past month since they worked together, and suddenly realised she’d missed working with him.

‘You never know Greg.’

She turned and quickened her step to catch Ryan.
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Chapter 4

Dawn clipped on her seatbelt. ‘What’s with you and Tenneson?’

She waited as Ryan started the car, revved the motor and ignored her as he slipped the vehicle into reverse. The V6 motor growled, matching Ryan’s scowl.

He broke his sulky silence as the car lunged forward, kicking up gravel in its wake.

‘If it’s Jane, we should be able to get dental records and confirm from there.’

His tone was personal, not like a cop using a victim’s first name in passing. She tried to refocus him on staying professional.

‘Jane?’

‘Until we know, we need to treat this victim as a new case. We’ll check CCTV footage in the area. Check for any reports of missing persons from the local accommodation places.’

Ryan scanned his watch.

‘Maybe an early lunch at the Top Pub? We can ask your friends if they know of anyone missing?’

Ryan steered the car from the carpark onto the main road. Dawn wondered if it was the right time to quiz him over his relationship with their possible victim. She decided to leave it until they got a positive ID.

‘Do you want me to call Sergeant Martin and ask for Constable Jamison and the Senior to canvas the local backpackers and Air BnBs?’

‘I think it’s a waste of time, but we need to cover all bases. Give them a call.’

‘You think it’s Jane Nichols? Was there anything on the victim you recognised?’

Ryan’s penetrating gaze swung her way for a second, then fixed back on the road without a word.

‘What? You used her first name. You know her stepdad?’

Ryan’s thumbs tapped the steering wheel as his chest rose and his jaw clenched.

‘I didn’t sleep with the woman if that’s where you’re going.’

‘If you don’t share shit, how am I supposed to not go there?’ Dawn huffed. A sly grin crossed Ryan’s lips.

‘A bit jealous?’

‘Stuff off. I’m doing the job you asked me to do.’

Dawn crossed her arms over her chest and tried not to pout.

Ryan’s knuckles relaxed on the wheel as he finally sat back into the seat.

‘I’ve met Jane Nichols a number of times. She worked in Tenneson’s office from time to time, but she was a bit of a new age thinker, and they went their separate ways a while ago.’

‘So she didn’t get along with her stepdad?’

‘No one gets along with her stepdad.’

‘You mean you don’t.’

Dawn dialled the station as Ryan easily found an angle park outside the pub and pulled in. The street was quiet, the town emptying as travellers headed south to escape the heavy humidity and rain of the brewing Far North Queensland wet season.

Finding a missing tourist would be easier with the town population shrinking by the day.

‘No comment.’

‘Very diplomatic of you.’

He ignored the jibe, opened his door and stepped out of the car as the call connected. Dawn recognised the voice.

‘Jamison. It’s Detective Dawn Grave. Apparently, I’m working this wetlands case with Ryan and we need a search for any missing persons in the area matching our victim. Reynolds has the details.

‘Hello to you too Detective.’

‘Sorry Jamison. You’re right. How are you going?’

Dawn noticed Ryan leaning impatiently against the bonnet as she made idle conversation with the local constable. She didn’t know him well, but when she worked with him on her sister’s case, he seemed polite and maybe a little sensitive.

‘I’ll chase it up, but nothing’s come in recently.’

‘Thanks Jamison. Can you canvas all the backpackers and accommodation in the area? We’ll be down the station after lunch.’

‘Will do. See you then.’

Dawn hung up and glanced over to see Ryan push away from the car.

‘You coming?’

Dawn stepped out, slammed the door and strode off toward the pub. Ryan was being deliberately evasive and he’d pulled her into this case for a reason. Was it because of his connection with Jane Nichols and Tenneson? Was he expecting to have issues?

‘Ben.’

Dawn waved as she entered the pub through the beer garden. Humid air hung in the still, outdoor dining space, making Dawn a little homesick for her apartment in Adelaide. She was beginning to miss the warm spring days and cool nights.

‘Dawn.’ The publican grinned, then waved a tattooed arm as he spotted Ryan sulking behind her. ‘Detective. Nice to see you again.’

‘Good to see you too.’

Ryan reached for a menu and browsed, obviously leaving Dawn to ask the questions.

‘Busy still?’

She started with the usual pleasantries.

‘Nah. It’s been a wet year already and doesn’t look like letting up anytime soon. Tourists are bugging out earlier than usual. The Cape is pretty hard going now, and the fishing isn’t so crash hot in the pouring rain. Plus, the crocs are getting active. Some poor bugger was snatched from the Annan River last week.’

‘I’ve been busy on the house. Haven’t paid much attention to the news. Did they find him?’

‘Yep. In three different crocs.’

Dawn scrunched her nose, deciding to stick with the weather. It was a safer subject, especially after traipsing through the bush near crocodile infested waters.

‘It is warming up and getting wet, that’s for sure.’

Dawn lifted her shirt away from her body, aware sweat was pooling under her bra band.

‘What can I get you?’

‘Actually, before we order, just wondering... have you had any tourists, or backpackers disappear unexpectedly?’

Ben glanced from her to Ryan and smiled.

‘Thought you might have been here for a social visit Detective.’

Ryan kept his eyes on the menu.

‘Afraid not.’

Dawn cleared her throat.

‘Detective Ryan has caught a case and he’s asked me to give him a hand. Anyone missing Ben?’

The publican nodded knowingly at her obvious shift in conversation.

‘Not that I know of. Like I said. It’s been pretty quiet since last month’s early storm. The threat of a cyclone usually clears the place quickly enough. The Return Servicemen’s Club is still waiting for a new roof. Getting tradies up this way is like pulling teeth.’

‘Tell me about it.’

‘Yeah, how’s the reno going?’

‘Slowly Ben. Very slowly.’

Dawn scanned the menu.

‘What can I get you Grave?’ Ryan pulled out his credit card. ‘I’ll expense this one on the Queensland Police Service.’

‘Chicken salad and a cappuccino thanks.’

‘What, no wine?’

‘I’m on duty.’

‘No. I’m on duty. You’re consulting.’

Ryan placed the menu on the long bar as Ben wiped a wet spot on the glossy timber.

‘Just coffee thanks,’ Dawn insisted.

‘You heard the lady. I’ll have cola, and a fisherman’s basket thanks mate.’

Dawn waited for Ryan to pay, then turned and crossed the dining area to a tall wooden table, with a rugged live edge and high-gloss finish. Her phone buzzed in her pocket as she slid onto a worn vinyl-topped stool.

Retrieving the phone, she recognised the station number and answered out of habit.

‘Detective Grave.’

‘Dawn. Glad to have you onboard for this one.’

‘Honestly didn’t expect an invite Ross, but it’s appreciated. What you got?’

‘Nothing matching our victim. I’ve got Jamison and Reynolds canvassing hostels and accommodation spots for missing girls and the Senior is chasing down CCTV footage around town. There are no cameras out at Keatings Lagoon, so no luck there.’

‘Thanks Ross.’

‘See you a bit later.’

‘Will do.’

Dawn hung up.

‘Sergeant Martin has the constables out canvassing, but there are no open missing persons cases matching our victim in this region. With not a lot of people in town, we are probably going to find ourselves pursuing the Nichols’ case for now.’

‘We’ll wait and see if Jamison or Reynolds come up with something, but I figured it would be our next step.’

Ryan reached for a coaster and tapped it on its edge against the timber top. Dawn let the silence linger a moment before asking.

‘So are you going to tell me about your history with Tenneson?’

‘Sounds like you’ll meet him soon enough.’

Ryan flipped his coaster over as Ben arrived with their drinks. Dawn studied his face—his eyes avoiding hers. Whatever the history was between Ryan and Tenneson, it was personal, and the tension in Dawn’s stomach told her it was going to cause nothing but trouble.
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Chapter 5

A tingle ran down Dawn’s spine as she approached the front door of the local police station. A mix of memories flooded her mind—some good—like working to find Lisa and solving two murder cases with Ryan and the team last month.

But most were painful, vivid and nauseating memories of answering endless questions after finding her brother’s body in the change rooms at the town swimming pool. Then there were the tense days of arguing with the then Constable Martin over Fraser’s apparent suicide.

She got nowhere at the time. But now the case was being reviewed by the coroner. Even if they reopened the case, there were no leads. To keep her mind occupied, Dawn threw herself into fixing up the family Queenslander homestead and helping her sister raise her daughter. A little girl, born of a serial paedophile who was now behind bars.

Putting Abby’s father away stilled some of Dawn’s demons but it didn’t stop her stomach from knotting as she stepped into the foyer of the station.

‘Detectives.’ Constable Reynolds’ smile reached her brown eyes.

Ryan returned the grin and put on his charm.

‘Looking good Reynolds. Like your hair that way.’

Reynolds smoothed her ponytail reflexively. Dawn agreed, the look was more relaxed, more confident than the severely tightened bun she wore when Dawn arrived in town.

‘Sergeant in?’ Dawn asked, her hand hovered on the door to the back offices.

‘He is.’

Reynolds pressed a button and the door buzzed. Dawn held it open as Ryan passed through. Then glanced back to Reynolds.

‘Did you get anywhere with missing persons?’

‘Nothing. I’ll let the boss brief you though. Wouldn’t want to overstep my bounds.’

Dawn kept the door ajar with her butt.

‘Senior Constable Constable still giving you crap?’

Ryan snorted at the Senior’s last name. It was a standing joke—one Dawn never missed an opportunity to exploit.

Reynolds grinned.

‘He’s warming to me.’

‘Good for you. I’m pretty certain he won’t be so pleasant when he sees me though.’

Reynolds sniggered as Dawn let the door shut.

‘What is it with you two anyway?’ Ryan asked as they strode down the wide hallway, past the rear door to the Sergeant’s office, an interview room on each side, and turned right.

‘I honestly have no idea. He’s been an arse since we first met.’

Dawn glanced into the empty staff room as they passed, then turned right again into a wide-open office area.

A bank of desks lined each side. A central walkway led to two offices with wide walls of glass. Sergeant Martin glanced up from his desk beyond the glass to the right. Holding a phone to his ear, he waved them forward, then hung up. Stepping around his desk, he met them outside his office door.

‘Got a board up.’ He smiled with enthusiasm as he pointed to a whiteboard mounted on a stand with wheels. ‘Not much info yet though. Still waiting on a preliminary exam by the pathologist, but just got off the phone with Greg. He managed to put a rush on a dental match.’

‘Jane Nichols?’ Ryan asked, his tone flat.

Dawn studied his tense expression, trying to read him, but failed.

The sergeant strolled to the whiteboard, lifted a marker from the rail and scribbled a name next to the photo of the remains.

‘It certainly is.’

Dawn glanced at the photo of the bloated body in situ but didn’t let her gaze linger. Instead, she focussed on the investigation.

‘She disappeared a week ago.’ Dawn sat on the corner of the closest desk. ‘Do they have any idea how long her body has been in the water?’

Martin slipped a photo from a folder in his hand and Blu-tacked it to the centre of the board next to the crime scene photo of the body.

‘Nothing confirmed yet.’

Dawn studied the board, noting the soft smile and intelligent eyes of their victim. She was blonde, petite, and pretty. Turning, she met Ryan’s eyes.

‘We need to get back to the original scene. Were you on the case?’

Ryan’s chest rose with a deep breath.

‘No. I usually catch the regional cases.’

‘You said that last time. What’s with that?’

Dawn waited.

Ryan shrugged, then puffed out a breath.

‘Look. Full disclosure here.’

Dawn hovered, expecting to finally find out what history Ryan and Tenneson shared.

‘I don’t think I’m going to be welcome on this case by the Nichols family.’

‘Tough titties.’

Sergeant Martin scribbled a line across the top of the whiteboard and added a single line with the date October 9th and the words disappeared from Newell Beach. He then added another cross line on the end of the timeline with today’s date, October 16th.

‘The body was found here. So I’ll be calling the shots. I want you and Grave on this one.’

Dawn frowned.

‘I’m only a consultant Ross.’

‘About that.’

The sergeant rummaged in his pocket as a smile slowly crept across his face.

‘Had a word with a friend of mine in Brisbane. He pulled your file and confirmed you did basic training in Brisbane.

The sergeant produced a leather wallet. ‘We both agreed. You are too good of a resource not to utilise while you’re here. Technically, you would usually need to resign to get a reciprocating role here, but we pulled a few strings.’

He flipped the wallet open in front of Dawn to reveal a Queensland Police Detective badge.

‘You’re official now.’

‘What the...’

‘It’s strictly for assignments we allocate, and they all need to be cleared with your Chief in Adelaide for now. You can formally request a transfer if and when you are ready.’

‘Don’t I get a choice in this?’

Dawn’s tone was half-hearted.

Ryan grinned as he accepted the badge from Sergeant Martin and shoved it into her hand.

‘No way. You need to be on this case. No one is going to mess with you Grave. You’re too smart.’

A look passed between them, but Dawn shook it off.

‘This doesn’t get you out of telling me why Tenneson and you don’t get along,’ she whispered.

‘I’m sure you’ll find out soon enough. We’ll need to pay him a visit now we have a confirmed ID.’

‘It’s three hours away and I’m supposed to pick Abby up from school,’ Dawn glanced at her watch, ‘in twenty minutes.’

‘We’ll grab Abby, catch up with your sister, then head out first thing tomorrow morning. Alright with you?’

Ryan glanced back at the Sergeant as though the decision was made. Dawn gaped.

‘What’s she doing here?’

The gruff voice was unmistakeable. Dawn didn’t need to turn around to know the Senior Constable wasn’t any more welcoming than he’d been the first time they met. For some reason, unknown to all, he took an immediate dislike to Dawn.

She now knew he was the uncle of the young woman her brother was accused of killing. But his attitude didn’t change, even after they confirmed Fraser didn’t kill his niece. He didn’t kill himself either and the suicide note claiming he murdered the schoolgirl, his girlfriend at the time, was written under duress.

‘She’s your boss. That’s what,’ Ryan gloated. Dawn cringed but couldn’t resist pulling out her new badge.

‘What the hell.’

‘Let it go Rick. I cut you a bit of slack last month, with everything that was going on. But mate, Dawn is a Detective Sergeant with SAPOL and officially on loan to us now. I’m sure I can count on you to be professional.’

Jamison entered the main office before the Senior could agree. Or disagree. Something in his eyes told her the latter was more likely.

‘Detective. Good to see you.’

The tall, gangly constable wore a wide grin as he reached out for Dawn’s hand.

‘Nice to be working with you again Constable. Did your canvassing bring us any eyewitnesses who saw anything helpful out at Keatings Lagoon recently?’

‘Nah. Sorry.’

‘Senior. Anything on CCTV?’

Dawn chose to take the lead and give the Senior something to focus on other than his hostility toward her.

His nostrils flared, but he appeared to shake off whatever was annoying him and composed himself.

‘There’s no CCTV out at the lagoon, and local coverage is basically confined to public places like the wharf area, botanical gardens and public toilets. Until we have time of death, there isn’t much point trawling through all that footage.’

Dawn wanted to argue, but the Senior Constable was right. Keatings Lagoon was on the main road out of town. Even if someone was picked up on camera footage leaving town, without a murder window, they would be searching blind.

‘Thanks Senior.’

Dawn turned to the sergeant.

‘Sergeant, we’ll make a few calls and organise interviews with the family and friends for tomorrow. I’ll keep you in the loop.’

Dawn didn’t wait for permission to leave. As she passed the Senior, she couldn’t miss his stiff body and huff as he crossed his arms over his chest.

The last thing she heard as they rounded the corner toward the exit was the Sergeant giving out orders to get a call for witnesses into the local paper and posters printed for the supermarkets, clubs and restaurants around town – asking if anyone had seen Jane Nichols between Wednesday October 7th and Friday October 16th.
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Chapter 6

Dawn negotiated the concrete pathway, dodging children as they scrambled around her. The high-pitched voices, giggles, laughter, chatter and squeals made her smile. It was a far cry from the screams of frightened children the month before.

She wondered if any of the children tormented during the siege were hanging on to unresolved issues. There was no doubt a few would be. The ordeal certainly left a mark on her. She’d come so close to losing her sister and niece.

‘Auntie Dawn!’

Blonde ringlets bounced as Abby sprinted toward her.

‘Hey Bub. How was your day?’

Dawn dropped to her haunches and accepted the firm embrace from her vibrant little niece.

‘We played touch football and I beat Liam, but that’s not really surprising because Liam is pretty shy when it comes to that rough stuff and then we did art and some spelling and we cooked damper with Michael.’

Dawn totally ignored the fact that touch football shouldn’t be rough and settled on wondering how the ranger went from finding a body this morning, to doing cooking with a class of first graders?

‘Michael was at school today?’

‘For afternoon tea. It was sooo.. good. Hot, sticky and buttery.’

Abby rubbed her tummy with her free hand.

‘Sounds like a wonderful day.’

Dawn guided Abby across the soggy lawn toward Ryan’s car parked furthest from the classrooms. School pickup was bedlam most days. Today even more so. As she reached for the door handle, Abby squealed.

‘Ooh. Did you get a new car? I weally liked the pretty painted van you had, but this is super.’

‘The van was a hire Abby. I returned it, but no, this isn’t my car.’

Dawn couldn’t say she missed the ostentatiously painted camper, but she knew she needed to get her own vehicle. Something else to get on with soon.

Opening the passenger side door, she flipped the seat over so Abby could jump in the rear of the coupe.

‘Detective Ryan!’ Abby ignored the backseat and launched herself over the folded front seat into Ryan’s lap. Her arms wrapped around his neck as she planted a kiss on his 3 o’clock shadow.

‘Hello Abby.’

Did Ryan just blush?

She hid a smile.

The little girl wriggled out his lap and into the back seat.

‘Are you here to take Auntie Dawn on a date?’

‘Detective Ryan is on a case Abby and I’m helping him out.’

Dawn pulled the seatbelt out and strapped Abby in.

‘Aren’t I supposed to have a booster?’ she asked with pouted lips and a stern frown.

‘You’re right. I’ll make sure we bring it next time.’

‘But Auntie Dawn. We could get in trouble.’

The little girl crossed her arms over her chest and scrutinised Dawn.

Dawn tongued her cheek and considered reminding her niece that she was the police, then thought better of it. Abby was right. She wasn’t above the law.

‘You’re so clever. Yes, we could get in trouble, but it’s a fine for a first offence and I’ll pay it and next time, I will absolutely remember to bring your booster seat. Detective Ryan will drive very carefully too, won’t you?’

Dawn glanced his way, he nodded solemnly, then turned quickly so Abby didn’t see him crack a smile.

‘I’ve been very busy all morning and I know it isn’t an excuse to break the law. Laws are there for a reason.’

The little girl assessed Dawn like a high court judge, then nodded, wiped the frown from her face and continued like nothing ever happened.

‘Are you staying with us Detective Ryan? I’m sure we have space in Auntie Dawn’s room. You can’t use the spare room because Auntie Dawn is renovating it and it’s full of boxes and old stuff that’s been there forever!’

Dawn flipped the seat over and slid in, pulling the door to and trying desperately to ignore the expression on Ryan’s face.

He finally put her out of her misery.

‘I’ve booked an apartment Abby but thank you for the offer. Maybe next time.’

He wiggled his eyebrows at Dawn, who rolled her eyes. Ryan chuckled under his breath as he backed the vehicle out of the parking spot and revved the motor to pull away.

The throaty sound of the engine made Dawn’s stomach tingle. She was always a sucker for a sports car and assured herself the butterflies in her stomach had nothing to do with Ryan’s mirth-filled, sparkling blue eyes.

‘You’ll be coming to dinner though.’ Abby’s tone said it wasn’t a question.

‘If your mum doesn’t mind.’

‘Oh mummy won’t mind. She loves cooking for friends and the more the merrier she always says.’

Dawn let Abby’s chattering wash over her on the drive home. The little girl’s sweet innocent enthusiasm hammered at the barriers and sent the ghosts of Dawn’s past scurrying away.

As the car bounced over the rutted driveway and the old homestead came into view, Dawn realised something else.

Renovating the old Queenslander was cathartic and painting and moving walls and fixing broken cladding was like mending the shattered pieces of her past. Each board she nailed to the side symbolised putting her life back together in a new, fresh way.

With the Sergeant presenting her with Queensland Police credentials, she was being provided with a chance to start over in her hometown.

But was this what she wanted?
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Chapter 7

In the twenty years of living away from Cooktown, Dawn cooked less than fifty times. Her first job after leaving town was working a night club on the Gold Coast, serving behind the bar and drinking nearly as much as her patrons.

When she became a cop, the long hours, late nights and rocky relationships meant a steady diet of takeaway, snacks or microwave meals.

Her sister on the other hand, was a fine cook, great mum, true homemaker. When Dawn decided to take long service leave and reconnect with her sister and get to know her niece, she was unsure what she could bring to the tight little family.

But it didn’t take long for her to realise that as a working mum, Lisa was busy juggling a hectic schedule. Although Dawn was working on the renovation during the day, she made time to pick Abby up from school and do meal prep ready for Lisa to cook when she got home.

The arrangement was going perfectly, giving Lisa more time to work in her holistic clinic, and less time in the kitchen afterward.

Now, as Dawn sat at the kitchen table – the aroma of a glass of red, and the scent of frying onions and garlic gave her a sense of contentment she never expected to experience again.

Dawn sipped her red wine, savouring it and promising herself that one was all she was going to have. She watched Michael setting the table with plates and cutlery and couldn’t help but be happy for her sister.

Michael’s dark brown eyes caught her studying him.

‘Been a busy day for you.’

Dawn smiled. ‘And for you I hear. Damper at the school?’

Michael nodded. ‘Fun bunch of kids. It’s always great to get the chance to share a bit of bush tucker and tell Dreamtime stories to the kids.’

Dawn watched the bright smile light up his face and longed for a simple life. But then work jumped into her head and she realised how much she’d missed the thrill of the chase this past month.

Who was she kidding? She loved being a detective. Thinking of work made her recall Michael was a potential witness.

‘I read your statement Michael. You don’t normally work out at Keatings Lagoon.’

He added a pepper grinder to the table.

‘Nah. I was filling in for someone.’

‘So the Indigenous rangers contract Keatings Lagoon for the National Parks as well as Archer Point?’

Michael nodded. ‘Anywhere that’s considered on Country, or of cultural significance comes under our scope.’

Dawn learnt a lot about the subject when Michael found Lisa’s car abandoned out at Archer Point and got entwined in the case to find her sister and solve two murders. Since then, he’d been a semi-permanent fixture in the Grave household.

Lisa leant over his shoulder, kissed his cheek and snatched a plate out of his hand.

‘Dishing up now Michael. Any chance you can go find the detective and little miss for me?’

‘I’ll do it.’

Dawn put her glass down and rounded the worn wooden table occupying the centre of the traditional kitchen. It was almost as wide as the house, opening on to the rear veranda through an old, ornately carved screen door.

Reconfiguring the floor plan to open the kitchen up to the living room was part of Dawn’s future plans, but Lisa wasn’t too keen on the idea.

While the entire house held dark memories for her, Lisa was much younger and for her little sister, it was a place of refuge. It held memories of their mother cooking over the very same stove occupying the back wall now.

It was a battle she might very well lose since it was Lisa who'd lived here all these years, not her.

The screen door creaked, and moisture hung heavy in the air as she stepped out onto the long, wide veranda. The sound of cicadas grew deafening, and twilight closed in, bringing the biting insects with it. Dawn expected the detective to be hightailing it back inside, but she stopped to watch the gruff alpha male sitting with the blonde angelic child on his lap.

The scene looked wrong but felt right. Abby’s smile was wide, her cheeks flushed, her chatter rhythmic as she interrupted Ryan’s deliberately incorrect reading of a book Dawn forgot existed.

‘No. That’s not right Detective. He says, “I do not like them anywhere.” Not “I’d like them here and there”, see.’ She pointed to the page.

‘Really. You should read it to me then?’

Abby pouted. ‘But I can’t read properly.’

‘Then you’ll have to listen to it my way.’

Dawn grinned at the expression on her niece’s face. If looks could kill she’d have another murder to solve.

‘Stop messing about you two. Dinner is ready,’

Dawn called from the doorway. Abby catapulted from Ryan’s lap. The detective rose, his eyes on Dawn as Abby flew past her and disappeared inside. Ryan collected his beer from the raw edged coffee table with milky white lacquer. Another thing in need of repair.

‘You are such a stirrer you know.’

The detective drew up alongside.

‘No fun in reading the classics verbatim. They get boring otherwise.’

‘That’s a matter of opinion.’

Ryan opened the screen door, his face close to hers. His breath ruffled her fringe.

‘Everything needs a shake up from time to time.’

Dawn frowned as she concluded he wasn’t talking about Dr Seuss.

As they stepped inside, Lisa pointed to a seat, ‘Ryan.’ She stopped speaking, her blue eyes suddenly thoughtful.

‘Actually.’ She wiped her hands on her floral apron, flicked her dark blonde ponytail over one shoulder and studied Ryan thoughtfully.

‘I can’t keep calling you Ryan. Abby is forever going to call you Detective Ryan anyway, but I think I’ll use your first name, if that’s alright with you. Clint, isn’t it?’

Clint nodded. ‘It is.’ His smile softening his features even more than reading with Abby.

‘Okay. Clint. Take a seat here.’ Lisa pulled out a mismatched colonial chair with flaking white paint. ‘Do you need a top up?’

Lisa fussed. Dawn watched.

It was obvious Lisa missed having her family around. Dawn suppressed a twinge of guilt. She didn’t even know Abby was born until Lisa went missing. There were a few signs. A phone call when she was on assignment on Kangaroo Island in South Australia. A sound that could have been a baby, but at the time, she never bothered to chase it up.

It was another indicator of how wrapped up in her own world of pain she was back then.

Dawn lowered into a worn vinyl chair next to Ryan, or Clint, as her sister now insisted he should be called in her house. Dawn wasn’t sure she was going to be able to get used to that.

Abby squealed with delight as Michael lifted her into a seat and shuffled it up to the table. Lisa used a clean cloth to wipe the edges of each plate like a chef, then handed them to Michael to distribute around the table.

Saliva filled Dawn’s mouth as her memory recalled her mother making this very same dish—with meat though. Lisa was nearly one hundred percent vegetarian.

‘I like ‘pasghetti better mummy, but this is good for guests. More posh,’ Abby approved as a plate of vegetarian lasagne was placed in front of her.

Michael began cutting it into manageable pieces. Dawn couldn’t help but smile. The ranger was a sweet man and so focussed on family and community.

Lisa left the dishes, grabbed her plate and sat next to Michael, who poured her a wine with a grin. Lifting it to her lips, she turned to Dawn.

‘You getting anywhere on this new case? Michael told me about it.’

Dawn cut a piece of lasagne and postponed shovelling it into her mouth to answer her sister.

‘We have a positive ID, but it’s not been released yet. We need to speak to the family tomorrow.’ Dawn glanced at Abby, knowing the little girl never missed anything going on around her.

Michael lifted a forkful of food which hovered a moment.

‘It’s not dinner table stuff, but I heard she’s related to political royalty.’

Ryan sipped his beer and swallowed hard.

‘The Minister for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Partnerships, Arts and Communities Affairs to be exact.’ His tone said he didn’t believe there was anything Royal about the man.

Michael grinned over his mouthful, then reloaded his fork before swallowing.

‘Met the bloke once. Had dibs on himself if you ask me.’

‘I’d have to agree with that.’

Ryan shoved a forkful of dripping cheese into his mouth. Dawn was sure he did it to prevent him from saying anything more about Tenneson. She wondered again about their history.

‘When did you meet a politician Hun?’

Lisa sipped her wine, eyes fixed on her new man.

‘He was up here, getting media brownie points before the last election. Opened a few of our mob’s projects.’

‘Like?’

Ryan held his next mouthful aloft, eyes fixed on the ranger.

‘The painted memorial along the river describing Indigenous persecution and community reconciliation.’

Ryan relaxed.

Michael lifted his beer and tipped the neck toward Ryan. ‘And the Keatings Lagoon Boardwalk of course.’ His face split with a grin.

Dawn rolled her eyes.  

‘You could have led with that,’ Michael chuckled as Ryan’s nostrils flared.

‘Looks like tomorrow’s interview could prove very interesting after all.’
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Chapter 8

Dawn gazed out over the ocean as Ryan’s Mustang hugged each bend at breakneck speed. Beaches of pale grey sand, polished rocks and blue water whizzed by to be replaced by tiny seaside towns surrounded by lush tropical greenery.

The car slowed as a coach load of tourists came into view.

Dawn flipped through her notebook. ‘We should visit Mrs Nichols first. The uniforms haven’t informed her yet.’

She reached toward the car navigation system to add the address from her notes.

‘I know where Mrs Nichols lives.’

Ryan kept his eyes on the road as he snuck onto the other side, trying to find a gap to overtake the coach.

‘Just stay behind him. This road is too windy for overtaking a bus. And how do you know where Mrs Nichols lives? You weren’t on the original abduction case. You said so yourself.’

Ryan steered the car out again. A horn blasted. Dawn’s head narrowly missed the side window as Ryan jerked the car back into his lane.

‘What’s the bloody hurry? We aren’t exactly on the clock you know.’

‘Technically you are. Consultant and all that.’

‘You know what I mean.’

Stay on the Captain Cook Highway for thirty-six kilometres.

The GPS chimed in. Dawn pressed the mute button.

‘She might get upset if you silence her you know.’

Dawn gaped at Ryan’s comment.

‘GPS doesn’t have feelings. You’re deflecting.’

She resisted the temptation to shake her finger at him. ‘Are you going to tell me how you know Tenneson and why you weren’t on the case to begin with?’

‘The two aren’t connected. I wasn’t on the case because I get rural and regional cases. I told you that already.’

Ryan wasn’t exactly pouting, but his expression was close.

‘And why do you get all the rural and regional cases?’

‘It’s a long story. My history with Tenneson on the other hand is pretty short.’

‘And.’

Dawn tried not to sound too curious. Something about Ryan’s body language and his knowledge of Mrs Nichols’ address told her the woman might be right in the middle of the rift.

‘Let’s just say I’ve visited Lorraine Nichols’ place on a number of occasions, and it wasn’t work related.’

Ryan glanced her way. His eyes asking a question or was he gauging her reaction.

‘You’re a grown man Ryan. Who you sleep with is your business, but a married woman?’

‘Who said she was married at the time?’

‘So why is Tenneson pissy with you if she wasn’t his lady at the time?’

‘The man has an ego the size of Everest.’

‘Sounds like someone else I know,’ Dawn mumbled, but not quietly enough.

‘Don’t take my word for it Grave. You’ll find out soon enough.’

Dawn bit her lip and returned her gaze to the ocean as Ryan floored the accelerator. The beautiful palms and rocky beach disappeared behind a bright red bus. Dawn blinked. A horn screamed, the bus disappeared, and her view returned.

Shaking her head, she remained quiet the rest of the drive south into Palm Cove.

Twenty-five minutes later, Ryan turned left at an enormous roundabout and drove down a tree lined street. Turning right, then left, his Mustang’s throaty exhaust vibrated between the palms and tropical plantings either side of the narrow road.

Reaching the end, he turned right onto the esplanade at Palm Cove. People wandered down the street between shops and cafés, unaware of the news Dawn was about to deliver to a mother.

Dawn knew nothing about being a mum, but watching Lisa with Abby and seeing her niece held hostage last month gave her an idea of what losing a child might be like.

They drove slowly down the main esplanade, past the shops and high-end hotels until high-rise gave way to three storey homes with glass balustrading, dark moody colours, skillion roofs and walls of timber slats.

‘This is it.’

Ryan parked in a No Parking Emergency Services slot. Dawn didn’t protest. Despite the early wet season, Palm Cove was teeming with tourists taking advantage of the off-season tariffs, to stay in the hub of the rich and famous.

‘Tell me how on earth you travelled in the same circles as this woman?’

Dawn gaped at the architecturally designed home as she unclipped her seatbelt. Ryan stepped out without answering.

‘My bet is Tenneson will be here with her.’

‘Well I know if my husband was a politician and my daughter was missing, I’d expect him to be here.’

Ryan strode toward the tall, solid sandstone wall, featuring a timber electric gate on one side and a wide security door on the other. The entrance was framed by a timber arbour and flanked by two enormous, lush green Heliconia plants with bright red flowers.

‘Brace yourself,’ Ryan warned.

Dawn followed, with more questions ready to fly from her lips but talking to his back wasn’t an option.

Ryan pointed to the stainless-steel intercom to the right of the door.

‘You should buzz them. If he hears my voice, you’ll need a court order to get in.’

‘What the hell did you do to annoy him so much?’

Dawn pressed the call button.

‘What can I say? Must be my magnetic personality.’

He wasn’t grinning.

‘Hello. Nichols’ residence.’

Dawn wondered over the woman’s use of her previous married name but said nothing.

‘Mrs Nichols. This is detective Grave with Cairns Major Crimes. We made an appointment to call in.’

‘Yes. Of course.’ The woman’s tone was measured. Maybe she knew what they were there for. 

The gate buzzed.

‘Just push to open Detective. I’ll meet you at the front door.’

Dawn did as she was instructed. The gate swung open weightlessly to reveal a hand laid stone path bordered by low tropical vegetation. Red and green flowers on spikes scattered between thick, lush dark green foliage released a scent of mulch, mixed with jasmine. Dawn’s nose twitched.

Glancing at Ryan, she noted the tension in his shoulders and back.

The roof-height wooden door opened. A slim woman greeted them. Her auburn hair was cut stylishly short. The kind of hairstyle requiring fortnightly maintenance to look so good. Her grey eyes studied Dawn’s a moment, then shifted to Ryan.

She gasped but recovered quickly.

‘Clint. I had no idea you were looking for Jane.’

Silence hung a moment. Dawn thought she was going to have to speak for Ryan, but he found his tongue.

‘I wasn’t. But I am now Lorraine. Can we come in?’

‘Of course. Sorry.’

She stepped back, her cheeks blushing, then waved them inside. Closing the door, she pointed left of the open foyer and rising staircase to a living room where a plush sofa and two occasional chairs were lost amongst expansive high-gloss marble floors.

The area was surrounded on two sides by a raised walkway, lined with planters and rimmed with closed doors.

‘Please. You said on the phone you had news.’ She led the way to the sofa, then turned to face them with tired eyes. ‘Have you found Jane?’

A short man with titanium grey hair and arms the size of Dawn’s thighs, cleared his throat from beyond a door above the living room. Dawn watched as he snibbed the lock and closed the door before descending the three tiled steps to the living room.

‘Oh, I’m sorry Detective Grave, this is my husband, Tyson Tenneson.’

The man stared past her, glaring at Ryan, who sneered right back.

‘What the hell is he doing here?’

Tenneson’s crisp white shirt stretched over his ample chest. Dawn stepped between the two men.

‘Mr Tenneson. We have news about Jane. Maybe we should take a seat.’

The man’s steely gaze finally fell on her. She pointed to the sofa.

‘I won’t ask again.’ His lip twisted.

Dawn resisted the urge to cross her arms over her chest.

‘Then maybe you can find out about your stepdaughter from her mother because I’m not here to answer any questions that don’t specifically pertain to Jane’s disappearance.’

Ryan was right. The guy was a complete arse.

Mrs Nichols slipped her hair behind her ear with a shaking hand.

‘Tyson please. This isn’t the time.’

Did she know what was coming? Dawn wondered.

‘Maybe you could fetch Mrs Nichols a cup of tea or coffee Mr Tenneson?’

Dawn tried to convey the severity of her news with her eyes, but Tenneson wasn’t having any of it.

‘Come this way. Whatever you’ve got to say to Lorraine, you can say in front of me too.’

The man turned. Lorraine’s pleading eyes beckoned Dawn and Ryan to follow.

No one spoke. Dawn sat on the edge of a mocha-coloured chair facing the sofa. Ryan hovered. Tenneson patted the spot alongside him. Lorraine Nichols perched delicately with hands gripped tightly in her lap.

Ryan nodded for Dawn to lead.

‘Mrs Nichols. I’m sorry to inform you. Jane’s body has been recovered.’

The woman bit her cheek as her eyes glistened with tears. Tenneson reached for her hand. She pulled it away, then made eye-contact with him. Dawn watched the exchange with interest as Mrs Nichols seemed to read something in the man’s eyes.

Tenneson tried again. This time, Mrs Nichols allowed the comforting grasp. A tingle ran down Dawn’s spine.

‘I’m so very sorry for your loss Mrs Nichols.’ She gave the woman a moment to ask any questions. When she didn’t, Dawn continued, trying to work out why the usual questions like, was it an accident or where did you find her, weren’t uttered.

‘Mrs Nichols, I wish I didn’t have to tell you this, but the circumstances of Jane’s death are suspicious.’

‘Of course they are bloody suspicious. She wouldn’t have wandered away from our beach house and left her dog tied to a friggin’ bench now would she?’

‘Mr Tenneson, I understand your frustration.’

‘You have no...bloody... idea.’

Ryan scoffed.

‘Detective Grave has a damn good idea, Tyson. Once again, you’re the one with no idea what you’re on about.’

Tyson vaulted from the sofa. Dawn intercepted him with her hand flat in front of the man’s chest, then turned to glare at her partner. She knew he was protecting her. But this was work and she wasn’t some damsel in need of rescuing.

‘Gentlemen, and I use the term very loosely.’ She glared at Ryan who shrugged like none of it was his fault. ‘I have no idea why the animosity, but this isn’t the time or the place for a pissing contest.’

Silence hung as Dawn wondered if the bulls in the room might charge. Both huffed. Tenneson flopped down in the seat next to Mrs Nichols whose face was now sheet white. Shock was setting in.

Crouching before the woman, she tried to make eye-contact.

‘I know this is a terrible time, but we need to go over a few things.’

Lorraine’s eyes studied her hands as they wrung in her lap.

‘When can I see her?’ Her words were barely a whisper.

Dawn wanted to hug her or grasp her trembling hands or do absolutely anything to help, but her answer was by the book.

‘Once the forensic pathologist is finished and the coroner has given us a preliminary report, I’m sure we can organise for you to see Jane, but Mrs Nichols, I’m not sure that’s wise.’

Tenneson’s eyes questioned her. Mrs Nichols began to sob.

Dawn rose.

‘Look. I’m going to make a cup of tea. Mr Tenneson,’ she scanned the layout trying to find the kitchen, ‘can you give me a hand?

The politician looked ready to argue as his eyes fell on Ryan with suspicion, but Dawn’s expression told him it wasn’t up for debate. Lorraine needed a minute to calm down so Dawn would be able to interview her before she left.

‘I’ll keep an eye on her,’ Ryan offered and for the first time, Tenneson didn’t seem willing, or able, to put up a fight.
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Chapter 9

Dawn followed Tyson Tenneson up the stairs in the foyer to an open-plan living area on the second level. A wall of ceiling high windows overlooked the serene waters of Palm Cove. The central kitchen island featured a sink and a row of bar stools, overlooking a crystal blue lap pool running the width of the block.

Dawn found the kettle on the back counter and flicked the switch. A low hum told her it was on and going.

Tenneson opened an overhead cupboard and fumbled for cups.

‘I’ll get it. I know how she likes it.’

‘Mr Tenneson, I’ve been told Jane was working in your office until recently.’

‘That’s correct.’

His eyes didn’t leave the tea bags as he dropped them into each cup.

‘Can you tell me what her role was?’

‘Jane helped with marketing. She studied communications at university but lost interest. She was good at it though.’

‘Do you know why she left?’

‘No.’

The kettle popped. Tenneson hurried to pour the water, jiggling a tea bag to keep his hands and eyes busy.

‘Surely she told you?’

He shrugged.

‘Did she go on to other work?’

Tenneson stirred the tea, removed the tea bag and crossed the kitchen to the fridge for milk.

‘What’s this got to do with her disappearance and death?’

‘Maybe nothing, but I’ve read the report on her disappearance Mr Tenneson. I’m yet to follow up with the detectives on the case, but I understand her Labrador was tied up to a park bench at the beach.’

Tenneson picked up two cups of tea and held them as he turned to face Dawn.

‘So?’

‘So, the dog didn’t bite the person who tied it up. Do you believe Jane would have tied her dog up and abandoned it?’

‘What are you saying?’

‘The dog may have known the person who abducted her, which means I need to know about all the relationships in your stepdaughter’s life. So once again, did she go on to work elsewhere after she left your office?’

‘No. She went all hippy and wanted to run health retreats and yoga camps. If it wasn’t for her mother, she’d have gotten a real job like normal people. But Lorraine spoils, spoilt her.’ Tenneson passed the cups to Dawn with a sigh. ‘She told her she could stay at our house on Newell Beach and run hippy, yoga, detox weekends and such.’

‘And did she do that?’

‘I don’t know. There certainly wasn’t any money being paid back to Lorraine, so if she did, she didn’t make a damn dollar out of it.’

Dawn nodded to the remaining fine porcelain cups steaming on the counter.

‘Let’s get Mrs Nichols her tea and see if she’s feeling up to answering some questions.’

Tenneson collected the cups and led the way toward the stairs.

‘Actually, I have one more question Mr Tenneson.’

The man turned—frustration evident in his eyes.

‘Where were you the day Jane disappeared?’

His stare turned into a glare, before his gaze dropped to the two purple and red cups in his hands. Finally, he looked Dawn in the eye.

‘You can’t seriously think I’m a suspect?’

Dawn smiled. She knew it was forced and she could see Tenneson knew it too.

‘We must eliminate everyone as a suspect in a suspicious death Mr Tenneson. Where were you?’

Dawn knew there was no need to remind the man of the date. When loved ones went missing, everyone remembered the details. She could still remember the day her mother disappeared as if it were yesterday.

‘I was with my PA in the morning. I attended a speaking engagement over lunch which ran on, as they do, and I was back here around 4 p.m.’

‘And you remained home the rest of the night?’

‘We both did. Yes.’

‘Thank you. Let’s see how your wife is doing.’

Dawn nodded toward the stairs. Tenneson studied her a moment, drew a slow breath, then started down.

They returned to find Ryan sitting on the coffee table in front of Lorraine Nichols, his hands on her shoulders. Dawn cleared her throat. Ryan didn’t move.

He obviously saw nothing wrong with an investigating detective sitting close to a possible suspect, but she wasn’t about to make a fuss.

‘Mrs Nichols. Let’s grab a tea, take a few minutes and then I’m afraid I’ll need to ask you a few questions.’

Dawn held a cup of tea out for Ryan, while Mr Tenneson sat alongside his wife and passed her a cup.

Ryan took the tea in both hands, shuffled back, but didn’t leave the coffee table. Dawn sat on the chair adjacent to Mrs Nichols.

‘I know this isn’t easy. Believe me. I’ve been where you are right now.’ She didn’t explain further. There was no need. Mrs Nichols’ eyes told her she believed her.

‘We need to know if you can think of anyone who would want to hurt your daughter?’

Lorraine’s lip trembled, until she bit it. With a shaking hand, she put her cup to her lips, sipped then sighed.

‘Jane was loved by everyone. She was happy, carefree, always kind. I don’t understand why anyone would hurt her.’

‘When was the last time you saw your daughter?’

Mrs Nichols sucked in a shuddering breath, then let it go through pursed lips. Passing her tea to her husband, she closed her eyes and for a moment, Dawn thought she might break down. But the woman rallied.

‘It was the Sunday before she disappeared. She was so excited when she showed me around our Newell Beach house. She’d spent a few weeks decorating the family room, which opens to the wide deck overlooking the water. There were sheer white curtains draped either side of the bifold glass doors and Indonesian statues dotted the decking.’

Lorraine’s eyes glazed over, and Dawn gave her a moment.

‘Do you know if she’d opened her studio to the public yet?’

‘I’m not sure. I know she planned to run a few yoga sessions after she showed me around.’

‘Do you know where she might have kept her guest list?’

‘The Cairns Police looked but couldn’t find a diary.’ Lorraine glanced at her husband as she answered.

Mr Tenneson’s tea was untouched. He placed it on the coffee table next to Ryan and huffed.

‘We’ve been over all of this already Detective.’

‘I’m sorry to have to ask again. I know it’s frustrating, but the circumstances have changed. Jane was missing when the Cairns Police first searched. Now we could be looking for a killer Mr Tenneson. Everything, no matter how trivial could help us.’

Ryan drained his tea, then put the cup on the coffee table beside him as his eyes regarded Lorraine.

‘Does she have any close friends we can talk to?’

‘Tina is a good friend. She might know if Jane ran any classes. She’s into all the health stuff too.’

Dawn pulled a notepad from her back pocket. ‘Do you have a last name or contact information for Tina?’

It was weird to be back in long pants and even with cut off-sleeves on her tee, she was overheating in the humidity. Still, police detectives couldn’t exactly get around in cargo shorts and tank tops. At least not if they wanted to be taken seriously by men like Tenneson.

‘Tina Farrell. She lives at Newell Beach, a street back from the waterfront.’

Dawn scribbled down details in her own brand of shorthand.

‘And how does your daughter know Tina?’

‘They’ve known each other for years. We’ve been holidaying at Newell Beach since Jane was...’ Her voice broke.

‘Ten,’ Tenneson interrupted, then reached for Lorraine’s hand. The woman flinched.

Dawn glanced at Ryan whose sneer was a heartbeat away from a growl. What was their history?

‘Where were you the day Jane went missing Mrs Nichols?’

‘You can’t.’

Ryan reached out and patted the woman’s hand.

‘It’s just routine Lorraine.’

Dawn noted she didn’t draw her hand away from Ryan’s. One look at Tenneson told her he noticed the gesture.

Ryan let her hand go. Lorraine smiled, drew a slow breath and nodded.

‘I got my hair done at Stephano’s at nineish. That kept me busy for a few hours, then I caught up with Doreen Miller. Then I was home around three.’

Dawn jotted down details. ‘Can anyone confirm you were home at three?’

Ryan glared at her, but she wasn’t backing down. Everyone was a suspect until proven otherwise.

‘Well Tyson got home around four, so I guess for the one hour, no, but Doreen will confirm what time I left Ricky’s Restaurant.’

‘Thanks for your time, Mrs Nichols, Mr Tenneson.’ Dawn rose, slipping her notepad into her back pocket. ‘If you can send me Doreen’s contact information and can we ask you for the keys to access the Newell Beach property? We’d like to go over it again on our way back to Cooktown.’

‘Cooktown?’ Mr Tenneson rose, his eyebrows knitting together.

‘I’m sorry. I thought we mentioned it. I’m based in Cooktown, assisting the Cairns police with this enquiry because Jane’s body was found at the Keatings Lagoon Conservation Park.’

‘What?’ Tenneson was visibly flustered.

‘Is that significant?’

Dawn waited and watched as Tenneson regained his composure.

‘No.’ He shook his head. ‘Not at all.’

‘Even though you opened the lagoon boardwalk?’

Tenneson’s eyes narrowed.

‘I know the place, yes. Of course.’

‘But you don’t know of anyone living in Cooktown who Jane would have been visiting?’

Tenneson drew his shoulders back.

‘She disappeared from Newell Beach and left her dog behind. Why would she go to Cooktown without him?’

‘So, there is no one you know in Cooktown who would want to hurt Jane?’

Silence hung a moment as Tenneson opened and closed his mouth. Finally, he shook himself.

‘Of course not. Lorraine told you. Everyone loved Jane.’

Dawn waited, hoping silence would draw more out of the man, but he said nothing. There were more questions rolling around her head, but now wasn’t the time.

‘Can I ask you for the keys to the Newell Beach house please?’

Tenneson looked ready to object, but pressed his lips closed when Mrs Nichols rose from the sofa. She crossed the room to a side table and scribbled a number on a piece of notepaper.

‘We use a pin-pad entry. Here’s the code.’

Dawn met her in the foyer.

‘Thanks for your time, Mrs Nichols and I am so very sorry for your loss.’

‘Just find the bastard who did this Detective.’

Lorraine Nichols reached for Dawn’s hand, shoved the paper into her palm and held her gaze.

‘No matter who it is. They need to pay for killing my baby.’

The snarl on Lorraine’s lips hit Dawn in the gut. No matter who it is. Did this woman know who killed her daughter? Was she unwilling to say anything in front of Tenneson? Or was it pure motherly instinct?
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Chapter 10

Dawn gazed out over the blue ocean lapping at the shore as she waited for Ryan to unlock the Mustang. She hoped the vastness of the water would quell her emotions after delivering the death notice. It didn’t.

She forced the burden aside, allowing her mind to mull over all the possible scenarios for why Jane Nichols was murdered and why she ended up in Cooktown. At this stage, they nearly all included Tyson Tenneson.

Something about the guy made her skin crawl, but if his wife backed up his alibi and the rest of it checked out, they were going to have to look for suspects and a motive elsewhere.

Still, the link between Keatings Lagoon and the MP couldn’t be overlooked and as much as he said he didn’t know anyone in Cooktown, Dawn was sure he did.

She slid into the passenger’s seat.

‘We’ll need to check their alibis.’

Ryan was unusually quiet. No sarcastic quips, not even a grumble about Tenneson.

‘I’ll get Jamison and Reynolds onto it.’

She carried her monologue as Ryan fired up the engine.

‘Are you going to tell me why Tenneson hates you so much? If Lorraine Nichols wasn’t with him when you two had a fling, it shouldn’t bother him.’

Dawn didn’t ask about the age difference or the details of his affair. It was none of her business, but understanding Tenneson was her job. And getting some sense of who Mrs Nichols was, could be important.

The car revved as Ryan pulled away from the curb. The sour expression he barely held in check told her this was more than relationship stuff.

‘Look. I get why you don’t want to talk about the bedroom stuff.’

Ryan glared at her. She ignored him.

‘But how on earth do you know these people? You’re a cop. They are...’ She scrambled for the right word.

‘Socialites?’ Ryan offered.

‘Yes. Exactly.’

Dawn studied Ryan’s profile as they entered the Captain Cook Highway roundabout and headed north once more.

‘I checked you out before working with you Grave. Didn’t you do the same to me?’

‘Well no. Why would I? You were working on my sister’s case and up until yesterday, I was a civilian in Queensland, out of my jurisdiction. Why? What would I find?’

The cloudy skies cast a glare through the windscreen. Dawn slipped her aviator sunglasses from her bag and popped them on top of her head, ready to put on. But she hesitated, trying to catch Ryan’s gaze so he’d realise she wasn’t giving up.

He glanced her way, huffed, then fixed his eyes on the road as he spoke.

‘The age gap wasn’t that much.’

She wondered why he thought the age was important but she followed his lead.

‘How old were you?’

‘Late twenties, Lorraine was early forties.’

Dawn let the silence hang. Ryan swallowed hard.

‘She was between husbands. It was only one summer.’

A joke about toyboys and summer flings rolled around her head, but Ryan’s expression told her now wasn’t the right time to be funny.

‘What happened?’

‘It was over before it began.’

‘The class difference?’

Ryan frowned at her, then shook his head.

‘You really don’t know do you?’

She sighed. ‘Know what?’

‘Let’s interview this friend of Jane’s and go through the holiday home with a fine-tooth comb.’

‘Ryan. You can’t change the subject like that.’

‘Just Google me.’

‘Google you?’

‘There’s a reason I get all the regional cases and it’s not because of my clearance rate or local knowledge.’

‘Can’t you just tell me?’

‘Look. All I’m going to say is, I have had a soft spot for Lorraine Nichols but it won’t affect my investigation and I’m going to find who killed Jane. My past. Who I am and who I know has nothing to do with how well I do my job, even if the Queensland Police Service likes to keep me at arm’s length.’

His body was rigid. The vein at his temple throbbed and Dawn could see this case was personal, but the Queensland Police keeping him at arm’s length. What did that even mean?’

‘Clint.’

She used his first name, knowing somehow this wasn’t a work colleague kind of conversation. He glanced her way, then his eyes darted back to the road as they entered another enormous dual lane roundabout.

‘You can tell me. Hell, you’ve seen my personal secrets bared open like a festering sore. What is it?’

Ryan’s fingers gripped the steering wheel. His knuckles turned white as he sighed.

‘I use my mother’s maiden name. Ryan isn’t my father’s last name.’

Ryan kept his eyes on the road as he stretched his fingers over the steering wheel. Dawn waited, giving him space.

But when he said nothing, she pushed.

‘Do I really need to Google you?’ Her voice gentle.

Ryan sighed. His shoulders sagged. He licked his lips, bit down, then licked again.

‘Tenneson is my older cousin.’

Ryan didn’t make eye contact.

‘You’re related to that arsehole?’

‘We were close buddies for years. Before he made it big in politics. We don’t exactly see eye to eye these days.’

‘You’re a Tenneson? I might not have looked you up, but I researched him. Brisbane Grammar boy. UQ degree in economics and politics. Never worked a real day in his life.’

‘That’s him.’

‘And what, you’re the poor cousin?’

The apartment Ryan rented in Cooktown on his last case flashed before her eyes. The one with the view to die for balcony overlooking the Endeavour River. The one where she nearly joined him in his bed.

He said he put it on his Visa, and would get reimbursement, but Dawn knew the department never sprang for high-end accommodation. She knew he wasn’t short of money. He’d offered to help out with the renovation, but not that kind of money.

Ryan said nothing.

‘You’re not a poor cousin at all. Are you?’

‘Now you see why I get all the regional cases. My Chief, the department heads, they’ll do whatever it takes to keep me out of the limelight.’

‘And that’s okay with you?’

‘I solve cases. How the police media liaison officer chooses to release the findings to the press, is up to them.’

‘And you’re a Tenneson.’

Dawn tried not to gape as Ryan focussed on the next bend in the winding foreshore road back to Port Douglas and Newell Beach.

Ryan nodded to the phone still hovering in Dawn’s hand.

‘You better make that call to Reynolds and Jamison to chase up some alibis.’
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Chapter 11

The road to Newell beach was flanked by rows and rows of towering sugar cane fields. Two teenage boys strolled down the right side of the road with bare feet, fishing poles and wide smiles, sparking memories Dawn buried years ago.

Growing up in Far North Queensland gave her a freedom she’d forgotten existed. Sunny afternoons fishing, swimming and hanging out were shattered when they found Tracey Warren’s body floating in shallow water out at Archer Point.

As they drove past, the boys waved. Dawn envied the naivety of youth. Then shook the thought away. She was back in Cooktown. Back in the tropics with her sister and niece. There was still time to enjoy the freedom she left behind.

As they drew past the road to the boat ramp, Dawn gazed at the mixture of permanent living and holiday homes dotted along the foreshore.

A couple with two teenagers crossed the road, a large German Shepherd choking on the lead dragged the youngest boy along like an Antarctic husky.

Dawn grinned. Ryan kept his eyes focussed on the road. He’d barely said a word since explaining who he was. Dawn didn’t try to make him talk. Her old boss in Adelaide was from money. He never spoke about his family either.

She suddenly realised she thought of Jack as her old boss. She planned to hang around Cooktown a while, catch up with Lisa and Abby, make sure her brother’s case was reopened. But when did she decide not to return to her job with Adelaide Major Crimes?

She shoved the thought aside. For now, she needed to be thankful of her chance to connect with the only family she had left. As much as Ryan seemed to hate his family, at least most of them were still alive.

Ryan steered the Mustang toward a graded dirt track at the end of the main foreshore road. ‘The house is down here.’

Dawn didn’t bother to ask how her new partner knew where to find the beach house. He’d already explained he’s spent a summer in Lorraine Nichols’ bed.

‘Your car isn’t going to like the sandy track.’

Dawn pointed to the road ahead, where lumps of grey sand and uncut tufts of grass sprouted up in all directions.

‘We’ll park here. I need to show you where Jane went missing from anyway.’

‘Jane. You sure you want to keep calling our victim by name?’

Ryan bit the inside of his lip.

‘You’re right. I need to keep this compartmentalised. Our victim disappeared from this stretch of Newell Beach. Not far from the family holiday home.’

‘So are we sure she was snatched from the beach? The forensic techs didn’t find any evidence of her going missing from the house?’

‘Her dog was tied up to a bench. I’ll show you.’

Ryan pulled the handbrake on and stepped from the vehicle. Dawn grabbed her handbag and slung it over her shoulder to follow.

Ryan’s back disappeared into overgrown tropical rain forest as the clouds loomed dark and threateningly overhead.

Dawn lifted her sunglasses as she entered the tree line, allowing her vision to adjust to the dimness. A gentle breeze rustled the coconut palms that lined the beach, creating a crackling sound that echoed around them.

‘Here is where the dog was found.’

Dawn turned in a small circle, taking in the surroundings. A concrete bench was set below Moreton Bay figs and mangrove trees. Torn palm fronds littered the understorey and the smell of rotting leaf litter blended with salty air to create an all too familiar scent.

‘So did our victim tie the dog up? Or her attacker?’

‘We don’t know. There was no trace evidence on the dog. No DNA out of place.’

‘Who found the dog?’

Dawn waited, while Ryan referred to case notes on his phone.

‘The reception is crap here. I’ll download the file if we can access the WIFI at the house.’

Ryan ducked under an overhanging branch and guided her through the trees onto the sand.

Dawn glanced up and down the long, flat expanse of wet sand. The tide was out, leaving acres of rippled seabed exposed. A few rocks dotted the area, but mostly, fine greyish-brown silt like sand covered hundreds of metres, as far as the eye could see.

A drop of rain touched her shoulder, then another.

‘It’s going to pour down any second.’ Dawn pointed to the looming grey clouds. ‘We should hurry up and get to the house.’

Ryan jogged up the beach.

‘Follow me.’

Dawn watched his broad frame move with unexpected agility. She’d not jogged or done any type of fitness since returning to Queensland. Now, as she followed, her heartrate rose and sweat seeped from every pore.

‘I’m out of shape. You’d think doing a reno would keep me fit.’

She huffed, as Ryan slowed in front of her to let her catch up.

‘You look okay, but yeah, fitness takes weeks to get back, but only a couple to lose.’

Ryan wasn’t gasping for air like her. His comfortable footfalls, even in dress shoes made her realise she needed to take better care of herself.

They reached a closely mowed lawn, scattered with palm trees towering over three storeys tall. A healthy collection of coconuts told her they’d not been trimmed lately. The wind kicked up a notch as rain began to fall consistently. A coconut cracked from the top of the tree, falling hard and bouncing a few metres away.

They jumped, then sprinted for the front deck area.

‘Here.’

Dawn handed him the door code before dropping her hands to her thighs and willing her breathing to slow.

‘You okay?’

‘I’ll live.’

Dawn glanced up as Ryan punched the code into the sliding door lock. Four beeps later, the light went green, and he slid the door sideways. Drawing the sheer curtains aside, he stopped. Dawn nearly slammed right into his back.

He lifted his left hand in a balled fist, his weapon already in his right.

She reached into her handbag for her gun.

‘What’s up?’ she whispered.

Dawn’s heartbeat thudded in her ears as Ryan slipped inside, leaving her tangled in reams of fabric. A few seconds later, Dawn followed him in, gun raised.

Books were scattered all over the room. Cushions were cut open. Yoga mats shredded. Even the artwork was torn from the walls, cut open and flung aside. 

‘Well I’m pretty certain the techs didn’t make this much mess.’

‘I’m pretty sure you’re right,’ Dawn agreed.
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Chapter 12

Dawn followed Ryan as they crossed the large room, into a wide hallway. Ryan pointed left, then put three fingers up and counted them down one by one before stepping left into the next room.

‘Police!’

Dawn followed a heartbeat later, going right.

‘Police!’

Scanning the kitchen, Dawn noted the dark stone tops, white cupboards and timber floors were untouched, but as they rounded the benches, she found the floor covered in utensils and upturned jars of flour and rice.

One by one they cleared the rooms, finding bedding upended, side tables tossed, drawer contents splayed. 

Ryan holstered his weapon and reached into his jacket pocket. Dawn wondered again how he managed to keep wearing a sportscoat when it was ninety eight percent humidity outside, but she was thankful he did when a pair of disposable gloves appeared in his hand.

Dawn accepted one glove and squeezed her right hand into it, flicking it over her sweaty wrist. ‘I can’t see any signs of a break in. I’ll see if I can figure out how the intruder got in?’

Ryan retrieved his mobile and wandered back in the large room hunting for a signal.

‘I’ll ring the forensic team. Call out if you find anything.’

She was vaguely aware of him speaking with the forensic scientist from Friday morning’s body dump, Tammy something, but focussed on the scene in front of her.

What could they have been looking for?

Money, drugs? Or maybe evidence relating to Jane’s disappearance?

Drugs and organised crime were behind many of the murders Dawn worked on in the past, but there were plenty of other motives, like domestic violence and robbery. And then there were the truly gruesome serial killer cases. Dawn hoped Jane Nichols’ murder wasn’t one of those.

Dawn scanned a small desk between two bookcases that stretched floor to ceiling. The oak timber was real and held a small green porcelain pencil holder along with a pewter letter opener. A cord poked out of a round hole. Dawn followed it to a laptop charger, still plugged into the wall and switched on.

‘Looks like a laptop could be missing,’ she called over her shoulder, then laughed as Ryan loomed up alongside her.

‘I’ve downloaded the earlier missing persons case file.’

‘Any note about this missing laptop then?’

Dawn waited while Ryan scanned the file.

‘Nothing noted, but that doesn’t mean it wasn’t missing then.’

‘We’ll need to see if they took any photos inside the house.’

Ryan scanned the file, his fingers flicking through photos, eyes squinting.

‘Doesn’t look like it.’

Dawn scanned the bookcases, almost empty now. The floor was strewn with paperbacks, magazines and hardback books on herbal medicine and anatomy.

A thought stuck Dawn. She turned to see Ryan who was frowning at the rear wall of oak panelling.

‘Have they checked any cloud drive storage?’

Ryan glanced her way.

‘I’ll text Gleeson. She might have got the computer nerds to find out already.’

‘This looks like someone was very keen to find something. What do you suppose they were looking for?’

‘I told you last case we worked on. It’s always about sex, love, power or money.’

‘You know the family. Which is it this time?’

‘All of the above.’

Dawn chuckled, but Ryan wasn’t laughing.

This wasn’t an ordinary case. Like the last time they worked together, this was deeply personal. No wonder Ryan wasn’t on the case to begin with. She considered how long his boss would let her run the show. She was an out-of-town cop, reeled in by a Sergeant of a regional police station, to run a murder investigation linked to a prominent politician.

It was only a matter of time before the case was pulled out from under them. Either that, or the Cairns team was hoping she’d be a perfect scapegoat if they failed to find the killer.

‘I’m going to call Reynolds. See if they have confirmed the parents’ alibis.’

Dawn held her phone in the air, trying to find a signal as she wandered out onto the front deck. Water poured over the veranda gutters, but a small blue patch over the ocean promised it would clear soon enough.

Dawn leant against a glass fence separating the swimming pool from the main deck area. Two bars appeared on her screen. She dialled, scanning the concrete seating, spa, firepit and large umbrella which was folded to minimise damage during the wet season.

‘Welcome to Cooktown police, this is Constable Reynolds speaking.’

‘Ah. Just the girl I needed to speak with. It’s Dawn. Have you confirmed our alibis yet?’

‘Detective. Yes. Both Mr Tenneson and Mrs Nichols were where they said they were.’

‘Who is Tenneson’s PA?’

‘A Julian Smythe.’

‘Okay. Any other staff who used to work with our victim when she was at the MPs office?’

‘There is a receptionist, named Mandy Lieberman, and a few volunteers who help out during campaign time.’

‘Can we get a list of the volunteers? We’ll do some interviews tomorrow and be back up your way by late afternoon.’

‘Okay. You don’t have a department email yet, or log on, so flick me a message with your email address so I can send you the list once I’ve compiled it.’

‘Will do. Thanks Reynolds.’

‘No problem Detective.’

Dawn tapped out a quick text, then slipped her phone into her pocket. If she stayed working as a Queensland Detective, she’d need to organise a new email address. Was she going to stay?

‘Hey Grave. Check this out.’

Dawn spun round at the sound of Ryan’s voice. Her stomach did a summersault and she wondered for a moment what Ryan would think if she stayed permanently. Shaking the thought away, she followed his voice back inside, crossed the polished timber floor and scanned the large room looking for him.

‘Where are you?’

‘In here.’

His voice echoed from behind a wall of storage cupboard doors. One on the far right sat slightly ajar. Dawn opened it to find Ryan’s cheeky grin and a strobing kaleidoscope of colour on the walls.

‘What the hell?’

‘Looks like Jane was offering more than yoga at her retreats.’

‘That or our Minister for Communities and Arts is into some freaky performing acts.’

Dawn circled the room, trying to decide where to look. Her stomach knotted, not because she was squeamish about S & M, but if Jane was a dominatrix, then there were a whole lot of unknown suspects they were going to have to try and fish out of thin air.

‘Check this out.’

Ryan held a particularly nasty looking whip in his gloved hand and grinned.

‘Put it down and leave it for the forensic team.’

Dawn slowly turned to take in the entire set up. Masks, a variety of ball gags, cuffs of varying types from regular to fluffy fur-lined, hung on display. An inversion table took up the centre of the room, a wooden chair with eyelets screwed into the arms and legs was tucked away to the side.

‘We need to canvas the neighbours. See who has been coming and going from this place in the past few weeks.’

‘Yes ma’am,’ Ryan saluted. ‘Just don’t hurt me, please.’

‘Did I miss something?’

Tammy’s voice made Dawn jump.

‘Nothing worth hanging out for.’

Dawn stepped to the side of the room to allow the forensic tech to enter. She was already decked out in disposable overalls, and shoe covers. Her goggles were pulled back on the top of her head and a surgical mask hung around her neck.

‘You two need to get out of my crime scene.’

Dawn considered the forensic scientist a moment. She was nothing like the tech Dawn worked with in Adelaide. Penny was tall, likely six foot. Broad shouldered and walked like a farmer. Tammy was shorter, heavily built in a muscular fashion.

Penny’s warped sense of humour was always a welcome relief when dealing with the dead, and so far, Tammy seemed to have a similar sardonic sense of humour.

Dawn waited for Ryan to leave, then turned to follow.

‘Hey Detective.’

She turned back to Tammy.

‘Looks like crime scenes are popping up around you like daffodils in spring.’

‘Occupational hazard I’m afraid.’

‘How’s the big boy handling all this?’ Tammy whispered and lifted her chin to the doorway as Ryan disappeared.

‘Does everyone but me know about his connection to this case?’

The forensic tech shrugged.

‘He’s doing okay, all things considered. You got here quicker than I expected.’

‘I was in the area when Ryan phoned it in. I was on my way when he texted about the missing computer and cloud storage.’

‘Did you find anything yet?’

‘Not yet, but the computer crew are doing their thing. Now let me do mine.’

‘Keep me posted.’

‘Will do.’

Dawn stepped back into daylight to find Ryan staring off into the distance. It was strange seeing the gruff cop so vulnerable, but this case must have been doing a number on his emotions.

Sure, he wasn’t close to Lorraine Nichols anymore, but he was still related to Tyson Tenneson, despite not wanting to be.

‘I’ve got Reynolds running the volunteers at Tenneson’s office and doing a background check on his staff.’

‘Something about all this feels personal.’

‘What makes you say that?’ Dawn was thinking the same thing.

‘My gut,’ Ryan waved dismissively. ‘And before you say it, I know we need evidence, not gut feelings.’

‘I’d trust your gut any day Ryan. The same way I’d trust mine and I think you might be right. This place isn’t Tenneson’s house. It isn’t even in his name.’

‘It wouldn’t be. Lorraine’s family have held this property for over forty years.’

‘It looks pretty good for the age.’

‘It’s been renovated numerous times over the years. Got battered by cyclone Ita just last year. Storm surge inundated the place.’

‘That explains the current condition and on trend decor.’

‘Let’s find our victim’s best buddy in town and ask her about the hidden room.’

Ryan stuck his head inside the dominatrix dungeon.

‘Gleeson. We’re out of here. Got some interviews to do. You got uniform in tow?’

‘Two minutes out.’

‘Okay. We’ll wait for them to rock up.’

‘Thanks.’

Dawn’s phone pinged. She opened an email attachment and scanned a list of names. One popped out immediately.

‘You’ll never guess who volunteers at Tenneson’s office from time to time.’ She didn’t wait for a reply. ‘Tina Farrell.’
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Chapter 13

Ryan drove down the single lane, wet bitumen road. Although the rain had stopped, pools of water still flooded the deep roadside. It could take days for the water to drain away.

One side of the road opened to acres of sugar cane, rustling in the breeze. To Dawn’s right, the street was lined with vacant blocks of land and homes of various vintages and state of repair.

‘This place is only a minute’s drive from the Nichols’ beach house,’ Dawn said.

‘It makes sense. If Tina and Jane were good friends from years of holidaying here, they likely walked to one another’s homes over the years.’

Ryan parked on the gravel driveway.

‘Doesn’t look like she’s home.’

Dawn scanned the file Reynolds sent for a phone number.

‘I’ll try calling her. Make sure she’s in. It’s Saturday, she could easily be off with friends.’

Ryan put his hand on the door handle and waited.

‘Do we have any work contact info?’

Dawn dialled the number. ‘Reynolds didn’t find anything.’ She listened as the call rang out.

Hanging up, she slid her phone back into her pocket and opened the passenger side door.  

Ryan followed her out.

‘No luck?’

‘No and no voice mail option. We’re here. Might as well have a look around and try knocking.’

Dawn crossed the patchy lawn and stepped up the short staircase leading to a weather worn covered deck. She was barely on the landing before a deep bark echoed from beyond the door.

‘Maybe she’s in after all.’

Dawn knocked. The barking grew louder. Dawn heard footsteps from within.

‘It’s okay Rusty.’

The curtain on the side window flicked across to reveal a face. Dawn heard a chain rattle and the door unlock. Instead of opening wide to greet them, it opened a crack. The dog growled quietly behind the woman.

‘What do you want?’

‘I’m Detective Grave.’ Dawn showed her new Queensland Police ID. ‘This is Detective Ryan. We are here to talk about Jane Nichols’ disappearance.

‘I’ve given my statement. I wish I could do more.’

‘Ms Farrell. I’m afraid we have some news, and we need to go over your statement again.’

The door didn’t open wider.

‘Can I see that ID again. And his?’

Wide eyes peered through the crack. The dog gave a quick bark of agreement with its owner.

‘I’m sorry. Of course.’

Dawn held her ID up for proper scrutiny. Ryan did the same. They exchanged a look with one another. The woman was on edge.

‘Just give me a second.’

The door closed. Dawn heard the chain rattle, then the door opened wider to reveal a narrow hallway lined with paintings.

‘Ms Farrell. Can we come in? Is there somewhere we can talk?’

Dawn kept her tone calm. The dog growled. It wasn’t unusual to find a pet so intent on protecting its owner, but Dawn knew animals sensed emotions. This dog knew Tina was unsettled.

Tina held the dog’s collar.

‘It’s okay Rusty.’

She stepped back, pulling the dog aside and waved her hand for them to enter.

‘Hey boy. How’s it going?’ Ryan cooed. The dog’s growl intensified.

‘I’m sorry. He’s not a fan of guys since...’

Tina stifled a sniffle and Dawn realised the dog wasn’t hers. It was Jane’s.

‘I’m sure he’s got good reason. Shall we find a seat? This news isn’t going to be easy for you.’

Tina was anchored to the spot in the hallway, her eyes scrutinising Dawn’s.

‘She’s dead isn’t she?’

‘Let’s take a seat and we’ll explain everything as best we can, hey.’

The woman nodded, turned and dragged the Labrador to the rear of the house. Dawn followed. Ryan kept his distance. If the dog didn’t like guys, he knew better than to get too close.

The lounge room was small, neatly furnished with more art adorning the walls. A variety of styles from abstract to landscapes with some oils, but mostly watercolours and acrylics. They were all good, but Dawn was particularly attracted to the abstracts.

‘Yours?’

She pointed to the artworks as Tina sat down and indicated for her to choose a seat.

‘I dabble.’

‘So what’s the day job?’

‘You said you had something to tell me about Jane? If she’s dead, please just tell me.’

Dawn drew a slow breath. It was never easy telling someone that a person they cared about was never coming home again.

‘I’m afraid Jane’s body was recovered yesterday.’

‘Oh my god. I knew it.’

Tina buried her head in her hands. Rusty whined and licked her arm, then her bare leg before dropping to his tummy and placing his head on his paws.

His dark brown eyes sulked up at Dawn.

Dawn gave the woman a moment before carrying on. They had a murder to solve, and it appeared Tina’s life intersected Jane’s in more than one way with possible connections to their case.

‘I see you volunteered with Jane on Tenneson’s election campaign.’

Tina’s head flew up from her hands, her eyes wide, her chest heaving. For a moment Dawn thought the woman might lunge at her. Instead, she visibly collected herself, rolled her shoulders and drew a deep breath, puffing it out with effort.

Rusty sat back up, eyes alert, then a frown softened his stare as he studied Dawn, then Tina with confusion.

‘I did. But only for the last campaign and never again.’

‘I take it you don’t like the guy.’

‘That’s an understatement.’

‘Can I ask why?’

Tina reached over and scratched Rusty’s ear. The dog cocked his head to one side and leant into the rub.

‘Okay.’ Dawn realised she wasn’t going to get an answer to her question today. ‘Can I ask if you knew Jane worked in the sex industry?’

Tina laughed, then rolled her lips at Dawn’s confusion.

‘She didn’t.’

‘Sorry? We have a forensic tech over at the beach house now, going through a sex dungeon that tells us otherwise. Was it run under the guise of a yoga retreat?’

‘Jane wasn’t a dominatrix. She was too soft and gooey on the inside to pull that off. She ran yoga classes for real.’

Dawn wanted to argue, but the woman looked sincere.

‘Then maybe Jane was running the two businesses side by side. Charging one out under the same credit card system as the other, like a front to avoid detection.’

Tina sighed. Her shoulders slumped before she threw herself backward into the lounge chair.

Rusty lifted his ears, then relaxed.

‘Jane ran a yoga retreat....’

Tina hesitated, like she was about to say more. Her eyes focussed on a painting in the corner of the room. Then she returned her attention to Dawn.

‘I’m the dominatrix and yes, Jane put my customers through her books and paid me cash after tax.’

Dawn puzzled over the admission. Why the hesitation? It seemed like it could be true. She glanced at Ryan to take over and sat back to watch the woman.

‘Do you think Jane’s death is related to your work?’

Tina tongued her cheek, then sighed.

‘I honestly don’t know.’

Dawn frowned. Sometimes when people said honestly, that’s exactly what they meant but something about Tina’s words made the hair on Dawn’s arms stand on end.

Ryan made notes, his eyes glancing at Tina as he spoke.

‘We’ll need a list of your clients.’

‘Then you’ll need a warrant.’

The earlier frail, heartbroken woman was gone now. The dominatrix had risen to the surface.

A warrant wasn’t going to be easy. They needed to finish going over the victim’s financials. Maybe they’d get lucky and find a merchant credit card charge to Tina’s customers. Dawn tried a different tack.

‘Can you think of anyone who might want to hurt Jane?’

‘No. Jane was a beautiful person, inside and out. Soft, too soft, but no one would hurt her.’

The words seemed genuine. Spoken without hesitation. Yet Tina’s eyes were pinched at the corners. Was it pain and grief Dawn was seeing?

‘A boyfriend we don’t know about?’

‘No.’

‘According to the missing person’s report, Rusty was found on the beach, tied to a bench, right?’

‘Yes.’

‘Does he take to strangers well?’

The woman glanced at the soft brown eyes at her feet.

‘He’s a Labrador. They love everybody unless you try to hurt someone they love.’

‘True.’ Dawn considered if she had more questions, then glanced at Ryan who shrugged.

‘Thanks for your time, Ms Farrell.’ Dawn rose. ‘If you think of anything, anything that might be useful even if it’s only something trivial. Please let us know.’

Dawn indicated for Ryan to hand the woman a card. Tina frowned up at Ryan as she accepted it.

‘How did she die?’

Rusty growled, making Ryan back away, hands raised. Dawn answered.

‘We don’t know yet. She’s still being looked after by our pathology team.’

Dawn turned to leave.

‘Where did they find her?’

Dawn turned back around. Ryan waited in the hall.

‘She was discovered by a ranger at Keatings Lagoon up near Cooktown.’

‘Cooktown?’

Tina’s eyes grew wide but settled in a microsecond.

‘Yes Cooktown. Is that significant in some way?’

‘No.’

The answer was too quick. Not even a moment to consider it.

‘Thanks for your time, Ms Farrell. We’ll show ourselves out.’
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Chapter 14

The stairs creaked as Dawn stepped onto the lawn. The swaying sugar cane and chattering birds were the only sounds she could hear as she opened the door and slid into Ryan’s car as he started it. The throaty engine vibrated in her chest as her mind raced.

Ryan broke the silence.

‘She knows something.’

‘She does. But she’s hard to read. One minute I’m certain I’ve got her pegged, then the next, I’m not sure. Her reaction to where the victim was found makes the place significant, but something doesn’t sit right. We need to dig more, but first we need to interview the staff at Tenneson’s office. See what they know about our Dominatrix and Yoga Instructor.

‘And we need to interview Tenneson again. He must have known what the house was being used for.’

‘No more than Mrs Nichols?’ Dawn countered, waiting to see if he’d defend Lorraine Nichols or not.

Ryan put the car in reverse, swallowed hard, then turned to face her.

‘Doesn’t matter. It’s Saturday anyway. The MP’s office won’t be open.’

‘True. Maybe we should have a chat with the lead detective on the missing persons case first.’

‘That should be interesting.’

The corners of Ryan’s mouth curved but Dawn couldn’t tell if he was smiling or sneering.

‘Why? Do you know the detective well?’

‘Cairns Major Crimes is a small team. Do you know everyone in the Adelaide unit?’

‘I get it. You don’t get along with the lead detective then?’

Ryan glanced over his shoulder as he backed out of the driveway.

‘Oh, I wouldn’t go that far.’

‘Who’s the lead anyway?’ Dawn asked as the front window curtain flickered and Ryan shoved the car into drive.

Her instincts told her the sex dungeon and Tina were closely linked to their case, but what was the connection to Cooktown?

A sly grin crossed Ryan’s lips.

‘You’ll find out.’

Dawn dreaded meeting the Cairns team. She’d waltzed in and taken their case right out from under them. An outsider. Someone they didn’t know or trust. This wasn’t going to be an easy meeting, but it was necessary.

‘We need to chase up the pathologist. See if we have anything on a tox screen. I can’t work out how the kidnapper got our victim from the beach, into a vehicle, all the way to Cooktown alive, then killed her out at Keatings Lagoon.’

‘That’s if you’re right and they marched her out to her death.’

‘There were no tire tracks from a wheelbarrow or bike to get the body out there.’

‘Maybe she was dumped at the carpark and a croc stowed the remains under a log for a while?’

‘She was missing for nearly a week before the body was found, so it’s possible. But we have fibres from her clothing on the boardwalk observation hut. It must be where she went in.’

‘True, but she still could have been dead by then.’

‘That means two assailants.’ Dawn chewed her lip. ‘Let’s get to the office, then the morgue, then hopefully we’ll get some answers.’

‘It’s too late now to get from here to Cairns. It will be after hours by the time we get there.’

‘So what next?’

‘Let’s book into accommodation in Port Douglas, enjoy a glass of wine and a meal and see what the night brings.’

‘Meal, then bed.’

Ryan tongued his cheek to stop a grin.

‘Sounds good to me.’

‘Separate beds.’

‘Of course. If you’re sure?’

Dawn thought Ryan might wink any second, so she changed the subject.

‘I know this car is fast, but you got to the crime scene quickly Friday morning. How is that? You didn’t come into Cooktown on the police plane with the forensic team.’

Since finding her sister and taking long service leave, Dawn hadn’t seen or heard from Ryan until last Wednesday, when out of the blue he called to check in on her.

‘I was coming up to check on your house reno. Thought you might need a bit of muscle.’

‘Michael is always around.’

Her sister’s new boyfriend was helpful with lifting some of the heavier items, but for the most part, Dawn was managing the renovation bit by bit on her own. Unless you counted her six-year-old niece and her best mate Liam, but there was only so much a little kid could do and most of it, Dawn redid after Abby went to school.

It was a small price to pay to make up for not spending the first six years with her niece. Discovering she was an auntie was the last thing she expected when she went on the hunt to find her missing sister last month. But it was a very pleasant surprise.

‘Yeah. But I didn’t have much on. Thought I’d check in on your progress.’

‘So you were on your way up when you got the call?’

‘I didn’t get reception until a few minutes outside Cooktown, but my chief knew I was up this way for the weekend, so he sent me out to follow up. I reckon if he’d known it was Jane’s body, he might have thought better of it.’

‘You haven’t exactly explained why being related to Tenneson has you relegated to regional cases.’

‘Money.’

‘Money?’

‘Yeah. My family has a lot of it and for some reason, no one wants to take a rich cop seriously.’

‘I can’t believe that.’

‘They think I’m on a feel-good crusade or something. You know, looking after the little guy by finding the bad guys.’

‘Maybe they don’t want anything serious to happen to you. I get the impression it would be a PR nightmare to have a relative of the Tenneson family killed in the line of duty.’

‘It doesn’t matter the reason. I’m passed over for promotion. Given the small, low-profile cases and basically kept out of the media as much as possible.’

‘Until now. How long before they rip this case out of our hands?’

‘I don’t know Grave. Your profile screams top rating PR. Young female detective, poached from SA. Your clearance rate is top notch. I think Sergeant Martin has the right idea and he cleared your temporary placement and ID without protest from the top dogs.’

‘Great. Now I’ll have everyone scrutinising the case and watching every step we make.’

‘Happy to ride your coattails.’

Ryan glanced her way. The twinkle in his eyes was back.

Dawn studied his tight button-up shirt and the muscles beneath, reminding herself that she wasn’t going to drink tonight. Ryan was attractive. There was no doubt they shared some chemistry, but she was only living in Cooktown temporarily and definitely not looking for a long-term relationship.

She knew Ryan wasn’t either and a one-night stand would ruin their working relationship.

‘Where are we staying? I’ve not even cleared an accommodation budget with the Sergeant.’

Dawn glanced around as they drove down the main road, lined with palm trees and framed by various resorts and caravan parks. A lush green golf course, with twin towers marking the entrance boasted its own exit from the roundabout where a signpost pointed toward the township of Port Douglas.

Holiday apartments lined either side as they turned left onto a congested road. Chairs and tables spilled out onto the walkway from eateries. Pedestrians strolled along the path, stopping to peer into shops.

‘I know a spot, down by the harbour. Great sunsets, close to the restaurants.’

‘Sounds expensive.’

‘Nothing my Visa can’t handle.’

‘I bet.’

Dawn mulled over the idea of letting Ryan foot the bill for her accommodation, but decided it wasn’t worth the fight.

‘I think I might even be able to get the lead detective to call in and join us for dinner. We can quiz her about the case notes and see if anything we’ve discovered rings a bell.’

‘Her?’

‘Didn’t I mention?’

Dawn could see Ryan knew full well he hadn’t. He alluded to the fact Dawn might find meeting the lead detective on the missing persons case challenging, but something about his manner gave her the impression the reason was nothing to do with the case, or jurisdiction.

‘Don’t tell me. You slept with her too?’

His hand flattened over his chest as a curve crept across his lips.

‘You think me that shallow?’

‘Absolutely, but I’m not judging.’

How could she? Detective Clint Ryan was guilty of the exact same thing she was. Dawn knew too well about a life of one-night stands and corrosive relationships that didn’t last long—one in particular was the reason she continually ignored Ryan’s flirting.

Don’t get close Grave.

She knew cops made shitty boyfriends and even crappier husbands. Something only experience could teach someone.

‘You okay?’ Ryan asked as he drove into the driveway of a three-storey home overlooking the marina.

Dawn sucked in a deep breath, set her shoulders back and smiled weakly.

‘I’m fine. Let’s invite this detective to dinner and see what we can find out.’
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Chapter 15

The sun dipped beyond the horizon as streaks of pink, orange and purple illuminated the heavy clouds. Ryan slid the balcony door open. The light evening breeze lifted the curtain and blew it away from the doorway.

The detective was momentarily wrapped in sheer fabric, appearing with two glasses of white wine in hand.

‘I thought you could use one of these while we wait for dinner.’

Ryan passed her a long-stemmed glass. She accepted it, despite her earlier promise not to drink.

Just one glass. She reminded herself.

But as the tang touched her tastebuds, she knew she wouldn’t stop at one. Yet the night was early. They had a meeting with Detective Jade Parker and dinner to get through yet. She could moderate her intake and make sure she didn’t make a fool of herself.

‘What’s the plan, with Parker? You know her. How should we go in?’

Dawn swallowed a sip of wine and immediately followed it with a second.

‘This isn’t an interrogation. Jade will be fine. She’s going to be pissed we have the case now, but she’ll get over it.’

‘Because this case is linked to Cooktown, and we’ve got suspects in Cairns, we’ll need a two-pronged approach on this one.’

Ryan turned to take in the view.

‘True. What are you thinking?’

Dawn studied his profile in the fading light, then forced her mind back on the case.

‘I’m thinking, I’ll head back to Cooktown and investigate why Tina was stirred up about Cooktown and Tenneson. His connection to Keatings Lagoon can’t be ignored either. You and Parker can interview the staff at Tenneson’s office on Monday and check their alibis. Ask them about Jane and Tina’s work as a dominatrix. Maybe by then we’ll have a cause of death and more to go on.’

Ryan swallowed a mouthful of his drink, swilled the glass thoughtfully, then turned to face Dawn.

‘I’m coming back to Cooktown with you. Something about this case has me on edge. I’m not comfortable letting you go it alone in Cooktown.’

‘You’re not letting me do anything.’

Ryan shook his head. ‘You know what I mean.’ He checked his watch. ‘Finish your wine. We’ve got to meet Parker.’

‘I thought it was Jade.’

Ryan reached the sliding door and turned with a grin.

‘You jealous?’ He didn’t wait for a reply.

Dawn followed him inside.

‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

She strode through from the balcony, across the living room to the long, white quartz counter and passed her empty glass to Ryan, who rinsed it and turned it upside down on the dish rack alongside his own.

He studied her as he wiped his hands on a towel.

‘You know what it’s like treading that fine line between work and socialising with co-workers outside the job.’

Dawn didn’t actually know what that was like at all. She went out of her way not to socialise with coworkers, unless she counted Penny. The forensic tech from Adelaide was a great nightclub buddy.

She wanted to know more about Ryan’s relationship with Parker, but why? She decided to change the subject.

‘Where are we eating?’

Ryan finished drying his hands, studying her a moment before tossing the cloth on the bench and striding to the table by the stairwell.

‘Let’s get going. The restaurant is over the road at the marina.’

Ryan grabbed the room key, then jogged down the hardwood staircase. Dawn followed, admiring the light timber banister, matching floor and furniture in the beachside home.

She tried not to think about how much Ryan was spending to stay there. The location alone would be expensive. But this wasn’t an apartment. It was a three storey, luxury home right across the road from the marina with breathtaking views of the water and surrounding hills.

As they stepped outside, humidity engulfed her. The earlier breeze was gone. The still air was thick with the scent of pending rain.

A lightning strike lit the sky as the first raindrop slapped her on the face.

‘Did you bring an umbrella?’

‘No. We better run.’

Ryan jogged across the road. Dawn right behind him, thankful she was still wearing her flats. As she thought about her shoes, she realised she wasn’t exactly dressed for dining out. She was thankful the rain plastered her fuzzy hair down as she sprinted through the carpark toward the marina entrance.

A courtesy bus pulled up as they reached cover. Jovial tourists streamed out and bustled along the dimly lit walkway, past closed shops on either side.

Dawn rounded the corner as lightning flashed across the sky, illuminating the masts of the boats, floating at their marina berths. Timber decking echoed under foot, as the hum of chatter filled the busy restaurant.

‘I hope you got an undercover seat,’ Dawn asked as she noted the open-air seating along the front deck.

‘There she is.’

Ryan strode past raised planters and the restaurant counter, into the enclosed dining area of the brewery. Dawn inhaled the scent of pizza and beer, which was instantly replaced with the aroma of jasmine and honeysuckle as a tall, thin, beautiful blonde woman levitated from her seat to greet them. Well to greet Ryan anyway.

‘Clint. Glad you called.’

Parker’s smile was delicate, seductive. Dawn frowned.

‘You must be the infamous Detective Grave. I’ve heard so much about you.’

Dawn glanced at Ryan who shrugged to say it wasn’t from him.

‘Nice to meet you Detective.’ Dawn held out her hand.

‘Please, call me Jade. I like to keep it casual. It is Far North Queensland after all. Everything is pretty loose up this way.’ Jade’s handshake was firm.

‘You’re not from around here originally then?’

Jade sat down and waved for Dawn to join her.

‘Sydney. Been in Cairns for five years now.’

Ryan scanned their faces a moment. Dawn noticed him relax.

‘Can I grab drinks ladies?’

‘I’ll do the taster platter thanks Clint.’

Jade was quick to accept his offer. Dawn hesitated.

Ryan hovered. ‘Another wine?’

Dawn procrastinated too long.

‘I’ll grab a bottle.’

She turned to protest, but he was gone. As he disappeared behind a planter filled with colours too bright to be real, the smile on Jade’s face evaporated.  

‘Don’t expect me to play nice just because you’re sleeping with Clint.’

Dawn blinked a moment before the comment sunk in.

‘What the hell!’

Parker leant forward over the table and drilled Dawn with her eyes.

‘How else did you score this case out from under my team?’

Dawn mirrored the detective’s position, leaning forward, hands flat on the table.

‘I can assure you—I’m not sleeping with Ryan.’

Jade sat back and scoffed, then crossed her arms over her chest.

‘Oh please. I see the way he gawks at you.’

Dawn ignored the comment. This wasn’t about Ryan. This was about Dawn’s ability to lead an investigation. She kept her tone calm and civil.

‘I’ve been assigned this case off the back of my investigative ability and track record.’

Jade shook her head.

‘Let’s just say, I’m not one of your devotees.’

‘Let’s just say I don’t exactly care. I’m in charge of this investigation whether you like it or not and as much as I enjoy having a cooperative team to work with, it wouldn’t be the first time I’ve worked in a hostile environment.’

The women glared at one another, neither willing to give any ground. A bottle of wine appeared on the table. Dawn jumped. Ryan glanced from face to face. As Dawn looked back to Jade, she was surprised to see the woman’s expression was once again all smiles.
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Chapter 16

Ryan lifted the wine bottle from the ice bucket as another lightning bolt lit the sky. The clap of thunder came hard and fast, rippling through Dawn’s body.

Was the detective annoyed about the case being ripped away from her, or her perceived notion about what was possibly going on with Ryan?

Jade’s fake smile turned Dawn’s way.

‘So, what do you need to know?’

Dawn pursed her lips. How could the woman switch from outright hostile to butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth, in the blink of an eye?

‘Food first.’ Ryan slipped menus around the table, seemingly oblivious to the tension between the two women, but when Dawn reached for the menu from his hand, he held it a few seconds too long.

She made eye contact. His expression asking if she was alright. She forced a smile. He pursed his lips, then let the menu go.

Dawn scanned it in silence. Her mind racing, her eyes seeing nothing. Her appetite was gone, but the wine was going to her head. She needed to eat.

‘I’ll grab the entrée scallops.’

She slid the menu back harder than intended. It careered across the table landing on the wooden deck beyond.

‘I’m having a meat lovers pizza,’ Ryan said.

‘Of course you are,’ Jade chuckled. It was forced, but they all ignored it.

‘I’ll have a pumpkin salad.’

Dawn wasn’t surprised at the selection. The woman was wafer thin. Even her cheekbones were sharp.

Stop whining. She admonished herself.

The woman was probably a fine detective. But why the animosity? There was something personal underlying Detective Jade Parker’s demeanour and Dawn’s instincts were telling her it wasn’t case related.

Dawn scooped up the menus, including the one still sitting on the floor.

‘I’ll order.’

‘No. I’ve got this.’ Ryan joined her.

‘I’ll expense it with Martin.’

She knew her tone was curt.

‘I’ve got to grab our beers in any case.’

He nodded to the long timber bar where two taster platters of local brew were waiting. The four smaller glasses on each platter were various shades of ale. From dark, to light amber. The sight was alluring.

Dawn wasn’t a big beer drinker, with all the tension and frustrated energy pumping through her body, she was sure she could have downed all four testers in less than thirty seconds.

She knew she was letting personal crap get in the way of her work. Pulling back her shoulders, she reset. She didn’t know Jane Nichols. This wasn’t like when her sister went missing. This wasn’t like her brother’s faked suicide. And she didn’t give a crap what Parker thought of her.

‘Okay. You win.’

She turned and plonked back down in her chair with a sigh.

Ryan leant in close to her ear. His warm breath made her stiffen.

‘It wasn’t a competition. Are you okay?’

He pulled back to study her.

She tried to keep the raging emotions from her face. Why was she so worked up? Glancing at the glass of wine, mesmerising in the soft brewery lighting, she realised why.

She’d been sober, not one glass of wine for nearly a month. One was never enough. It hadn’t been for her father either. His drinking probably ruined her parents’ marriage and sent her father to an early grave.

She waved him away.

‘I’m good. Thanks Ryan.’

He opened his mouth, then closed it and stalked across the decking, dodging chairs on his way to the bar.

Dawn shoved her turmoil down deep so she could focus on work. Turning to Jade, she tried unsuccessfully not to look smug.

‘I’m curious. How did your team miss the hidden sex dungeon at the Nichols’ holiday home in Newell Beach anyway?’

‘We weren’t searching for a murderer. We were searching for a missing person.’

Jade reached for a coaster from the centre cutlery caddy and placed it under Dawn’s perspiring glass without asking. She then extracted cutlery for everyone and placed a set in front of Dawn.

Was she suddenly trying to play nice, or was this a control issue?

‘Still. A simple walk of the floor plan would have raised suspicion. Is there a reason you didn’t take Jane Nichols’ disappearance seriously?’

‘We took it seriously. The scene was the beach not the house. The beach was where her dog was found. It’s where a neighbour last saw her.’

‘Which neighbour?’

‘Some old biddy who lives on the foreshore there. Owns the bright purple house opposite the reserve where the Nichols’ property entrance is.’

‘Her statement wasn’t in the file Ryan showed me.’.

‘It should have been,’ Jade huffed.

‘Who has access to the file?’

‘Me. Ryan. Rossi and Murib are all in Major Crimes in Cairns, but then anyone with database clearance could access the file.’

‘So why would anyone tamper with your investigation? The witness only said she saw our victim on the day she died. Why remove the statement?’

‘Apparently that’s your problem now.’

Dawn was surprised Jade wasn’t pouting. She stayed silent, letting the comment slide. Jade huffed again.

‘I’ve got my copy. I’ll send it to Ryan.’

Dawn opened her mouth to offer thanks as Ryan arrived and placed two platters on the table.

‘What did I miss?’

He shoved one platter toward Jade, who reached for the first glass without consulting the description or the name of the beer sample.

‘Parker was just going over why they missed our dominatrix’s dungeon.’

‘I bet that was a fun find.’

Jade’s grin was mischievous but to Dawn’s surprise, Ryan wasn’t playing along with the inuendo.

She wondered over their history again but deleted the thought from her mind. She likely carried more baggage than the two of them put together.

Her mind recalled something Parker said a moment before.

‘Did you say you have a Rossi on your team?’

Dawn waited but Jade was already sculling her second beer sample.

‘Yeah.’ Ryan answered. Dawn’s flesh broke out in goosebumps as her stomach knotted.

‘Is his first name Declan?’

Parker’s eyes narrowed over the top of her almost empty beer glass.

‘How did you know?’

Dawn suppressed the urge to vomit and tried to ignore the shudder running down her spine. It was nearly two decades ago now. It couldn’t be him.

‘Dawn. You okay?’

Ryan reached for her hand. She snatched it away. Lightning crackled across the sky. Thunder vibrated the roof as staff began bustling about, dropping café blinds along the western wall as a moist breeze picked up.

The soft rain from earlier grew heavy, hitting the tin sheeting like rapid fire. Thankfully a reply was impossible as the sound of pouring rain drowned out further conversation. Dawn fought the urge to jump up and run back to the apartment and hide.

It couldn’t be him. How on earth was she going to lead this investigation if it were?
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Chapter 17

Dawn flung the toilet door open with a thud. The panic attack came from nowhere. She’d been fine for over a month. Drawing quick breaths, she hung her head over the bathroom basin and turned the tap on.

Scooping up water, she patted her flushed cheeks and studied her reflection in the mirror. 

‘Get your shit together girl!’

She spoke to the person looking back at her.

A thump on the bathroom door made her jump.

‘You alright in there Grave?’

‘I’m fine. Be out in a sec.’

What was she going to tell Ryan? And what about Detective Parker? She’d made an utter fool of herself in front of a colleague. Great first impression of a tough cop, up to the job of leading the investigation.

How was she going to walk back out there and act like nothing ever happened?

‘You’ve got five minutes or I’m coming in after you.’

‘I said I’m fine Ryan. Just cramps.’

Playing the female card was unfair, but it was all she could think of in the moment. Would he believe it?

Maybe.

She flushed the loo, even though she didn’t need to go. Then pressed the silver dryer button and waved her hands through the warm air. The bathroom was small, tiled to the ceiling, with moisture beading on the ceiling from the humidity outside.

The heat from the dryer was only making it worse. Sighing, she turned and opened the bathroom door, right into Ryan’s worried expression.

‘You haven’t got cramps.’

Well, it was worth a try. She thought.

‘I’ll explain later. Not here. Not with her.’

Ryan glanced from her to Parker sitting at the table, well into her last beer sample, and back.

‘I thought you were getting along fine.’

‘You’d think so wouldn’t you.’

Dawn didn’t wait for a reply. Crossing the restaurant, she wound her way through the chairs and plonked down on the seat she’d occupied before.

‘Sorry about that. Now where were we?’

Parker frowned, glanced at Ryan as he sat back down and opened her mouth to speak, but closed when the waitress arrived with their food.

‘Meat lover’s pizza?’ the waitress asked.

Ryan raised his hand as he sat.

‘That’s me.’

Dawn saw the entrée plate in the woman’s hand.

‘I’m the scallops.’

Ryan filled her glass and she suddenly wished she’d ordered something more substantial.

‘That makes you the pumpkin salad,’ the waitress smiled. Parker plastered a polite grin on her lips. Dawn nearly scoffed aloud as the waitress left the table.

Ryan grabbed a piece of pizza and shoved half the slice in his mouth, but his eyes were watching Dawn closely. Questioningly.

She’d have given anything to be able to go back to the apartment and forget any of this happened, but she also needed to know if Rossi was involved in the case. If he was, he might have taken the details from the file when he found out she was looking after the case.

‘What’s your history with Rossi then?’

Parker’s salad was untouched.

Dawn filled her mouth to avoid answering immediately. The scallop was tasteless. She chewed excessively as she considered brushing off the question. But there was no point. Sooner or later, they’d discover the truth.

But how much detail did she need to share?

‘He’s just an ex.’

‘What!’

Parker and Ryan exclaimed in unison. Dawn put another scallop into her mouth.

Ryan dropped his half-eaten piece of pizza on the plate.

‘You and Rossi?’

Parker picked up her fork and smiled. ‘Great.’ She waved her loaded fork at Ryan. ‘You and he can exchange notes.’ She finally shoved food into her gob and pointed her empty fork victoriously at Ryan.

‘Shut it, Parker.’

‘Touchy,’ she mumbled over a mouthful.

‘It’s not noteworthy. Can we get back to the case?’ Dawn didn’t wait for a protest. ‘Did you find any receipts from our victim’s yoga business? A credit card machine maybe?’

‘What business?’

Parker wasn’t shovelling food into her face anymore.

‘Jane Nichols was a yoga teacher, but her friend, Tina, said she was putting her own dominatrix work through Jane’s card machine, and on her books.’

‘News to us, but you know we didn’t know about the dungeon. We didn’t go deep into her financials, but there were no recent withdrawals from her everyday accounts and nothing significant popped out on her Visa card statements in the days before her disappearance either.’

‘Let’s take a look at her banking again. Since we now know she was found in Cooktown, there might be a receipt for accommodation you missed.’

‘Go for it. I’ll get it sent to Ryan’s email, but we didn’t miss anything.’

Parker shovelled another forkful into her mouth. The fake smile waned, and a scowl creased her brow. She was getting edgy. 

‘So you didn’t find a boyfriend? No social media stuff worth noting?’

‘Nothing like that. We were thorough. Jane Nichols was missing, and she was high profile, but we couldn’t find any evidence to suggest foul play was involved.’

‘Except her dog was tied up and abandoned on the beach.’ Ryan’s tone was critical.

Parker rolled her eyes.

‘Yes, but that led us to believe she’d gone for a swim and possibly drowned.’

‘Were her clothes found on the beach?’ Dawn asked as Ryan started refilling her glass.

For a minute, she was confused, having not recalled drinking the last one. Was it the tension of finding out about Declan or maybe it was Parker breathing down her neck. Either way, she waved her hand to stop him from topping it up fully.

‘I’ve not eaten enough to keep drinking.’

‘Then order something decent. Or do you want a piece of this?’

Ryan waved at his almost empty pizza plate.

‘Are you sure you two aren’t sleeping together?’

Parker’s grin was back.

‘Just tell us if you found her clothes.’

‘No, we didn’t, but why would we? She lived a few metres away.’

‘Then why take her dog with her? That’s pretty lame, even for you Parker. Tenneson must have been putting the pressure on. Why didn’t you send divers out if you thought she’d drowned?’ Ryan’s expression was tight.

‘Because Tenneson wasn’t putting any pressure on us. In fact, he didn’t want us to search the house at first. But since the house isn’t his, it’s his wife’s, we got the go ahead anyway.’

Dawn and Ryan exchanged a look. The same question passed between them, but it was Dawn who asked.

‘So why didn’t Tenneson want the house searched?’

‘Give the girl a kewpie doll.’

Parker’s smile was gone, replaced by the sneer Dawn saw earlier.

Dawn rose, placed her hands palm down on the table one by one and leant forward. Her stomach was churning—not because Tenneson didn’t want the house searched. Parker continued to sneer. Dawn held her gaze.

‘This is a murder investigation Parker, which I’m leading. I want your team up bright and early in the morning. Briefing is at 7.00, sharp!’

Without another word, she turned and strode from the restaurant, vaguely aware of Ryan scrambling to follow.
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Chapter 18

Dawn waited outside the apartment feeling like a complete idiot after she realised the keycard was in Ryan’s pocket.

Why did Parker piss her off so much? And why did she care?

As Ryan drew up behind her, she realised the answer to her question. Parker accusing her of sleeping with him to get on the case made her blood boil. But it shouldn’t have. She’d learnt long ago to let the rubbish and mudslinging from her coworkers slide. Reacting never got her anywhere.

Years on the job taught her not to throw her weight around. It only annoyed her male colleagues. But she’d rarely experienced this kind of animosity from a female co-worker. Was Parker jealous? And was her own reaction a case of protesting too much? Was she letting her partner get too close?

A hand touched her shoulder. She jumped.

‘You okay?’

Dawn sighed, turning to face Ryan.

‘I shouldn’t have lost it.’

‘Which time?’ Ryan’s lip curled into a grin, softening his words.

‘What’s Parker’s story?’

Ryan stepped forward, opened the door and held it. Dawn noticed he’d taken the time to retrieve the wine bottle, still half full.

She didn’t need alcohol. She needed a good night’s sleep and a chance to get her head straight, but the question in Ryan’s eyes told her he wanted an explanation, at least about Rossi.

‘Parker is a lot like you.’ Ryan closed the door.

Dawn started up the stairs.

‘I don’t think so. That nice as pie act was just that. The moment you left the table the devil came out.’

Ryan’s laugh followed her up the staircase. Dawn turned toward the window when she reached the top, to see the harbour lights glimmering through the sheer curtains and floor to ceiling glass. Another bolt of lightning cracked across the sky, threatening a fresh downpour.

‘Parker’s done it hard. She’s fought her way to where she is. Like you, she doesn’t suffer fools gladly. I think she was testing you.’

Dawn contemplated Ryan’s remark as another fork of lightning broke across the sky, followed immediately by rolling thunder. Despite the windows being closed, moisture hung in the air, weighing down on her.

‘Then I think I failed miserably.’

Ryan stepped up behind her, his warm hands touching her shoulders as he turned her to face him. She avoided eye contact like a child in trouble—embarrassed and lacking in confidence.

‘I don’t think so.’

He lifted her chin.

‘You held your ground. Took charge. Told her to suck it up and get her shit together.’

Dawn looked into his clear blue eyes and for a moment she thought he might kiss her. As he released her chin and stepped away, she quelled her disappointment.

Maybe I am getting too close.

He strolled to the kitchen, retrieved the glasses from the drying rack and poured them a glass of wine each.

‘Now tell me about Rossi.’

Dawn accepted the overly full glass despite her inner voice warning her she was in no state to drink. Another glass and she might find herself on a roll, unable to stop. Like her father, Dawn didn’t have an off switch. Too many times she’d woken up unable to recall the night before.

Ryan led her to the plush modular lounge, but instead of sitting, he drew the curtains back and dimmed the lights. The lightning seemed to answer the call, striking the sky with vengeance.

As he opened the front doors, hot heavy air filled the apartment. Dawn’s heart ached with the weight. The first few years of her adult life were a complete mess. Was she going to share her history with Rossi?

Ryan broke the tension.

‘I’ve worked with Rossi for years. He’s a right dick, so I get why you might not think much of him—even why he’s your ex, but he is a good cop.’

Dawn sipped her wine, trying to work out where to start. She’d not even told Lisa about Rossi. Composing herself, she decided to keep it vague. Ryan was a work colleague and nothing more.

‘Declan was in my brother Fraser’s grade. When mum disappeared, I went off the rails big time. Declan Rossi was there, not always in a good way.’

Dawn sipped her wine hoping to leave it there, but Ryan wasn’t appeased.

‘So you had a teenage fling with him. That doesn’t explain why you went white and ran to the loo like you were going to throw up.’

Adjusting her position on the lounge, she sat silently, willing him to drop the subject. The sky lit up, as thunder rumbled overhead. Her body shuddered in response. She wouldn’t tell him everything. She couldn’t—if she started, she might not be able to stop herself.

But she’d give him enough.

‘When I left town, it was with Declan. I didn’t have wheels. He did. When Fraser died, he said he’d take me away—take care of me.’

‘I can’t see you needing to be taken care of.’

Dawn shook her head, drawing a slow breath. Ryan waited with gentle eyes.

‘You didn’t know me then. You know about Fairweather.’ She didn’t wait for Ryan to nod. Sucking in air, she rushed on. ‘After his touchy-feely episode, I was messed up, but then mum disappeared without a trace. Dad started drinking even more heavily and I was left running the household—making sure Lisa got to school and did her homework and then Fraser died.’

Dawn’s heartbeat sounded in her ears as oxygen refused to fill her lungs. A crack of thunder made her gasp. Raindrops the size of dollar coins pinged against the outdoor furniture and balcony tiles.

She continued to hyperventilate. Ryan squeezed her hand.

‘Just breathe Dawn.’ He shuffled closer.

She shook her hand to say no, then pointed to the window where raindrops landed on the timber floor.

‘I’m fine.’ She didn’t want him to hold her or give her any reason to lose control. ‘Get the doors.’ She waved him away and placed her head between her knees, willing herself to control her breathing.

A moment later, she glanced up to see Ryan shielding his face from the rain as he pulled the doors closed. A childish giggle escaped her lips.

‘Glad I could entertain you.’ Ryan rejoined her on the lounge and collected his wine glass. ‘You don’t have to go on. What happened between you and Rossi is none of my business. I shouldn’t have asked.’

Dawn drained her wine. Ryan reached for the bottle and refilled it. She didn’t protest. With each mouthful, the pain in her chest ebbed away.

‘It’s okay. You were going to find out soon enough. I worked in a bar on the Gold Coast while Declan decided to join the police force. A joke really, because when we were in Cooktown, it was Declan who got me into so much trouble with Constable Martin.’

‘The sergeant.’

‘He is now, but Ross is the one who set me straight. He didn’t press charges when I got caught with the spray can Declan gave me.’

Another crack of lightning lit the sky. Dawn let it drag her away a moment as she tried to build up the courage to say what needed to be said.

‘When Declan was near the end of his police training, we got married.’

‘Married!’ Ryan failed to keep the surprise from his voice.

Dawn sighed.

‘A mistake. Declan got a job on the Gold Coast, working mostly nights around Surfers Paradise clubs and bars. He was dealing with his own crap back then. I’m sure he’s sorted himself out since.’

Ryan looked ready to ask more about Rossi, but his question surprised Dawn.

‘So why did you leave?’

‘He might have left me.’

‘Not likely.’

Dawn bit her cheek as she considered how the truth would affect Ryan’s working relationship with Rossi in the future. He didn’t need to know why she left.

‘We grew apart.’

He opened his mouth to ask for more but stopped himself. Dawn could see in his eyes he wasn’t buying her story. Not after her loo dash. But Ryan had the good sense to realise she wasn’t going to tell him everything today.

‘And you moved to Adelaide.’

‘Not straight away. I joined the police in Queensland but transferred to SA after basic training.’ She was going to say to get away from Rossi but stopped herself. ‘The rest is history as they say.’

She forced a smile to her lips, watching as Ryan sucked his teeth.

Dawn was relieved when he changed the subject to work.

‘What’s your take on Tenneson not wanting Parker’s team to search the house?’

‘He knew the dungeon was there.’

‘That’s my take too. We’ll call back in to see Tenneson tomorrow.’

‘If he knows about Tina’s work, then he might be willing to share his knowledge on her clientele or convince Tina to.’

‘That’s if he isn’t involved in Jane’s death.’

‘I don’t see why he’d want her dead.’ Dawn drained her wine and rose. ‘There is a reason our victim was in Cooktown, willingly or not. And if we can find out why, we might be able to find her killer.’

Ryan joined her at the sink.

‘You going to be okay working with Rossi?’

‘I’m a big girl. History is history.’

‘He won’t be happy you’re leading this case.’

‘No, but he’ll live with it, or I’ll take him off it.’

She smiled on the inside and out. She wasn’t nineteen anymore. She wasn’t afraid of Declan Rossi, or his connections. Right now, all she was thinking was how he better have cleaned up his act or she’d rip his career out from under him.
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Chapter 19

The wide, tree-lined street bustled with early morning traffic. Ryan slowed, turning left, he steered his Mustang toward the underground parking entrance. As they entered, Dawn glanced up at the Courthouse and the adjacent modern glass-fronted building which housed the Cairns Police Headquarters.

Her stomach tightened as Ryan guided his vehicle around the high roofed parking area. They passed well-lit parking spots, clearly labelled for high priority police vehicles. A row of white four-wheel drives lined the left, while a variety of darker sedans, with chequered police stripes filled various spots around the structure.

Ryan nodded toward an unmarked vehicle as he parked in a restricted spot.

‘That’s Rossi’s car.’ His tone was informative, but Dawn read his worried expression.

‘I’m fine Ryan.’

Ryan’s eyes studied her as they stepped out of the Mustang. It seemed Ryan knew she was holding back the full story about Rossi. Her new partner’s instincts were good and she wondered how long she could keep him in the dark.

Ryan hovered, chewing his cheek like he wasn’t sure what to say. Finally, he waved toward a brightly illuminated stairwell but didn’t move.

‘He’ll be a dick.’

Dawn kept her expression calm, even though her stomach was rolling like she might vomit any second. Maybe Ryan could read her better than she wanted him to.

‘I know.’

Ryan nodded, then led the way. Two sets of stainless-steel lift doors flanked the stairwell. Dawn suspected the stairs bypassed the reception area. She was only too happy to keep her head down and get on with the morning briefing.

The stairs doubled back, then opened out into a wide hallway, leading past an open office area, lined with more private offices, likely used by senior staff. Laughing and voices echoed down the hallway from an open door. Dawn could hear Parker’s melodic tones, then Rossi’s voice broke through. Her stomach tightened.

Ryan stopped a few steps away from the briefing room.

‘You good?’

Dawn nodded and strode past him, catching the smirk on his lips. Voices stopped as she entered.

‘Morning everyone. I’m Detective Grave. Thanks for meeting so early.’

She drew her shoulders back and made her way to the front of the room where a blank whiteboard waited. Picking up the black marker-pen, she drew a line down the middle of the board.

‘Parker and Rossi I know. Ryan of course. Let’s get the last few intros sorted and we can find a killer.’

Rossi’s eyebrows were high. Dawn scanned Parker’s face to find a vicious grin lurking.

She didn’t warn him?

Dawn let the thought fester a moment, but Ryan interrupted with introductions.

‘This is Detective Murib.’ Ryan pointed to a man with dark olive skin, bushy black eyebrows and a long, thin, crooked nose. A wide smile split his moustache and beard-framed lips.

‘Pleased to meet you Detective.’ He rose from his seat, hand outstretched.

‘You too Detective.’

Dawn shook his hand and nodded for him to return to his chair. Scanning the room, her eyes fell on a young constable with ginger hair. He scrambled from his seat with wide eyes. Dawn noticed his pressed uniform, polished shoes and gloss black belt.

‘This is Constable Jed Craig,’ Ryan offered, then introduced two more constables.

Dawn nodded, exchanged pleasantries then drew a slow breath.

‘Okay team. I’m sorry to butt into this investigation, but the body found at Cooktown on Friday has been confirmed as your missing person Jane Nichols, so we are working this as a joint investigation.

Murmurs rolled around the room. She soldiered on knowing her next statement was likely to elicit objections.

‘I’ve been given lead on this by Queensland Police.’

Rossi found his voice. ‘But you’re SAPOL!’

Dawn was surprised he knew she’d taken a job with the South Australian Police Force. The thought he might have kept tabs on her after she left unnerved her. She told herself it was probably just cop shop talk.

‘That’s correct Rossi, however I’m on leave and been temporarily contracted to Queensland Police.’

Dawn turned to the whiteboard, attempting to move on.

‘Why are you in charge?’ Rossi rose from the chair, his tone taking on a hint of malice she was only too familiar with.

Dawn watched Parker roll her lips to suppress a snigger.

‘Not your call Rossi.’ Ryan pushed off the desk and crossed to stand in front of her ex.

Dawn shook her head and opened her mouth to interrupt but didn’t get the chance.

‘Sit your arses down both of you.’

A broad man in uniform entered the room. Dawn noted his sergeant stripes.

‘Sergeant,’ she nodded.

‘Grave. Have to say I’m not impressed we’re not taking lead on this, but the Nichols family doesn’t care who finds out who killed their daughter. Let’s get on with it. It’s your case—for now.’

Was that a threat?

‘I’m just here to oversee station procedure and make sure we get a fair crack at it.’

Dawn nodded, turned back to the small group of faces in front of her, avoiding Rossi’s steely gaze, but not missing Parker’s smirk.

Smoothing her features, her eyes found Ryan’s. His face was calm. He didn’t say a word, but an unseen energy passed from him to her. She drew herself up.

‘Okay. We don’t have a postmortem report yet, but the forensic tech found yellow fibres, matching our victim’s clothing, on the boardwalk hut overlooking the water. There were no signs of a struggle, so either our victim was carried to the dump site, unlikely considering the terrain, or she walked out, was killed, then dumped off the boardwalk into the water.’

Dawn wrote at the top of the whiteboard in block letters.

WHY COOKTOWN?

‘So far, we’ve not found any connection between our victim and Cooktown. We did find a dominatrix dungeon in her family holiday home. Ryan and I’ll be talking to Tenneson today because we believe he knew about the hidden room but told you nothing.

‘We’ll also follow up with the victim’s closest friend, Tina Farrell who lives in Newell Beach, along with a Mrs Lundstrom, who apparently doesn’t miss anything. Then we’ll head to Cooktown to find a connection.

‘I’d like Rossi and Parker to follow up with Tenneson’s staff. Ask about Tina Farrell’s relationship with Tenneson, and our victim. Find out where they all were the afternoon our victim disappeared.’

Dawn didn’t mention how Mrs Lundstrom’s information went missing from Ryan’s file notes, but as her eyes fell on Rossi, she couldn’t help but wonder if he’d pulled the information because he knew she was on the case. But his surprise when she entered said otherwise.

‘What do you want me to do?’ Murib’s eyes were eager.

At least someone seemed pleased to do their job and not give Dawn a hard time.

‘I’d like you to run a background check on Tina Farrell. She’s holding information back. She claims it was her dominatrix dungeon at the beach house. She said Jane Nichols was putting her clients through as yoga clients to cover the paper trail and maintain anonymity.

Parker said you have our victim’s financials. Dive a little deeper and see if you can find a merchant account for Jane Nichols’ yoga business or a bank account she could have been running her clients through.

See if you can find a connection to Cooktown while you are there. Clients from there. Any reason she’d go willingly to Cooktown.’

Rossi interrupted.

‘But her dog was left behind. Surely she’d have taken her dog with her to Cooktown if she went willingly?’

Rossi wasn’t saying anything she and Ryan hadn’t already debated.

‘We agree. But something isn’t adding up. I can’t explain exactly why, but even though the crime scene didn’t look like our primary scene, I think it was. There were no drag marks.’

Ryan’s phone pinged. Dawn carried on as he began scrolling.

‘The track was narrow and rough. Unless the guy was built like the Terminator, I can’t see how he could have carried our victim all the way to the hut on his own.’

‘Maybe he wasn’t alone?’ Ryan offered, eyes still on the screen.

‘What?’

Dawn waited as Ryan continued to read.

‘Gleeson has emailed the tox screen. Our victim had large amounts of cocaine in her system?’

Dawn frowned.

‘Large like an OD?’

Ryan put his phone away.

‘Let’s go find out. Coroner has her on the table now.’

Dawn scanned the room.

‘Okay, you know where we are at. Ryan and I’ll be back in Cooktown tonight. Parker, Rossi, text me with any updates as soon as you check out the alibis and Murib, anything of interest, let me know or pass the information on to Constable Reynolds at Cooktown if you can’t get a hold of me.’

The station sergeant mustered the constables from the room. Dawn realised she didn’t have his name but brushed the thought aside.

‘Sergeant.’ The man turned. ‘Can you pass my mobile on to the team?’

He nodded, his face sour like he’d sucked a lemon. Dawn shrugged it off and watched the room empty, all except Rossi who waved at Parker to head out alone.

Ryan joined her, cleaning the whiteboard.

‘The team will have a board going in the Major Crimes office.’

‘No worries.’

Dawn turned to leave but was halted by Rossi standing between her and the door. His expression was hard to read.

Ryan cleared his throat behind her.

‘Can I borrow you a minute?’

Rossi’s eyes were on Ryan, not her. But there was no doubt it was Dawn he wanted to speak with.

Dawn turned to Ryan. ‘I’ll meet you outside in a sec.’ She nodded to the door.

Ryan’s eyes scanned hers, then Rossi and back. A frown creased his brow.

She patted his shoulder. ‘I’ve got this.’

‘I’ll be right outside.’

Was that a warning for Rossi or supposed to comfort her?

Ryan closed the briefing room door, but Dawn was sure he’d have an ear to it to make sure a fight didn’t break out.

Dawn crossed her arms over her chest. ‘Rossi?’

‘What’s with you and Ryan?’

Dawn ignored the question.

‘What do you want?’

Dawn’s heart thudded in her chest as he pursed his lips, glanced over his shoulder at the closed door, then drew a breath.

‘Dawn. Don’t be like that.’

‘I’m here for one reason Rossi. To find a killer. The last time I saw you, you were up to your eyeballs in bikie gangs and drugs.’

It wasn’t technically the last time she saw him, but she didn’t want to relive her last night with him right now. Swallowing hard, she pressed on before she lost her nerve. ‘I didn’t expect to see you here and I’ll be keeping a professional eye on you, so let’s keep things formal.’

Rossi stepped forward. She stepped back as memories flooded back.

‘I’m sorry.’ He reached for her arm.

She snatched it from his reach.

‘Too late Rossi. I hope you’ve changed, but maybe you haven’t. We have a cocaine connection now. That seems pretty convenient to me.’

Rossi opened his mouth, frowned, closed it shaking his head.

‘And Mrs Lundstrom’s details were missing from Ryan’s file. Why is that?’

‘That’s got nothing to do with me.’

‘All I can say Rossi is it better not have.’

She shoved him aside with a flat hand on his chest and opened the briefing room door to find Ryan right behind it.

‘Let’s go.’
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Chapter 20

Ryan followed her down the stairs into the undercover parking area.

‘You okay?’

Dawn turned on him, nostrils flaring.

‘Will you stop asking me that? I don’t want to share my corrosive relationships with you right now! We have a murder to solve. Where’s the morgue?’

She strode across the carpark, stopped outside his Mustang and tapped her foot, wishing she’d just said fine.

Now Ryan was aware how working with Rossi was getting to her. After all these years she should be fine. She wasn’t a broken-hearted teen anymore. She was a confident and accomplished police detective, in control of her life.

Ryan studied her over the car roof. Even in the florescent lighting, she could see him holding back more questions.

‘Don’t ask. I’m not telling you anymore.’

Dawn tried the door, but it was still locked. Glaring over the car, she waited.

‘The coroner’s office and forensic pathology are next door in the Magistrates’ building.’

She saw him resist the urge to grin.

‘Of course they are,’ she huffed.

‘I’ve texted Gleeson. She’ll meet us at the morgue where Greg will be conducting the autopsy.

‘Great. Let’s go.’ She waved her hand for him to lead the way. ‘Any idea who might have deleted our little old lady’s report from the file before it was sent to you?’

Ryan crossed the carpark. Dawn followed.  

‘No idea. Is that what you asked Rossi?’

Dawn considered if this was Ryan trying to get her to reiterate her conversation, but decided it was a safe question to answer.

‘I did. He said he didn’t know anything about it. I’m inclined to believe him. I don’t think he knew I was on the case, judging from Parker’s gloating when I turned up. Unless she had reason to keep the information from you?’

Ryan pressed a button on the lift.

‘I can’t think of a reason. We’re not close. Don’t move in the same circles, but we get along fine, usually.’

There was a tone in Ryan’s voice telling her he was re-evaluating his relationship with Rossi by the minute.

‘Did Gleeson say there were any signs our victim was an addict?’

‘The text was brief. Let’s see if Greg can shed some light.’

The doors opened on the lift. Ryan stepped in and pressed the button for the basement as Dawn joined him. The lift jolted, then dropped a floor at lightning speed. The doors opened to a wide, white corridor straight ahead, with passageways to the left and right. Double doors blocked the entrance in either direction.

This wasn’t Dawn’s first morgue visit. Hospitals seemed like cosy apartment buildings in comparison. Her last visit to a morgue was to identify a body she thought might be Lisa’s.

It was found in the same area as her sister’s abandoned car. A heart wrenching moment—to be relieved someone else was dead and your loved one was safe felt wrong on so many levels.

At least this visit wasn’t regarding a family member. She’d certainly experienced her fair share of those.

White walls glistened and the pungent smell of bleach permeated the air as Ryan led her down the end of the centre corridor to a reception desk.

Tammy Gleeson leant over the counter, chatting with a staff member. She glanced up as they arrived. Smiling, she waved them over.

‘Hey team. Let’s get this show on the road.’

She turned and began walking, not bothering to check if anyone was following. The receptionist held out a clipboard, her expression nonchalant. Ryan signed, then Dawn as Tammy pressed a green button on the wall and two doors whooshed open automatically.

A wave of cold air swept toward them. It was a shock given the outside temperature, but Dawn knew another level of chill would greet them once they entered the autopsy suite.

The white vinyl-clad walls gave way to a light blue-grey colour as another set of automatic doors flew open. To the left and right of the hallway were two autopsy suites, clearly marked by signs on the faux wooden doors. She guessed the touch of timber was supposed to warm the space.

It failed miserably.

Tammy pressed the button and the two doors swung inwards. Stainless steel, bright lights and wall to wall vinyl engulfed them on arrival.

‘Ah Detectives.’

Doctor Mayfield’s smiling eyes glanced their way for a split second, then focussed back on removing Jane Nichols’ vital organs.

‘Morning Greg.’

Ryan crossed the room. Dawn hesitated a moment but followed, ignoring the knot in her stomach and the goosebumps all over her skin.

‘I believe we have a cause of death, unless we find more toxicology to the contrary.’

Greg didn’t look up but waved a bloody glove for them to come closer.

‘See here?’

Dawn and Ryan peered where he indicated. The flesh was white and pasty but a scattering of purple and blue indicated bruising.

Dawn shifted her gaze from the body to the doctor’s face.

‘You said you thought she was strangled from the petechial haemorrhaging in the eyes. Does this confirm it then?’

‘Toxicology says she was high as a kite, but yes, cause of death wasn’t an overdose. She was strangled. There is bruising here, a fracture in the hyoid bone and the petechial haemorrhaging, plus I found traces of what appears to be fibres embedded in a wound here.’

He pointed to the side of the victim’s neck, but it was an unrecognisable mash of sinew and muscle tissue.

‘I think your killer expected the crocodiles in the lagoon to dispose of the evidence. Gleeson here will be able to give you more once she’s finished examining the fibres I collected earlier.’

‘Done!’ Tammy grinned at the doctor’s wide eyes.

‘You out to impress someone?’ Greg teased. Tammy blushed.

‘Just doing my job,’ Tammy assured everyone. ‘The fibre is bright green nylon, not sure what it’s from yet. Find me a sample and I’ll be able to match it, but it’s too broad to point you in any specific direction for now.’

‘Not helpful then?’

Ryan returned his gaze to the remains under Doctor Mayfield’s scalpel. Dawn noticed Tammy waiting on Dawn’s response. She nodded, then smiled encouragingly, but wondered over the attention.

Was it a mentoring thing?

Dawn was likely ten years older than the forensic tech. Maybe that was it. She shoved the thought aside and watched as Doctor Mayfield studied their victim’s hands and fingernails.

‘Did you find any trace under her nails?’ Dawn asked when Ryan didn’t. Her partner seemed distracted. It was expected considering his relationship with Mrs Nichols and his association with Jane.

‘No signs of a struggle. No defensive wounds, but we did get some trace from under her nails earlier.’ Doctor Mayfield didn’t look up.

Tammy answered for him.

‘No DNA to test though I’m afraid. I still need to run a trace on her clothing. I’ll let you know if anything odd pops up there.’

Doctor Mayfield waved a bloodied glove in dismissal.

‘And I’ll do the same when I’m finished with her.’

‘Thanks Doctor Mayfield.’

Dawn turned to leave.

‘I said call me Greg.’

Dawn noticed his smiling eyes again and tried to ignore the flutter in her stomach. Ryan rallied from his funk.

‘Always the charmer. Watch this one.’ He hoicked a thumb at the doctor, whose eyes twinkled in agreement.

‘Oh I will,’ Dawn joked as she led the way from the autopsy suite.

Ryan hurried after her, changing the subject.

‘Time for another stop off at Tenneson’s place then?’

‘Sounds like a plan to me.’

Dawn didn’t look back.

Ryan trailed behind her to the lift in silence. When he didn’t speak inside the lift, Dawn wondered over it, but said nothing.

He seemed more distracted than expected.

As the lift doors opened and they stepped out, he put his hand on her arm. She stopped, frowning at his earnest expression.

‘I wasn’t joking. Greg is a player.’

‘Aren’t we all?’ Dawn strode across the carpark toward the Mustang. She sensed Ryan’s eyes on her back, but she shook the sensation away. They were heading back to Cooktown, so it was a pointless comment to make. So why did he make it?

As much as she fancied a quick fling with the doctor, other things were on her mind right now. Someone dosed their victim up on cocaine and strangled her. Now, even more than before, Dawn was sure of two things.

Jane Nichols was alive when she went out to Keatings Lagoon and...she knew her killer.
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Chapter 21

Dawn dialled the Tenneson home as Ryan turned the key on the Mustang. The thump of the motor gave her tingles, in a good way. She always liked muscle cars.

It said a lot about how she managed to find the most drop-kick boyfriends over the years. As the phone rang, she studied Ryan.

Was he a bad boy?

Mrs Nichols’ voice drew her from her thoughts.

‘Mrs Nichols. Very sorry to disturb you but we have a few more questions for Mr Tenneson. Is he home?’

‘No. He’s off at golf.’

The woman’s tone said she wasn’t too pleased about it either.

‘Okay. Where will we find him playing?’

‘He’ll be at the Moon course.’

Dawn wasn’t familiar with the area. She glanced at Ryan as she repeated the name.

‘The Moon course?’

He nodded he knew it.

‘Thanks for your time, Mrs Nichols.’

‘You found out anything?’

The desperation in the woman’s voice hammered into Dawn’s chest.

It was a pain Dawn was familiar with. Nightmares—sleepless nights—constant tightness in your gut, tying it in knots. A tension that radiated around your entire body and knew no outlet.

Dawn had tried them all. Sex, alcohol, boxing, running, swimming like she did as a kid. Nothing relieved the anxiety.

‘We have some leads Mrs Nichols. Whoever did this will pay for it.’ Dawn was about to hang up, then thought about the tension between the woman and her husband yesterday. ‘Mrs Nichols, have you thought of anything that might help us?’

She considered asking about the hidden room.

‘A diary, or notebook. Maybe Jane left something with you that might be helpful?’

Silence filled the space.

‘It’s alright Mrs Nichols. You have Detective Ryan’s number if you think of anything.’

Dawn pulled the phone from her ear, ready to end the call.

‘Detective.’

Dawn placed the phone on speaker.

‘Yes Mrs Nichols.’

They waited. Dawn rolled her lips with anticipation.

‘You’ll find Tyson on the eighteenth hole by now.’

Dawn glanced at Ryan who looked as confused as she was. There was something Mrs Nichols wanted to share but decided not to. The way she snatched her hand away from Tenneson’s the day before. There was something going on. She’d see if Reynolds found anything dirty on the guy.

‘Thank you Mrs Nichols. We’ll be in touch.’

Dawn ended the call and turned to Ryan.

‘What do you think she’s hiding?’

‘Nothing good. Tenneson and she didn’t exactly look lovey dovey in their living room.’

‘You noticed that too?’

‘Yep.’

‘Did she tell you anything when you were alone with her?’

Dawn didn’t say how lovey dovey they looked when she came in, but maybe she was reading too much into it.

‘Let’s get to the course and see what he has to say about Tina Farrell and the dungeon at the beach house.’

‘I’ll chase Reynolds up and let her know the Cairns unit will follow up Tenneson’s staff alibis, Tina’s background and the financials for our victim’s yoga business. So she can focus on Tenneson’s background check. We still don’t have an alibi for Tina Farrell.’

‘You think the friend is involved?’

‘Don’t you? She pulled the search warrant card pretty quickly and it was her dungeon hidden behind the walls.’

Ryan turned into a narrow tree-lined driveway with a view over the harbour and ocean.

‘I agree our prime suspects right now are Tenneson and Farrell, but what’s the motive?’ He glanced at her.

‘And what’s the Cooktown connection?’ Dawn added as the vehicle slowed in front of a low-set clubhouse. It looked more like a caravan park office than a fancy golf course bar and restaurant.

‘He plays golf here? I had him pegged for a prestigious club in an opulent, mansion clubhouse with marble floors and manicured greens.

‘This course is cheap, and the view is pretty spectacular from the fairway.’

Dawn unclipped her seatbelt and opened the door.

‘Talking from experience?’

Ryan did the same, slamming his door and ignoring her comment.

‘The eighteenth hole is over here.’

Not waiting for her reply, he locked the car with the key fob and started walking around the side of the sprawling building.

Shade sails hung over an outdoor eating area, complete with Ikea grade outdoor chairs and tables. A family sat at a table with what smelled like bacon and egg rolls. A small terrier sat drooling at the little girl’s feet.

‘They allow dogs at the golf course?’

‘It’s a casual course. Sprawls out along the beach and into the hills.’

‘Why would a local MP come here to play?’

‘Only one reason I can think of.’

Ryan stopped as he rounded the corner. Dawn drew up alongside. Ahead of them, Tenneson pulled his own clubs and chatted with two men dressed in cargo shorts and polo tops, printed with indigenous artwork. One was built like a New Zealand rugby player, the other wore a scraggly goatee flecked with carrot red highlights.

‘Detectives.’ Tenneson drew up on the concrete, wiping a smile from his features and replacing it with an earnest expression.

‘Minister. Can we have a word?’ Ryan’s tone wasn’t polite.

A sneer crossed Tenneson’s lips, but he smoothed it instantly. His two companions frowned as they scanned from Dawn to Ryan.

Dawn stepped forward, suddenly curious about Tenneson’s friends.

‘Aren’t you going to introduce your friends?’

‘No.’ Tenneson waved a discreet dismissal toward his friends, before striding past Dawn and Ryan. ‘Let’s find a place to talk out of the sun.’

Tenneson wore long sleeves and a cap, making Dawn sure the sun wasn’t the issue. His friends watched with curiosity. Dawn slipped her phone from her pocket as she followed the Minister to the covered area behind the clubhouse. As she reached the corner, she turned, phone in hand and snapped a quick photo.

The men turned away, too late. She was sure she snapped a decent shot to run through the database. The printed shirts and dress shorts weren’t fooling her. Their skin was light, which in itself didn’t exclude them from Indigenous heritage, but the tattoos on the bigger man’s arms reminded her of something she’d seen years ago. Back when Rossi worked on the Gold Coast.

She joined Ryan as he continued his questioning.

‘What do you know about Tina Farrell’s business operating out of the Newell Beach house?’

‘Business? No idea what you mean.’

Ryan splayed his feet and crossed his arms.

‘You trying to tell me you didn’t know about the dominatrix dungeon hidden behind the yoga room cupboards?’

Tyson Tenneson chewed his bottom lip, then lied.

‘I assure you I have no idea what you’re on about.’

‘Spoken like a true politician. Lying comes naturally to you, doesn’t it?’

‘Don’t make this personal Clint.’

Dawn cleared her throat and stepped forward, touching Ryan’s arm gently.

‘Minister, the Cairns detective in charge of Jane’s disappearance said you were fervently against a search of the Newell Beach property. I’m wondering why?’

Tenneson sighed, stopped glaring at Ryan and turned to make eye contact with Dawn.

‘Jane went missing from the beach. I didn’t see any point.’

It was Dawn’s turn to press a few buttons.

‘Especially when you had your own little playroom. I can see why you wouldn’t want anyone finding it. Bad luck for you we did. Who commissioned the renovations after cyclone Ita?’

‘We are done Detectives. Any further questions can go via my office or lawyer. Your choice.’

‘I’m sure your wife will be overjoyed at your cooperation with our investigation.’

Dawn suppressed a grin as Tenneson squirmed.

‘You’re barking up the wrong tree.’ Tenneson pointed his finger at Dawn. ‘I looked you up Detective. Budding career in Adelaide. A stone’s throw away from a promotion. Made me wonder what brought you to Queensland and I did a little digging.’

Dawn held her phone up.

‘I’m doing a little digging of my own Minister. I have a few photos I’ll be running through the police database. Those friends of yours looked awfully familiar.’

Dawn flicked to the photo of the two men and showed it to Ryan who grinned as he deliberately took his time zooming in on the photo. He passed the phone back and Dawn turned it to Tenneson.

‘The guy on the left, with the tattoos, I’m sure I’ve seen him in a mug shot.’

‘Keep fishing Detectives. Like I said, you’re off track by miles. I didn’t hurt Jane.’

‘Maybe not, but someone you know,’ Dawn tapped the photo, ‘maybe one of these two, could easily have given the order. We are diving into your campaign contributions as we speak Minister. If there is even a whiff of impropriety, we’ll find it.’

‘My lawyer is Jim McDowell. Don’t contact me again.’

Tenneson turned and stormed away, clubs jostling and rattling along behind him.

Ryan watched him retreat, then turned to Dawn with a wide grin.

‘I think we hit a nerve.’
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Chapter 22

Dawn mulled over various scenarios as Ryan drove the Mustang too fast along the winding road north to Port Douglas. Dark clouds rolled in over the ocean, making it grey and uninviting.

Even if it were sunny and clear, this time of year in northern Queensland was stinger and croc season. Most people were too cautious to swim in the ocean unless it was inside a netted beach or out in the crystal-clear waters of the Great Barrier Reef with stinger suits. As inviting as the water temperature was, for most, the risk was too high.

Dawn dragged her eyes from the ocean to Ryan as a thought popped into her head.

‘Someone took Mrs Lundstrom’s details out of the diary. Is there anyone new in the department? Someone you don’t know, don’t trust one hundred percent?’

‘No one I can think of with connections that link with cocaine or prostitution.’

‘Tina Farrell isn’t exactly a prostitute, Ryan. We put her occupation in the sex industry basket, but being a dominatrix isn’t about the sex. Even if she were having sex for money, she doesn’t strike me as the kind of woman to be in someone’s stable.’

Ryan glanced her way, but his eyes snapped back to the road as a low moving caravan came into view.

‘What makes you say that?’

‘She’s confident. Quick to call the warrant card too.’

‘I’ve seen plenty of tough women who fold when faced with a dominant guy.’

A shudder ran down Dawn’s spine. Was she one of those women? Ryan must have seen something in her expression. He changed the subject.

‘The only newbie on the missing persons case would be Constable Craig, but you saw him. Freckles, red hair, shy smile. Butter wouldn’t melt in the poor kid’s mouth.’

‘Someone kept that information out. Let’s see what the Cairns team finds when they check the alibis for Tenneson’s employees. Hopefully Murib finds something in Tina or Jane’s financials.’ She slipped her mobile from her pocket. ‘I’ll text Reynolds the photo of Tenneson’s goons and see what pops up. I think it might pay to ask Sergeant Martin to run a check on Constable Craig and maybe Rossi while he’s at it.’

‘You don’t trust your old hubby?’

Ryan was fishing. 

‘Martin knows Rossi from his teenage years. I think he’ll be happy to run a check. When Rossi worked in Surfers Paradise, he was very chummy with a few bar owners with links to bikies.’

Ryan pulled out next to the caravan, hit the pedal to the floor and whizzed past. Dawn’s heart stopped beating a moment as Ryan took his eyes off the road and glared her way.

‘What are you saying?’

‘Watch the bloody road.’ She pointed then tried not to hyperventilate. ‘I’m not saying anything. I don’t think Rossi pulled the old lady’s information from the file. And a lot has changed in nearly twenty years, but still...’

‘You think he was dirty?’

‘I honestly don’t know Ryan. But as soon as we found out cocaine was involved in Jane’s murder, my ears were twitching.’

Ryan grinned.

‘I didn’t notice.’

‘Ha ha. Funny. You know what I mean.’

‘Send the text. I doubt he has any record, or he wouldn’t have made detective, but no harm in doing our due diligence.’

‘There is if Rossi finds out.’

Dawn’s fingers tapped buttons as Ryan drove the car down the esplanade at Newell Beach and stopped outside the purple beach house. Dawn bit her lip as she hit send.

Ryan pulled the keys from the ignition and opened his door. ‘We better make sure he doesn’t find out then.’

Dawn opened her door. Ryan rounded the bonnet and met her on the white stone path leading to the raised undercover deck and front door.

‘Let’s see what little old Mrs Lundstrom has to say that’s so important it needed to come out of the file.’

‘This should be interesting.’ Dawn led the way down the path.

The white crushed rock was bordered by lush cordylines in every colour imaginable. Bright magenta leaves were overshadowed by lengthy flower spikes, dotted with white and pink petals.

The green carpet of lawn was closely mowed and flawless. Even the front deck was recently stained. Dawn was suddenly aware of the enormity of work involved in bringing her family homestead up to this pristine standard.

She waved her hand as she mounted the steps.

‘I wonder how she keeps up with all this.’

The sound of yapping erupted from beyond the door as soon as Dawn spoke.

Ryan puffed out his cheeks.

‘Another dog!’

‘Not a dog person then?’

‘More of a cat guy.’

Dawn’s eyebrow rose, but on the inside she smiled.

‘Me too.’

The door opened a crack before Dawn could knock. She flipped her ID open and turned it to the door.

‘Mrs Lundstrom. I’m Detective Dawn Grave and this is Detective Clint Ryan.’

Eyes peered out. The small dog growled from between the older woman’s feet. Dawn resisted a chuckle. The little chihuahua was hardly a threat to anyone, but it was certainly a great warning signal.

‘Can I see that ID closer luv?’ The woman adjusted the position of her multi-focal glasses.

Dawn reached forward, noticing the bright purple frames. The very same shade as the house.

‘Of course,’ she smiled.

‘What’s this about? Is it about Jane?’

‘Actually, yes Mrs Lundstrom. Can we come in?’

‘No.’

The tone was indignant.

‘Alright then. We’ve found Jane Nichols Mrs Lundstrom, but unfortunately, she’s deceased. We understand you see most of the traffic coming and going from the Nichols’ beach house.’

‘Dead? How?’

‘We are yet to determine her cause of death Mrs Lundstrom. You sure we can’t come in?’

‘I’m sure.’

The dog continued yapping. Dawn fought the pounding in her head and tried to hide her frustration. The woman’s caution was understandable given the news.

‘Did you see anything strange around Wednesday October 7th?’

‘I see everything, every day. Like I told that young officer.’

Ryan scanned the updated notes he’d received from Parker, then glanced at Dawn, the micro shake of his head told her they didn’t have the officer’s name.

‘Which officer would that be?’

‘I don’t know his name. Tall, ginger hair with a pimple face or was he freckle faced?’

Mrs Lundstrom held her chin, the door wider now. The dog finally quiet.

The description was obviously Craig, but why didn’t he lodge the woman’s statement? An oversight maybe?

‘Okay Mrs Lundstrom. What did you tell the officer?’

‘I didn’t tell him anything luv.’

Dawn frowned and opened her mouth to ask a question, but the woman carried on.

‘I gave him my diary, with everything in it. Don’t you people talk to each other?’

‘We are liaising Mrs Lundstrom, but I’m with Cooktown police, not Cairns.’

‘Cooktown?’

‘Yes. That’s where Ms Nichols was found.’

‘Good grief. That’s miles away. But it makes sense.’

Dawn exchanged a look with Ryan.

‘How so?’

The door opened widely. Dawn noted the walls covered in family photos. A tan and white chihuahua lay on a hallway chair, by the phone, head on paws, dark eyes now bored.

‘A few days before Jane went missing, I spotted a very flash looking car going into the Nichols’ place.’

‘Did you get a registration number?’

The woman pursed her lips and shook her head with irritation, then eyed Ryan like Dawn had a screw loose.

He licked his lips. She resisted the urge to kick him in the shins.

‘Isn’t that what I just said luv?’

It was Dawn’s turn to shake with confusion.

‘Sorry Mrs Lundstrom. I don’t follow you.’

‘That’s why I knew the car was from Cooktown.’

Dawn waited. She was obviously missing something. A quick glance at Ryan said he was none the wiser.

‘The number plate. It had a slogan on it, and it was one of those fancy ones. You know the ones that people pay thousands of dollars extra a year to have on their car. Bloody stupid waste of money if you ask me. If they’ve got that much money they should feed the poor and house the homeless or something ...it’s just ...’

‘Sorry to interrupt Mrs Lundstrom,’ she hid the lie, ‘but what was the registration number?’

The woman scratched her chin, then pinched at the grey hairs poking in odd directions.

‘I don’t know if I can remember. Ask that young pup of a cop. It was all in the diary.’

Dawn drew a slow, frustrated breath. Just as she was about to give up and give Constable Craig a grilling, a thought popped into her head.

‘Will do Mrs Lundstrom, but you said you knew the plate was from Cooktown. How so?’

‘There was a picture behind it. And it said Cooktown at the bottom with some fancy slogan about a river and Far North Queensland.’

‘And it had a custom number too?’

‘It did.’

‘Thanks for your time, Mrs Lundstrom. You’ve been a great help.’

Dawn’s mind was racing. She hurried to leave, but the old woman interrupted her.

‘Don’t you want to know who else was around when the young Nichols girl went missing?’

Dawn turned back to see the woman standing with her arms across her chest.

‘Of course Mrs Lundstrom. I thought that was all you could recall.’

The woman’s finger whipped into the air and waggled with vigour.

‘No. That’s all you asked about missy.’

Dawn wanted to correct the woman with Detective, but pressed her lips together, composed herself then continued.

‘Please go on.’

‘That Tina girl. From over the way.’ The woman waved behind her. ‘She took the dog for a walk the same morning. I know they said all over the news it was Jane who tied the dog up before she went missing, but I told that nice young police man how I saw Tina walking the dog that morning.’

‘Tina Farrell, Jane’s friend.’

‘Yes. That’s her. She comes and goes from their place all the time.’ The hand was waving again, this time down the road leading to the Nichols’ holiday home.

‘Any other cars visit often?’

The woman tutted.

‘It’s all in my diary.’

‘Did you recognise anyone?’

Dawn fought to keep her tone civil.

‘The Minister of course.’

Ryan interrupted Dawn’s next question.

‘Does Mrs Nichols come out often?’

‘Not anymore. Not since the yoga studio thingy started.’

Ryan frowned. Dawn asked the next question.

‘About the yoga studio Mrs Lundstrom. Were all the visitors in your diary?’

‘Yes. Of course. I do the gardening every day and I’m with Neighbourhood Watch.’ She pointed to the sign on the corner of her street and the esplanade. ‘I keep a close eye out. We are out in the middle of nowhere here and hoons come screaming down the road all the time. That’s what the diary is for.’

‘Thanks again for your time Mrs Lundstrom. We’ll be in touch if we have any more questions. Can I leave a card for you?’

She glanced to Ryan who rummaged in his front pocket for a card. As he handed it over, the old woman frowned at him.

‘I think I’ve seen you here before...’

Ryan didn’t let her finish.

‘Not for a very long time Mrs Lundstrom.’

The woman’s smile told Dawn she knew the exact day, time and circumstance of Ryan’s hot and heavy summer with Lorraine Nichols.
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Tina Farrell’s house was quiet, curtains drawn, no car in the driveway. Much the same as the day before. Barking erupted as Dawn stepped onto the porch. The sound echoed around the yard, not from behind the door.

The urgency in the dog’s bark made her skin tingle. Dawn glanced at Ryan, whose expression was tense as he pointed to the left side of the yard. She nodded and followed as he leapt effortlessly from the porch deck and stalked past the front of the house, hand on his weapon. Stopping, he stuck his head around the corner and ducked back.

‘It’s clear,’ he whispered.

Stepping around, he hugged the side of the building as the dog’s barking intensified. The deep tone was threatening enough, but as Ryan rounded the back corner into the yard, the animal snarled at the end of the lead.

‘It’s okay boy.’ Ryan held his left hand up. The dog continued to growl. ‘We’re here to help.’

Ryan drew his weapon, nodding toward the wide-open door on the rear landing. Dawn drew her purse-sized Derringer, reminding herself she needed to get a police issue weapon. The dog snarled as Dawn mounted the first step.

‘Ms Farrell? It’s detective Grave. Are you okay?’

There was no response. Dawn glanced over her shoulder to find Ryan following right behind her. She stopped at the top of the stairs.

‘Tina. Are you in there?’

Still no response. Dawn turned and lifted three fingers for Ryan to see. He nodded he understood as she counted them down, one by one.

When the last finger dropped, they entered. Dawn going right, gun drawn.

‘Police! Hands in the air!’ Dawn yelled into the vacant living area. Pointing over the barrel of her tiny pistol, she indicated she was going to enter the room to the right. Ryan shook his head and stepped forward.

‘That peashooter won’t stop anyone in a hurry,’ he whispered and she didn’t protest.

They continued to clear each room, finding no one home, nothing out of place. Finally, they returned to the rear deck. The dog’s barking was hoarse and half-hearted now.

‘The poor bugger has probably been at it half the day.’

Ryan jumped from the landing.

‘Be careful. He doesn’t look any friendlier than he did when we got here.’

The Labrador was tied up on a chain next to the garage with the side door open so he could find shelter. The scene didn’t look out of place, but where was Tina? And why was the back door of the house left wide open?

Dawn watched Ryan fill a water bucket by the back tap and cross the unkempt lawn toward a shed.

‘It’s okay boy. We’ll find her. Been having a bad trot lately hey mate.’

Ryan placed the bucket at the animal’s feet. The animal rose from its haunches, sniffed the bucket—eyeing Ryan with obvious scepticism.

‘I’ll call Parker,’ Dawn offered as Ryan’s phone rang.

As soon as he straightened and collected his phone from his pocket, the dog buried its head in the bucket and drank deeply.  

‘No need. This is Tammy now.’

He put the call on speaker as Dawn joined him.

‘Hey Gleeson.’

‘Hey yourself. The tech team have gotten back to me about the cloud storage and missing computer.’

‘Great. You can tell me when you get here?’

‘Get where?’

‘We have another missing person.’

‘Shit. Who?’

‘Jane Nichols’ best friend.’

‘Send the address. I’m on my way.’

Ryan ended the call and shoved his phone in his back pocket. She could see sweat marks under his arms and down his back and was sure her shirt looked the same. The weather was growing more humid as the clouds formed over the green hills beyond Newell Beach.

She pointed to the darkening sky.

‘It’s going to bucket down soon.’

Ryan patted the dog’s head. To Dawn’s surprise, the Labrador let him.

‘Let’s take a look around before forensics get here. Inside will be fine, but we might lose any evidence out here when it rains.’

Ryan’s phone rang again as they retraced their steps back to the house, trying not to disturb the scene.

‘Yeah. Gleeson is on the way.’

The person on the end of the call spoke but Ryan didn’t put it on speaker. Dawn was left wondering who he was speaking to.

‘I need you to check the evidence and find me the diary Constable Craig got from the old lady here at Newell Beach. Not sure why he didn’t mention it at the briefing this morning.’

Another unheard reply, but Ryan’s body went rigid, and Dawn’s stomach responded to his sudden change of demeanour with a knot of tension.

‘What do you mean “what diary”? The old lady here gave Craig a diary of every car and person coming and going from the Nichols’ beach house. And it wasn’t Jane she saw walking the dog, it was Farrell. Apparently, she’s with Neighbourhood Watch and takes the role very seriously.’

Ryan listened a moment.

‘You better find him and get that diary from evidence.’

More unheard conversation. Dawn wanted to make Ryan put the phone on speaker, but his expression was so intense, there was no way she could get his attention.

‘What do you mean?’ Ryan nodded to whatever the caller said. ‘You better.’

As he ended the call, Dawn thought he might throw the phone, not pocket it. His nostrils flared a moment as he composed himself.

‘Craig never logged the diary.’

‘An oversight?’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘I’ll call Reynolds and see if they found anything on him.’

‘You do that. I’ll canvas the neighbours and find out how long the dog’s been barking and if they saw anyone here.’

The dog whined as though he knew Ryan was talking about him. They turned to see his dark brown eyes peering sadly over his paws, eyebrows creased. Did the dog know something was wrong? Dawn wanted to reassure him, but she couldn’t. Her gut was saying the same thing. Tina was missing. The only question was...did she go willingly?
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Chapter 24

The phone call to Reynolds rang out. Dawn sighed, typed a text and joined Ryan at the neighbour’s home. As she stepped up onto the front porch, her phone buzzed. She turned away from the door and answered.

‘Reynolds. We’ve encountered a complication.’ The phone line echoed. Dawn scanned the screen to see if the poor reception was her or Reynolds.

‘Sorry Detective, reception isn’t great at the moment.’ A rumbling sound echoed down the line. ‘Give me a second.’ 

The muffled sound of rubbing fabric, footsteps and more thunder eventually gave way to quiet.

‘Okay. Got you. What’s up?’

‘Tina Farrell has disappeared, and some evidence has gone missing. Constable Craig either mismanaged it, or he’s deliberately left it out of the evidence log and storeroom. Did you find anything on him?’

‘I ran a check like you asked. Couldn’t find any sealed juvenile records, his police career is short, but spotless and nothing jumped out in his personal life except... I was about to call you after I ran his social media accounts.’

‘What did you find?’

‘Constable Craig isn’t very careful with his privacy settings.’

Dawn wanted Reynolds to hurry up and explain but held her tongue.

‘He’s allowed friends of his friends to share his posts and you’ll never guess what I found.’

‘Don’t have time for guessing games Reynolds.’

‘Sorry. You’re right. A recent photo he was tagged in came up and it’s got Tina Farrell in it.’

‘Email me a copy. Anything on the photo I sent?’

‘Nothing popped out in our outstanding warrants. I wish we had fancy software, but we don’t, so I’ll be going through known felon records to see if I can recognise either of them.’

‘What about the tattoos? Anything distinguishing?’

‘Damn. I should have thought of that. I’ll see if we can enhance the photo and get back to you.’

‘Thanks Reynolds. Good job on the social media stuff.’

‘Thanks Detective.’

Dawn ended the call and turned to see Ryan moving on to the next house. She jogged to catch up.

‘Anything?’ she asked as she jumped the low flower bed between neighbouring properties.

‘Not yet. You?’

‘Reynolds hasn’t found any warrants for the two guys at the golf club, but she’s found a photo linking Craig to Farrell.’

Her phone pinged as if in response. She opened her email account and downloaded the picture. A group of five people huddled on the deck of the Newell Beach house, drinks in hand. A firepit cast eerie shadows over the faces, but three popped out instantly.

‘Check this out.’

Dawn turned the phone to show Ryan the photo. He squinted.

‘Both our victims with Craig. Does Reynolds know who the other two are?’

‘No. No idea yet. Maybe we need to call Parker. I’ll send you this pic and the one of the two guys with Tenneson. Her team might have better luck than Reynolds finding their identities.’

‘Good idea.’

Ryan was about to make the call when a marked police vehicle, followed by a white van and a grey sedan entered the street.

‘Looks like back up is here. You go sort them out. I’ll call Parker.’

Ryan’s hand hovered over the screen but stopped as the vehicles pulled up outside Tina Farrell’s house and Parker stepped out of the grey sedan. Rossi opened the driver’s side door a moment later.

Dawn bit her cheek. Then told herself to toughen up and be professional. This was about Tina and Jane, not about her history with her ex.

‘Parker. Rossi.’ Ryan crossed the neighbour’s lawn and met the detectives. Dawn followed, not wanting to throw her weight about again.

‘Ryan.’ Parker glanced past her new partner and nodded to Dawn. ‘Grave. Looks like missing persons cases are following you around.’

‘I think these are more likely linked to your station than me, Parker.’ The quip was out of her mouth before she could stop herself.

She spent the first few years as a cop learning to let snide remarks slide by. Biting only ever riled up the guys she worked with and ended up hurting her in the long run. Why was Detective Parker able to hit a nerve so easily?

‘What Grave meant to say is we were just about to call your station in.’ Ryan nodded at her. ‘Show Parker the photos.’

Dawn retrieved her mobile phone, opened the file and turned the photo to Parker. ‘This is Constable Craig, tagged on social media by a friend. And this is’ Dawn pointed.

‘Tina Farrell and Jane Nichols.’ Parker beat her to it. ‘What the...’ She turned to Rossi. ‘Craig knows our victim and,’ she glanced at the house, ‘this one too. Run a check on him,’ she ordered.

‘Already done. When I found out about the missing evidence, I asked one of my team in Cooktown to run him. She’s the officer who found this.’

Dawn fully expected Parker to lose her cool, but the woman only huffed.

‘Find anything else?’

‘No. Clean as, but while we were interviewing Tenneson about the hidden room, we noted two undesirables with him.’ Dawn flicked through her phone for the photo she took earlier, then turned it to Parker.

‘They were dressed in Indigenous tops, maybe trying to pass themselves off as members of his volunteer team. Something about them didn’t look right. Do you know either of these guys?’

Parker studied the picture with a deep frown. Finally, she shook her head and looked at Rossi who rounded the vehicle and joined her.

Dawn turned the phone to show him the picture. His eyes studied hers a moment too long.

Ryan stepped alongside her.

‘Recognise either of them?’ His tone was sharp.

Rossi scanned the screen. The corner of his eye twitched. She knew that tell well.

‘What is it?’

Rossi bit his bottom lip.

‘I don’t recognise them, but that tattoo is affiliated.’

Dawn turned the photo back and zoomed in.

‘How the hell can you tell from that distance?’

‘I just can.’

Rossi turned toward the house where Tammy was already donning shoe covers and overalls.

‘Need any help Gleeson?’ he called out and strode across the lawn. Dawn’s stomach screamed at her to keep the guy off the scene. His history came rolling back at her.

‘We’ve got this Rossi.’

She turned to Parker, who was studying her carefully.

‘Can you two find Craig? He’s mixed up in this somehow. Gleeson will know soon enough if there’s any sign Tina Farrell was taken against her will.’

Rossi was halfway across the lawn now.

‘But you said she left the dog. That sounds like she left in a hurry.’

Dawn hurried after Rossi, thinking fast. She didn’t want him anywhere near this case, but her power to stop him entering the scene was limited.

‘It’s not her dog and if she’s running, it could be because she knew more than she was telling me.’

She grabbed Rossi’s arm harder than intended and changed the subject.

‘Tell me about the tattoo.’

Her mind was racing. If Rossi was linked to Jane’s death, why mention the tattoo? Maybe he was aware she’d find out soon enough and it was his way of covering his arse.

Was she thinking too hard? Did she seriously believe Rossi would be mixed up in Jane Nichols’ murder?

Dawn tensed as Rossi ignored her question and mounted the front deck. Ryan’s voice made her turn.

‘Parker. I think it’s better if you and Rossi track Craig down. He knows you. Trusts you.’

Parker and Ryan exchanged looks. She waved a hand at Rossi who’d stopped at the top of the stairs.

‘Come on Rossi. Let’s find Craig. The last thing we need is an internal investigation in our department.’

Rossi chewed his lip a moment, then shrugged like he really didn’t care, but something in his eyes told Dawn he did. Was it because he was involved? Or because Dawn ordered him to stand down?

‘Let us know if you find him,’

Dawn stared as Rossi passed her.

Her ex-husband’s hand flew to his brow in a mock salute.

‘Yes Ma’am.’

Parker grinned. Dawn sighed.

As the grey sedan motor started, and the car drove down the road, Ryan leant in close.

‘You think he’s involved?’

Dawn drew a slow breath, carefully considering her answer.

‘Believe me. He’s capable of it. But I bloody hope not.’
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Chapter 25

Dawn pulled a pair of gloves from her back pocket, finally getting back into the swing of things after renovating the house and working on her own time schedule. It was strange being back on the job, but as Tammy handed her a pair of shoe covers, she realised how much she’d missed it.

They entered the home through the small hallway lined with artwork. Dawn noted the paintings were undisturbed. On entering the living area, she found nothing was out of place. The cushions weren’t disturbed, the curtains were neatly drawn, and nothing was left out of place on the coffee table.

She turned slowly within the space. Ryan glanced her way, his expression likely mirroring hers.

‘No sign of a struggle.’

He nodded agreement.

‘Let’s check the bedrooms.’

Ryan returned to the hallway. Dawn followed as he entered the first bedroom on his right.

‘This looks like the main.’ He pointed to the queen bed, matching bedsides and a dressing table lined with cosmetics.

More artwork adorned the walls. Mostly abstract, with soft colours and pastel highlights. Dawn reached an antique freestanding wardrobe. It reminded her of the one in the bedroom she used to share with Lisa.

The gloss white, Queen Anne legs and carved doors were out of date, but quaint. As she opened the door, the scent of camphor laurel brought memories flooding back.

Her mother swore the wood species kept silverfish and other pests from damaging the clothing. Thinking of her mother made her smile a moment, until sadness swept through her. She wondered if they’d ever find her mother’s remains.

She helped the search team for the first few weeks after they found out her mother wasn’t missing, she was murdered. But Archer Point was a vast area of tropical forest and inaccessible hills. Even with a cadaver dog, they failed to find anything.

At least the man responsible was behind bars. Her brother’s staged suicide and murder were unrelated and remained unsolved. For once, she wished Lisa would bug her with scenarios and far-fetched ideas about what happened to Fraser.

But since she’d agreed to stay in Cooktown with Lisa and Abby, her sister seemed to have finally put Fraser’s death to rest. It was now Dawn who was doing everything she could to push for new evidence in the otherwise stone-cold case.

‘Check this out.’

Ryan’s voice dragged her from her thoughts. Turning, she saw him standing by the dressing table, a black electrical cable in his hand.

She crossed the room and took the end of the cord in her gloved hand.

‘Is that what I think it is?’

‘Yep. Same brand laptop charger we found in Jane Nichols’ place.’

‘Do you think it’s the same computer or did they have the same model?’

Ryan pulled the dresser away from the wall to unplug the charger.

‘Either way, you’ve gotta wonder where these computers keep disappearing to.’

Ryan’s phoned rang in his pocket. He retrieved it, checking the screen with a frown.

‘Who is it?’

‘No idea.’

He put the phone on speaker as he answered. ‘Detective Ryan.’

‘Detective.’

Dawn recognised Mrs Lundstrom’s voice. Ryan’s eyebrow rose.

‘Mrs Lundstrom. What can we do for you?’

‘It’s what I can do for you Detective. After you left, I had a thought.’

Ryan rolled his eyes. Dawn stifled a chuckle.

‘I might have given that police officer my old diary, but I started a new one.’

Dawn wondered why a new diary was relevant, but then a thought struck her. She leaned forward, suddenly holding her breath for Mrs Lundstrom’s nosey neighbour news.

‘You know how I told you Tina took Rusty for a walk, then everyone went crazy looking for Jane ...’ Mrs Lundstrom didn’t wait for a reply. ‘Well, I saw a car the same day, it was the same one I saw a few days later. Not the one with the Cooktown plate. I recorded the number again, in my new diary.’

Dawn glanced at Ryan.

‘You still there?’

‘Yes, go on Mrs Lundstrom.’

‘I didn’t think of it earlier, when you came by because the car didn’t drive down the beach house driveway. It parked in the dirt carpark out front, but I wrote down the registration number after I saw the driver.’

‘What was the registration number Mrs Lundstrom?’ Ryan asked. Dawn pulled her notepad from her back pocket. As Mrs Lundstrom read it out, Dawn scribbled the details down.

‘What made you concerned about that particular car Mrs Lundstrom?’ she asked.

‘Because when the driver got out, his mate joined him and they just looked sketchy, if you know what I mean.’

Dawn couldn’t believe they might finally have a break in the case. At least a solid lead. She leant over the phone so Mrs Lundstrom could hear her clearly.

‘Sketchy in what way?’

‘Rough blokes. The kind you don’t want to bring home to mum.’

‘If I send you a photo, could you identify them?’

‘Sure. One had a big tattoo down his right arm. Looked like he should have been driving a Harley, not a car. The other was scrawnier.’

‘After they parked, where did they go Mrs Lundstrom?’

Dawn could hear the woman’s smile over the phone.

‘They walked right down the driveway to the Nichols’ beach house.’

‘Thanks Mrs Lundstrom. I’ll send you a photo now. Is this mobile number okay?’

‘Yes Luv. Fine. Did you find my old diary? I would like it back you know.’

‘We’ll be in touch Mrs Lundstrom.’

Ryan ended the call. Dawn tapped out the mobile Mrs Lundstrom called from and sent the photo over. Less than a minute later, a thumbs up emoji appeared on her screen.

‘It’s them.’

‘Nice. Now we need an ID.’

Dawn dialled a number.

‘The registration number should help.’ The call connected. ‘Reynolds. Run me a registration thanks.’

‘Sure. Shoot.’

Dawn gave out the number as Ryan left the bedroom and checked the remaining rooms. A whistle brought her attention back to Reynolds.

‘What?’

‘The car is registered to Tenneson’s office.’

‘Thanks Reynolds.’

Dawn ended the call and rushed from the room, colliding with Ryan as he exited the room across the hall. Ryan’s hands reached out to steady her, his arm held her at the waist tightly. Neither of them spoke a moment.

The sound of someone clearing their throat made them separate. Tammy grinned at them from the end of the hallway. Before she could say anything, Dawn jumped in.

‘The thugs Mrs Lundstrom saw were driving one of Tenneson’s cars. Time to get a search warrant for all his financials.’

Ryan put his hands in the pockets of his pants self-consciously as Tammy shuffled past them in the hallway. 

‘We should get one for Tina Farrell and Constable Craig while we are at it.’ He sounded all business as the forensic tech made her way to the front door, waving her hand over her head.

‘I need you two to take a look at this.’

Dawn glanced at Ryan who turned to follow Tammy down the gravel driveway to the single garage where the dog was still tied up.

She opened the main, barn-like doors with a creak to reveal a white sedan. ‘Looks like she didn’t drive herself.’

‘Is it registered to Tina Farrell?’ Dawn asked as she entered the shed to glance in the windows.

‘Your department I’m afraid.’ Tammy tapped the window with a gloved hand. ‘Do you want me to process this too?’

Dawn spotted two empty water bottles, an energy drink bottle, a glass kombucha bottle and an empty chip bag. It seemed odd considering Tina’s house was tidy. Why was her car messy with rubbish left inside?

She tried the door, which opened. Turning to Tammy, she nodded.

‘Yep. If Tina Farrell didn’t take her car, then we have to assume she hasn’t left willingly. We need to process everything.

‘Will do.’

Ryan waited for Dawn to reach him.

‘We done?’

‘I think so, for now anyway.’

Tammy began walking with them toward her van.

‘You didn’t ask about the laptop.’

Ryan turned to face the tech.

‘Looks like we might have two missing laptops, but you’re right. What did you find?’

‘The forensic computer technicians have found a cloud account under Tina Farrell’s email address, but they need a warrant to gain access and up until now, we didn’t have probable cause.’

Dawn started typing an email on her phone. ‘We might have some luck now she’s missing.’ She nodded for Tammy to go on.

‘We did get a bit of luck though. The cloud account was last accessed in Cooktown at 7.13 a.m. the day before Jane Nichols went missing.’

Dawn stopped typing and glanced up.

‘Cooktown again.’

‘Ryan stalked to his car, keys already in hand.

‘Looks like you were right Grave. There is a Cooktown link.’

Dawn followed.

‘Yes, but that doesn’t put Jane in Cooktown, only Tina. No wonder she went pale when we said Jane died there.’

‘Ah. Hang about guys.’

They turned toward Tammy.

‘If you are both leaving, should we get the uniforms to call Council to come and get the dog?’

The Labrador chose that moment to howl.

‘Do you need to process him?’ Dawn asked.

‘I’ve checked him over. There’s no blood. His teeth are clean. He’s not tried to bite anyone, and I didn’t find any fibres on him.’

Dawn drew her phone from her pocket.

‘I’ll call Council.’  

Ryan put his hand on hers.

‘We know his name now. Rusty. Maybe we should take him to Lorraine. He is Jane’s dog after all.’

Dawn wondered if Ryan was looking for another excuse to see Lorraine or if he might have warmed to the animal. As she followed him back toward the shed, she decided it was probably the latter.

The Labrador sat up high on his haunches, eyes bright, tongue lolling, as though he knew they were contemplating taking him with them.

As Ryan approached, the dog pranced on the spot. Had he forgotten about Jane and Tina already? Maybe, but she hadn’t. Why was Jane in Cooktown? It seemed Tina was there too. Did she have anything to do with her friend’s murder, or was she a victim too?

The open back door, and the car being left in the shed gave the impression Tina didn’t leave willingly. All Dawn could think about was how the next call she received could easily be to attend another murder scene.

She hoped it wasn’t.
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Rusty struggled for balance in the back seat as Ryan steered the Mustang back down the James Cook Highway. Dawn was beginning to know each and every turn by heart.

Ryan glanced over.

‘We can kill two birds with one stone.’

‘We aren’t going to get a warrant before we get to Tenneson today.’

‘We’ll drop the dog off and then maybe, if Tenneson is there and we tell him what we know. He might cave.’

Dawn shook her head.

‘You know that’s a bad idea. If we tip him off, he’ll delete or burn anything incriminating before we can get a warrant.’

Dawn gripped her seat as Ryan overtook a slow-moving van before turning to catch her gaze.

‘Tenneson isn’t an idiot. He’s not leaving a trail behind for us to find. But if those thugs killed Jane, he might be afraid of them. He might be willing to turn on them for protection. If not for him, maybe for Lorraine.’

Dawn was silent a moment as Ryan overtook yet another car. Rusty panted in the backseat, seemingly as eager as Ryan to get to wherever they were going. She could have sworn the golden-haired Labrador was smiling.

‘He didn’t look the slightest bit afraid of those guys. None of this makes any sense. I’m going to make a call.’ Dawn held her phone up to make sure the signal was decent, then dialled.

The call connected quicker than she expected.

‘Detective Grave. Nice to hear from you.’

The smooth, deep voice on the end made her smile. Ryan gave her a strange look, no doubt wondering what she was grinning about.

‘Greg. Glad I caught you.’

Ryan rolled his eyes.

‘Just wondering if you confirmed a time of death. I know it must have been hard considering the decay.’

‘Actually, I was going to call you, about the case.’ The latter was added as an afterthought. ‘You say the victim went missing last Friday afternoon, right?’

‘That’s what our timeline indicates, although no one actually saw Jane on Friday and we believe she might have left the beach house a day or two before.’

‘Our entomologist found evidence to suggest your victim could have died at least a few days earlier than Friday the 9th.’

‘How so?’

‘It appears the body didn’t submerge straight away. Maybe the killer didn’t weigh it down because they thought a croc would take it quickly, but there are a few factors that give us a window of twenty-four to forty-eight hours before the victim was reported missing.’

‘Really helpful info. Thanks Greg.’

‘You’re welcome, Detective.’

Dawn was about to end the call when Greg spoke.

‘Any chance we can grab a drink while you’re still in town?’

Dawn was thrown by the invitation. Greg flirted with her on scene, but she thought it was part of his persona.

‘I’m actually heading back to Cooktown this afternoon Greg, so maybe we can catch up next time I’m in town.’

‘Absolutely.’

The pathologist ended the call. Dawn stared at the screen a moment, then put her phone away.

‘Greg has evidence to suggest our victim died up to two days before she was reported missing.’

Ryan turned left at the Palm Cove roundabout and slowed to navigate the narrower street.

‘That makes finding the owner of the Cooktown vehicle, priority number one. Has Reynolds found anything yet?’

‘Not yet. I’ll chase her up and we can help when we get there later today, but didn’t Mrs Lundstrom say Tina took Rusty for a walk the day before Jane went missing? If Jane was already dead, why was the dog with Tina? And how did Rusty end up tied to a park bench Friday? Did Tina know where Jane was all along? We know she wasn’t telling us everything. And now she’s missing. Is she running? Or has she been taken?’

Ryan pulled up outside Lorraine’s house, switched off the motor and turned to Dawn.

‘Her car wasn’t missing. We know she knows Constable Craig. Maybe she’s not missing, but with him. He could have picked her up.’

Dawn grabbed her phone and started texting.

‘We need to see if Parker has managed to track him down. If not, we need a BOLO out on his car.’

Ryan opened the door. ‘Text Reynolds while you’re at it.’ He was barely out before Rusty leapt over the leather trim and bounded from the vehicle.

Dawn cringed as the dog’s claws scraped the seats, but Ryan didn’t seem to notice. Maybe he wasn’t a cat person after all.

She reached for the lead from the backseat.

‘You better...’

She didn’t get a chance to finish her sentence. Rusty was panting at the front gate obediently before she could hand Ryan the lead.

‘At least he’s well trained.’ Ryan slammed his door.

Dawn stepped out and joined them at the gate as Ryan rang the call button.

‘Yes?’

‘Lorraine. It’s Clint. I’ve got Rusty here.’

‘What?’

‘Just open up and I’ll explain.’

Dawn studied her partner. The corners of his eyes were pinched. Nothing about this case was easy for him. Was he still in love with Lorraine? The whole situation made her think of the Rod Stewart song Maggie May.

Mrs Nichols was close to twenty years older than him, but she could see how the woman would have found the young Clint Ryan attractive. With his broad shoulders, flirty smile and arrogant gait. He was still pleasing to the eye.

The buzz of the gate snapped her from her daydream. Rusty bounded into the yard like a puppy chasing butterflies. Dawn stifled a chuckle.

The door opened before they reached it. Rusty burst past Lorraine, tail wagging, ears alert. As she watched the Labrador sniff and search his way around the house, she realised he was looking for Jane.

‘Oh my!’ Lorraine’s hand flew to her lips as tears spilled down her cheeks.

‘Rusty!’ Ryan ordered. The dog ignored him.

Instead, Rusty sat back on his haunches and growled in front of the door Tenneson came out of on their last visit. The sound sent a chill down Dawn’s spine.

‘Rusty?’ Ryan’s question did nothing to gain the dog’s attention.

‘Where is Mr Tenneson today?’ Dawn asked. Mrs Nichols turned at her question, but she said nothing. ‘Is that his home office?’

Silence greeted her second question. Ryan glanced her way, then approached the dog who was now lying outside the wide, timber office door.

‘Is he in there?’ Ryan put his hand on the door.

‘No.’ Lorraine finally found her voice. ‘He’s at work.’

‘On a Sunday?’ Dawn asked.

‘Apparently something urgent came up.’

Dawn’s phone rang before she could ask another question. Ryan opened the office door as Dawn answered the call.

‘Dawn. It’s Rossi.’

She forced herself not to say the first words that came to mind. He was her subordinate on this case. He was bound to call her if he found something.

‘What’s up?’ She was surprised at the casual tone in her voice.

‘You know how I recognised that tattoo.’ He didn’t wait for a reply. ‘I was pretty sure I knew which gang he was affiliated with. I ran the mug shots. The big guy is Ralph Payne, or better known as Wolf, the other guy is a novice.’

‘A novice. Never good news.’

Ryan glanced her way. Dawn was aware he hadn’t asked for permission to enter Tenneson’s office. The house was Lorraine’s, and she wasn’t putting up a fight, but still, they needed an invitation.

‘Can you hold a second Rossi.’ She put her hand over the phone, not waiting for his reply. ‘Mrs Nichols. Is it okay if Detective Ryan takes a look around the office? It seems Rusty has picked up a scent.’

The woman glanced from her to Ryan. The expression on her partner’s face was sympathetic, almost pleading.

‘Yes. Go ahead,’ she agreed and Ryan stepped through the doorway, Rusty hot on his heels.

‘Rossi. Sorry about that. I’ve just found out the two guys in the photo were parked up outside the beach house after our victim disappeared. We have an eyewitness. The car they were driving was registered to ...’

Dawn glanced at Mrs Nichols’ who seemed to be watching what Ryan was doing, but she reconsidered her words in any case.

‘A person of interest. I’ll send you and Parker the details. I’m betting the novice was ransacking the beach house as part of his initiation. There must have been something the gang were looking for.

‘Or, the novice was cutting his teeth on his first kill. These bikie gangs don’t mess around. Some members can make their way into the gang because they are tough and have connections, but skinny, runty little scrags like this one—they need a kill to make the cut.’

‘Maybe, but Greg has widened our time-of-death window, so the suspect pool has also widened. I’ll send you the details. In the meantime, see what you can dig up and if you can find them, pay them a visit.’

Dawn shifted the phone from her ear, ready to end the call, but heard Rossi say something.

‘What was that?’ She strained to focus as her eyes were fixed on Ryan scoping out Tenneson’s office.

‘Dawn. I’m sorry.’

This time she heard, but hung up without a word. The last thing she needed to hear right now was Declan Rossi’s apology. The night she packed her bags and finally left, played like a bad movie in her head. Instinctively, she rubbed her face, the sting returning like it was only yesterday.

No, he wasn’t going to be able to say sorry and just be forgiven.

‘Grave. You need to see this.’

Dawn shook her head, trying to clear the memory as Ryan’s voice found her. Placing her phone in her back pocket, she entered the Minister’s study, scanning the walls and finding Ryan standing over a gigantic modern Australian-ash desk.

A drawer was open. Dawn hoped Ryan didn’t force it open without a warrant, but as she focussed on Mrs Nichols, she saw a key in the woman’s hand.  

A half-covered stack of paintings leaning against the wall behind the desk caught her eye a moment, but her partner drew her attention as he lifted a photo in his freshly gloved hand and turned it so she could see.

The gasp left her lips before she could stop herself.

‘We shouldn’t have any issues getting a warrant now.’

‘Well, if that photo doesn’t seal the deal, this one should do the trick.’

Ryan lifted another photo and turned it to Dawn to reveal the Minister in tight leather hotpants, a ball gag in his mouth and tied down to the inversion table from the dungeon.

‘That’s something you can’t unsee,’ she shivered.
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Chapter 27

Rusty panted from the back seat. Ryan fell into the driver’s seat and slammed the door without putting his key in the ignition.

Dawn hurriedly typed out a text message to Reynolds and the Sergeant with an update and to ask for copies of footage from traffic cameras on all roads leading out of Port Douglas to Cooktown from the Wednesday evening before their victim disappeared right through to when she was found.

She suggested they check CCTV footage from truck stops and out of the way fuel stations along the route too.

A thumbs up from Reynolds told her the message was received.

Ryan dialled Parker as Dawn sent an email to update her and Rossi with Greg’s findings and to request an officer visit Mrs Lundstrom for an official eyewitness statement.

Turning, she studied Ryan’s expression as he growled down the phone.

‘What do you mean the warrant was denied? Try again! I’ll email you the photos, but Tenneson has been visiting Tina Farrell, who’s now missing, and the man’s been seen hanging out with known bikie thugs. The same guys who were seen entering the Nichols’ beach house after she was reported missing. They could be our murderers, or they could have taken evidence to protect Tenneson.’

It didn’t surprise Dawn the warrant was denied. The MP wasn’t only a prominent politician, he was linked to one of the wealthiest families in the area. But they had more evidence linking him now.

‘No, we’ve not found the old biddy’s diary, but she’s ready to give a statement and she has her new diary with the registration number recorded. Grave sent you an update. Try again.’ A pause. ‘Of course I want a BOLO on his bloody car!’

Ryan ended the call and for a moment Dawn thought he might throw the phone. Rusty whined and dropped his chin on the detective’s shoulder. Ryan patted the Labrador’s head reflexively.

‘It’s okay boy. We’ve got you.’

He glanced at Dawn and waited while she hit send on a final text to Murib, requesting a follow up on Jane Nichols’ financials, along with Tina Farrell’s and Constable Craig’s.

Ryan appeared concerned.

‘Are you sure Lisa is going to be okay taking Rusty in?’

‘Lisa will be fine, and Abby loves animals,’ Dawn assured him. ‘Are we searching Tenneson’s office?’

‘No go. Parker said the warrant was denied and Sarge isn’t prepared to use the affair to try again. Apparently, an affair wasn’t a reason to kill his own stepdaughter.’

‘What about blackmail?’

‘You really think Jane was blackmailing him?’ Dawn sighed.

‘I don’t know. Maybe. But now the dominatrix is missing and what about his association with known bikies?’

‘All circumstantial apparently.’

‘Then we need to head to Cooktown and follow up the vehicle seen at the Nichols’ place the day before she was likely killed. It’s the only lead we have. Rossi is chasing up the two bikies who were seen here. He’s got names.’

Ryan started the car and pulled away from the curb with his foot flat to the floor. The motor roared. Rusty shook with excitement and Dawn struggled to get her seatbelt on.

‘What’s the hurry?’

‘We need to check on the old biddy on the way to Cooktown. She’s our only witness to those bikers and the Cooktown plates and without her diary, we only have her word.’

‘You think someone might try to silence her?’

‘I think the Cairns station might have a leak. If Craig is up to something, he could have friends on the inside tipping him off, or...’

Dawn waited, but when Ryan didn’t explain further, she studied his features. Something in his eyes told her what he was thinking.

‘I know I said Rossi could be dirty, but he’s the one who ID’d the bikers, including the novice who might well be our killer.’

Ryan said nothing as he pulled onto the James Cook Highway heading north. Dawn watched him chew his lip, knowing he wanted to say more.

‘Don’t get pissed with me but I did a little digging.’

Her stomach knotted as she hoped he didn’t dig too deeply.

‘It was a long time ago. Ancient history.’

‘I know, but I thought you might want to know what I found.’

Dawn didn’t answer. She was too busy telling herself Ryan couldn’t have uncovered the truth or he wouldn’t be so calm.

He took her silence as permission to go on.

‘I have friends in low places, and it turns out Rossi was working a legitimate gig. Sanctioned by the Feds. AFP wanted it to look real, so they asked him to go under-cover, as himself, a cop on the take. It worked. He got inside one of the biggest organised crime families on the Goldie.’

‘It consumed him.’

‘I have no doubt.’ Silence filled the car until Ryan spoke her name. ‘Dawn.’ His words were softly spoken. He waited for her to turn to him. ‘Even though he’s clean now, he doesn’t deserve you back...’

‘Don’t worry, I’m not planning on going back to him, but I can see where you’re going. Maybe I should forgive him?’

Ryan glanced her way as they left the town limits and drove the well-worn winding road back to Port Douglas.

‘Only for your sake, not his.’

If he knew everything, would he still say that?

∗∗∗∗∗∗∗∗

The next forty-five minutes were spent in silence as Dawn tried to put the pieces of this case together and distract herself from thinking about those early years, being married to Rossi.

They escaped Cooktown together, young and filled with hope after finally breaking free of the oppression and pain she grew up with. But she was barely eighteen when they got married and only a few years older when she left him.

The first slap stung. Her face tingled like it happened yesterday. She rubbed her cheek, recalling the pain surging through her body as he slammed her into the bedframe—eyes wild, pupils dilated.

He never told her he was working a case. For her, it was all real. Hard up for money, she took a job in a local bar. At first, he worked nights so he could see her, but when the bar turned out to be bikie affiliated, Declan became a regular and got caught up in the life—or so she thought.

Working with bikies required a certain personality. He could have been weak and desperate, but they knew if he were, the bikies would use Dawn as leverage.

She wasn’t sure if the AFP realised he was in over his head, or he was working with them all along. Now she couldn’t help wondering if things could have gone differently.

Shaking her head, she told herself it was unlikely.

Organised crime and the life he led brought out the bully in Rossi. There was no doubt he likely justified what he did in his own mind a hundred times.

Now he was a good detective, from all accounts. And he was begging her to forgive him. A knot tightened in her gut. She quelled it. Ryan glanced across as he pulled up outside the purple beach house overlooking the ocean.

Mrs Lundstrom glanced up from the front deck, squinting, then rose. Dawn noted there was no sign of a Mr Lundstrom and she couldn’t help wondering again how the older woman managed to maintain the lawn, and the lush garden beds.  

But she’d already told Dawn every waking moment was spent tending her lovely garden, which was why she knew who came and went from the Nichols’ house. A right old busy body. They were a police officer’s best and worst friend, all wrapped in one.

Dawn undid her belt and stepped out before Ryan could ask again if she was okay. What Rossi did wasn’t in the report filed at the hospital. She’d refused all the tests offered and given an abridged version of the night’s events.

She couldn’t risk telling her partner the whole story. There was no way she could know how he would react. Besides, it wasn’t his burden to bear.

‘Mrs Lundstrom.’ Dawn approached, being careful to stick to the defined pathway.

The woman dropped her weeding fork into a pocket on the front of her floral gardening apron before shoving her gloved hands on her hips.

‘Detective. Did you find my diary?’

Dawn smiled at the woman’s direct tone. 

‘Not yet, but we will.’

‘What are you here for then? I told ya all I know.’

‘We’ve had a few developments, and we were wondering if you might have someone you could stay with for a few days.’

‘I’m not going anywhere Luv. Been living in this old house for forty-eight years. They’ll be carrying me out in a box.’

Ryan stepped around the bonnet of his Mustang and joined Dawn.

‘You’ve been a wonderful help in our investigation Mrs Lundstrom.’ He laid on the charm, including the dimpled smile he could muster at a moment’s notice.

‘You can cut that charm now Mister. I’m still not going anywhere.’

Dawn grinned as Ryan drew himself up, ready to argue, but she interrupted.

‘Mrs Lundstrom.’ She stepped forward. The woman stepped back suspiciously. Dawn held her hands up, palms facing the woman in surrender. ‘We won’t force you to do anything you don’t want to.’

‘Damn right you won’t.’

‘To be honest, this isn’t about you.’ Dawn decided to shift gears. ‘You could stay right where you are, in the line of fire if it were up to me, but with your diary missing, you’re our key witness. You see it turns out whoever killed Jane, could have taken Tina Farrell too and we suspect it could be one of the people you saw here last Thursday.’

Mrs Lundstrom removed one gardening glove, then the other.

‘But didn’t Jane go missing Friday?’

Dawn’s heartrate kicked up a notch as she realised she might have to give out information she shouldn’t be sharing with anyone outside her investigative team. But this lady wasn’t missing a beat, despite her advanced years.

‘As I said, there’s been a development. A few actually. There is a good chance someone might know you spoke to the police and witnessed the comings and goings of a possible murderer. We’d like you to find a safe place to stay.’

The woman screwed up her mouth, opened it to say something, then shook her head.

‘I’ll be fine here.’

She began putting her gardening gloves back on.

Dawn wondered over the woman’s response, then a thought struck her. She lived alone. Was in her seventies. Spent her days gardening and watching the neighbourhood.

‘Mrs Lundstrom. If you don’t have somewhere. I have a spare room at my place, but it is in Cooktown.’

The woman’s eyes brightened. Ryan coughed. Dawn had no idea why until she realised they now had to babysit an old woman, her dog and a stray, but not before taking the three-hour drive to Cooktown, in what was essentially a two door sportscar with a rear seat the size of a suitcase.
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Chapter 28

Ryan’s expression said, “what the hell were you thinking”, as he opened the tiny boot to stow Mrs Lundstrom’s larger than expected overnight bag. 

Dawn shrugged. What was she supposed to do? Leave the woman a sitting duck? It was Ryan who was worried about her. Neither of them was willing to put her life on the line.

They didn’t have a spare room either. Although Abby had two beds in her room, Dawn wasn’t willing to expose her niece to a stranger. It was going to be Dawn who abandoned her bed and bunk in with her niece for the night.

But she didn’t exactly have a choice. Ryan said it himself. Leaving Mrs Lundstrom alone, unguarded, was dangerous and they were short-staffed enough. Dawn wasn’t comfortable leaving the old woman’s safety to a constable she didn’t know. Especially if they had some sort of leak at the local station.

Dawn opened the door and helped Mrs Lundstrom in. Ryan tied Rusty on a shorter lead to one side of the tiny rear seat. As Mrs Lundstrom buckled her belt, Dawn passed the yapping Chihuahua onto her lap. Rusty dropped to his belly and plopped his head on his paws calmly, despite the low growl from the tiny animal.

‘Shush Greta. Where are your manners?’ She patted her little companion, then rubbed behind Rusty’s ears. For a moment, Dawn could have sworn the Labrador grinned slyly.

‘Do you seriously think someone might hurt me? I don’t like leaving my garden unattended.’

‘I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t think the threat was real Mrs Lundstrom. But I’m sure we’ll have this sorted in no time.’ Dawn assured her as she slipped into the front seat and buckled her own belt. Ryan’s expression said he bloody well hoped so, but she wasn’t sure what his issue was. It wasn’t his sister she was going to have to clear this with. She only hoped Lisa would understand.

‘You honestly think I saw a killer?

The woman’s earlier bravado was fading.

‘We think so Mrs Lundstrom.’

‘Bella.’

Dawn turned to view the rear seat. ‘Sorry?’

‘Bella. You should call me Bella. This Mrs Lundstrom stuff sounds too stuffy if I’m going to be staying with you. And we should call past the supermarket on the way. I’ll be doing the cooking, and do you have a garden I can tend?’

Dawn licked her lips. Lisa did the cooking. She wasn’t sure how her sister was going to take any of this. The subject of food made Dawn’s stomach grumble.

‘Have you had lunch?’

Bella’s tone was disapproving.

Dawn didn’t answer. She’d not even had much of a breakfast. Her stomach protested loudly.

‘Young man,’ Dawn grinned, Ryan rolled his eyes, ‘you need to get some food into the detective here before she fades away.’

‘Yes ma’am.’

Ryan drove into a service station.

‘Don’t you ma’am me and not here. Up the road a bit. I know a spot.’

They drove on. Dawn’s phone pinged in her pocket as Bella pointed out a fresh fruit stall on the side of the road. Dawn wasn’t a big fruit eater, but she wasn’t about to complain. Even a banana now would do the job of staving off her hunger pangs.

She retrieved her phone as Ryan pulled over and obediently helped Bella from the rear seat. Rusty whined. Greta growled.

There was a chuckle in Dawn’s voice as she answered.

‘Detective Grave speaking.’

‘Detective. It’s Reynolds. We got a hit on some CCTV footage.’

Dawn pulled her notepad from her top pocket.

‘Who? Where?’

‘There’s a service station, off the main road. Trucks use it quite a bit and they have excellent coffee.’

‘Where Reynolds?’

‘Lakeland, off Foyster Drive, opposite the caravan park.’

‘Got it. Who did you find?’

‘We’ve got two hits. Tina Farrell’s vehicle on Thursday morning, not sure if she was coming or going from Cooktown. Then Constable Craig’s early this morning.’

‘How did you find that? Does the station have monitored CCTV?’

‘No. I called around. Gave a description of the vehicles along with Farrell and Craig. The owner thought he remembered Farrell. So he went back through the CCTV for me. He’s a lovely guy.’

‘Great work Reynolds.’

‘Ah Detective?’

‘Yes?

‘Are you heading back to Cooktown yet?’

‘Yes. We’ll call into Lakeland on the way.’

There was a silence, then Dawn heard Reynolds take a deep breath.

‘What is it Reynolds?’

‘It might be nothing, but I’ve been through our victim’s financials. I found her merchant services account and other than a few charges, there isn’t much going into the yoga business.’

‘So Farrell lied about using our victim’s account for her clients then?’

‘Looks like it. But I found something else?’

‘What?

‘One of the charges to Jane Nichols’ yoga studio was quite large so I ran a search on the credit card holding and it comes up with a Cooktown address.’

Dawn could hear Reynolds typing on her keyboard. ‘I did a search on the owner of the address, and he has customised Cooktown number plates.’

‘Well done, Reynolds. Get all the info together but don’t interview anyone. Got it? Not until I’m back.’

‘Of course, but can I come with you? I’d really like to see this one through.’

There was a tone to Reynold’s voice Dawn knew only too well. It sounded like her over fifteen years ago.

‘You got it Reynolds. But can you do me a favour first?’

‘Sure. What do you need?’

‘I need you to call my sister for me.’

Dawn outlined her plan to escape Lisa’s wrath. The old Queenslander was full to the brim already, and now she was bringing home an extra. But it was the two dogs Dawn was really concerned about. She knew how she’d feel if the roles were reversed.

Lisa was going to be more fuming.
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Ryan’s Mustang scraped its belly as he navigated the narrow, rough track. Trees crowded the entrance to her family home. A month ago, she would have given anything to be somewhere else, but today, as the two-storey building, with worn and faded paintwork came into view, her heart skipped a beat.

Her niece waved from the balcony before leaping to the stairs—her blonde ringlets flying behind her like the golden Labrador’s ears when Ryan let his window down moments earlier. The dog drooled on his shoulder as he leant over to stick his head out the opening. The little girl squealed when she spotted the dog’s head, tongue lolling, lips smiling.

‘Auntie Dawn. It’s Auntie Dawn Mummy and she’s got a dog!’

That was one of Dawn’s questions answered. Abby didn’t seem the least bit upset she was bringing a dog home.

Wait until she sees the chihuahua, Dawn thought.

Now to see what the six-year-old thought of the cranky old woman they tore from her home a few hours earlier.

Abby hopped from one foot to the other as Ryan stepped out of the vehicle. Rusty leapt over the seat and out the door, running a wild circle around the car before returning to Abby, tail wagging, hips with it.

‘For the love of...’ Lisa appeared on the balcony, wiping her hands with a dish cloth. Ranger Michael two steps behind her as usual.

Dawn waved.

‘I’ll explain. Did Reynolds call you?’

Lisa handed the towel to Michael and started down the stairs.

‘She did, but she mentioned a guest, not a dog.’

Dawn flipped her seat over and held her hands out to accept Greta from Mrs Lundstrom.

‘What, two dogs!’

Dawn cringed, then put the dog on the ground, turning to assist Mrs Lundstrom from the back seat. The task proved more difficult than expected. After three hours cramped in the backseat, the old woman’s legs weren’t too steady. Ryan climbed back into the car and slid the seat as far forward as possible. Dawn levered the woman out with a grunt.

Bella scowled at Dawn before smoothing her floral dress down and turning to face Abby and Lisa with an expression Dawn hadn’t seen yet. The woman’s eyes twinkled, her lips curved at the edges and the first words out of her mouth nearly floored Dawn.

‘I’m so grateful you offered your lovely house.’

Lisa turned back to the wall of replaced cladding Dawn was yet to paint, then returned her gaze to Dawn, a question in her eyes.

Dawn started the introductions.

‘Mrs Lundstrom...’

‘I told you Luv.’ She waved her hand dismissively at Dawn, then turned her attention to Lisa. ‘Call me Bella.’ Reaching out, she clasped Lisa’s hand in both of hers and squeezed. Then half bent over toward Abby ‘And what’s your name sweetheart?’

Dawn was sure the old lady would have dropped to her haunches to speak with Abby if it weren’t for the cramped ride in Ryan’s car.

‘My name’s Abby and this is my mummy and up there is,’ Abby leant closer, mouth behind her hand, ‘is her boyfriend.’ She whispered in the way six-year-old girls do.

Dawn glanced up to see Michael chuckling, no doubt pleased Abby was accepting him into her life.

‘Well dinner is nearly ready. Why don’t you all freshen up? I’m so sorry about the stairs Bella.’ Lisa held her hand out to assist the woman.

Bella waved it away with a smile.

‘That’s fine Luv. I’m old, not decrepit. Still spritely enough to make it up a few stairs.’

Lisa hovered, arms at the ready as the older woman mounted the first step. Dawn quietly gave herself a pat on the back for having mended each and every one of those damn treads or Mrs Lundstrom would have fallen on her arse with the first one.

No one else seemed to notice her handy work.

Ryan followed her with Bella’s bag as Abby led Rusty and Greta to a bowl of water, then gave Rusty the grand tour of the understorey workshop and storage area.

Dawn doubted the dog was planning on staying downstairs, but where the dogs slept was Lisa’s call, not hers. The old Queenslander might officially be theirs, left to them when her father died, but it was Lisa who stayed in Cooktown and had lived there all her life.

Dawn met Lisa at the top of the stairs as Michael guided Bella inside.

‘Give her my bed. We won’t stay. I’ve got a case on the go and the team is waiting for us at the station.’

‘You still have to eat.’

‘We picked up some fruit on the way.’

‘But I’ve got news I wanted to tell you about. Come and eat.’

‘News?’

Dawn’s stomach tensed. Something in her sister’s eyes said the news might be a shock.

‘Don’t tell me you’re pregnant.’

Her sister slapped her arm lightly.

‘Dawn!’

Ryan returned to the deck after dropping off the bag. A frown joined his eyebrows.

‘You ready?’ he asked.

Dawn waved him to the car.

‘Give me a second. I’ll be down.’

She watched Ryan a moment, then turned to Lisa.

‘If you’re not pregnant, what’s so urgent?’

Lisa’s chest rose more than once as she composed herself. Dawn could see the thoughts running through her sister’s mind.

‘It’s about Fraser’s case.’

Dawn swallowed but said nothing. The case had been under investigation for nearly a month now, but even if they reopened it, there was very little evidence to go on after all these years.

‘What’s up?’ Dawn could hear the nerves in her voice.

‘The Coronial Inquest on his exhumation is in.’

All Dawn could think of was why no one had mentioned it to her. Surely Sergeant Martin knew about it.

As if reading her thoughts, Lisa carried on explaining.

‘They rang me at lunchtime. I was finishing up early so I could get Abby from school while you were working.’

‘Lisa, just tell me. What did they find?’

‘I don’t understand all the guff, but the coroner officially re-opened the case.’

‘Did she tell you under what grounds?’

Lisa shook her head.

‘Don’t worry. I’ll find out.’ She gripped her sister’s forearm.

‘Auntie Dawn. Come on. It’s dinner time.’ Abby appeared from behind them. Obviously unaware of the gravity of the adult conversation happening under her nose.

‘It’s okay Abby. Auntie Dawn has to get to work. We’ll save her and Clint something to eat.’ Lisa took her daughter’s hand and guided her inside.

As she closed the door, she caught Dawn’s eye. Her sister’s expression reflected the feelings rolling around Dawn’s stomach. They’d waited all their adult life to make everyone believe the truth they’d known all along.

Fraser didn’t kill himself.
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Chapter 30

Dawn slipped into the front seat, her mind numb, her body working on autopilot.

‘Are you okay? Ryan studied her expression, hand on the keys in the ignition.

She contemplated off-loading to her new partner how she was feeling about Lisa’s news, but now wasn’t the time. He’d find out soon enough.

‘All good. Let’s get to the station. Reynolds said she’s found a link between Jane Nichols and a local with a Cooktown custom number plate.’

Ryan reversed the car without another word, but his eyes flicked back to her as soon as they turned from her driveway onto the road.

‘You can stay with me tonight.’

Dawn balked.

‘I mean, if the old lady and the dogs and the kid are all too much for you. There’s a spare room in the apartment.’

Dawn recalled the view from the balcony and the kiss she never should have let happen.

‘Is that the same one you stayed in last time?’ Her voice was too casual, even to her own ears.

‘Yep. I heard you offer your bed to the old biddy.’

‘Call her Bella. I think she’ll kick you in the shins if you don’t. Did you see how she turned on the charm with Abby?’

‘And she said I was putting on the charm.’

Ryan parked outside the station. Dawn scanned the looming dark clouds through the windscreen.

‘We better make a run for it.’ She pointed to the sky as she slammed the Mustang door, slung her bag across her body and sprinted for the station entrance without waiting for a reply.

She sensed Ryan behind her as she pushed the glass door open. The foyer was empty. Behind the reception desk sat an officer she didn’t recognise.

‘Can I help you?’

‘Detectives Grave and Ryan.’ She patted her pants for her ID, but Ryan’s appeared before she retrieved hers.

‘Oh. Sorry. We’ve not met.’ The officer rounded the counter, hand outstretched. ‘I’m Constable Brett Chung.’ His eyes smiled with his lips.

‘Pleased to meet you, Chung. You’re new?’ Dawn accepted his hand. Ryan followed.

‘Just transferred from Darwin.’

‘So the sticky summer isn’t a shock?’

‘No Ma’am.’

‘Call me Detective or Dawn. I’m not your boss or your mother.’ She smiled to take the edge from her words.

Was she irritated about being surrounded by so many young constables? Apart from the sergeant and the senior constable, Dawn was beginning to believe she was the oldest member of staff. It wasn’t a comforting thought.

The young officer grinned. Returning to the counter, he buzzed them through to the rear. ‘Sergeant is expecting you. He said to go straight through to his office.’

‘Will do.’ Dawn opened the hallway door. ‘Thanks Chung.’

‘Pleased to meet you Detective.’

Dawn stepped through. Ryan right behind.

‘He was flirting.’

Dawn ignored him as she knocked on the first door to the right in the hallway.

‘I noticed.’

The door opened, preventing Ryan from going on about Dawn encouraging him.

‘Grave, Ryan. Get in here.’ Sergeant Martin held the door and stepped aside. ‘I’ve been holding Reynolds back all afternoon and I’m running out of excuses.’

Dawn smiled. ‘I told her she could come with me when I conduct the interview.’

Sergeant Martin opened the door on the other side of his office and led them through to the team office beyond. A murder board was front and centre, next to his office door. Reynolds and Jamison glanced up from their desks as she and Ryan entered. Dawn glanced around for the Senior Constable, but he wasn’t in the room.

The sergeant waved at a photo on the board.

‘I bet Reynolds didn’t tell you who the suspect is?’

‘No.’ Dawn turned to study it.

‘This is Les Richardson, a prominent art dealer from Sydney.’

Dawn approached the board.

‘And he lives in Cooktown?’ She tried not to sound surprised.

‘Part time. Yes. Flies into the local airport in his own private plane. Keeps his Aston Martin garaged and fuelled nearby, ready and waiting for the flick of his fingers.’

‘You sound jealous.’ Dawn leant against Reynolds’ desk.

The sergeant put his finger and thumb together and opened a gap.

‘Just a tad.’

‘So you want me to tread lightly?’

‘If it’s not too much to ask.’

‘Good luck with that,’ Ryan chuckled.

Dawn scowled. Then turned back to the Sergeant.

‘He’s only a person of interest at the moment and judging by what you just said, he might not even have been in the car when it visited the Nichols’ beach house.’

‘Exactly.’ The sergeant returned to the doorway leading to his office. ‘Reynolds, get your skates on.'

The young constable hopped to her feet and shimmied around her desk.

‘Ready when you are Detective.’

Dawn glanced at Ryan.

‘You still riding shotgun?’

‘You bet.’

‘Then we better take a police cruiser because I don’t think Reynolds’ legs are going to squeeze into the back of your muscle car.’

Ryan scrutinised Reynolds’ height, then glanced at Jamison who was over a foot taller than Dawn.

‘Reynolds maybe. Jamison, no way.’

Jamison screwed up his nose.

‘Very funny.’

Reynolds crossed the room, plucked a set of keys off the keyring near the senior constable’s desk and turned with a broad grin on her face.

‘I need to grab my utility vest and sign my weapon out. I’ll meet you out front.’

‘Where’s the senior?’ Dawn resisted the temptation to refer to him as Constable Constable. The guy didn’t exactly like her at the best of times. Now wasn’t the time to make fun of his last name.

Reynolds started down the hallway leading to the locker room. Jamison glanced up from his desk to answer her question.

‘No idea. He got a call earlier today. Seemed a bit rattled and took off shortly afterwards without a word.’

Dawn was about to ask more questions, but Sergeant Martin’s door opened. The pensive expression he wore set Dawn on edge.

‘Dawn. Can I see you a minute?’

‘Sure.’ She entered, Ryan behind her, until the sergeant put his hand on her partner’s chest.

‘This is private mate. Dawn can loop you in.’

Ryan frowned as Dawn realised this was about Lisa’s news. Turning, she touched his arm. ‘I think I know what it’s about. I’ll tell you later.’ He didn’t back out of the office. ‘I promise.’

Ryan’s nostrils flared, then he nodded and backed out of the doorway. As Dawn closed the door, she noted the concern in his eyes.

Taking a steadying breath, she reminded herself her long service leave would be up in six weeks. She was only staying until Fraser’s case was reopened and the house was liveable.

But something in Ryan’s eyes, and the vision of Abby standing on the veranda, frantically waving to her Auntie Dawn stabbed at her heart.

The Sergeant flicked the venetian blinds closed, shutting out any prying eyes, then turned to Dawn.

‘Dawn. The Coroner’s Office phoned a few minutes ago. Her findings are in and she’s reopening the investigation into Fraser’s death.’

The sergeant rounded his desk. Dawn pulled a chair out and sat on the edge.

‘Lisa told me before I came down.’

‘Dawn I’m so sorry. If we stuffed this up back then, it’s on me.’

‘No. It’s on the sergeant at the time and the detectives who didn’t do their due diligence.’

Sergeant Martin leant over his desk, hand outstretched like he was trying to reach Dawn.

‘Still. You came to me. You told me about your suspicions.’

Dawn slumped back in the chair.

‘I’ve been telling everyone for years. So has Lisa.’ She waved her hand. ‘I don’t really hold anyone responsible Ross.’ She used his first name, hoping to make it less formal. ‘Just Fraser’s killer. I’m relieved we’ll get a run at the case now.’

The sergeant slid back in his chair, his shoulders hunched and for the first time since returning to Cooktown, Dawn noticed the grey at his temples.

‘That’s the thing Dawn.’

Her stomach knotted.

‘What?’

‘Coroner’s directed Queensland Police to ensure you stay out of the investigation.’

She jumped to her feet.

‘What?’

‘And the Senior too.’

That must have been why he stormed out earlier. She began pacing.

‘Just because I’m related to the victim and the Senior is connected through the suicide letter, the one we know Fraser didn’t write remember, doesn’t mean we can’t be impartial and do our jobs.’ Dawn’s voice sounded high pitched, even to her own ears.

A shadow hovered outside the sergeant’s window. Ryan must have heard her elevated voice.

Sergeant Martin rose, rounded the desk and sat on it facing Dawn.

‘We know Fraser didn’t kill Tracey, but her name was in the suicide note. The Senior is Tracey’s uncle, and you know he became a cop because of Tracey’s murder. Queensland Police, my bosses, yours now, aren’t open to negotiation on this. Dawn...’

He used her name hoping she’d look at him, but she couldn’t. She was too angry to think.

‘Dawn. I’m sorry. It’s out of my hands.’

She swore under her breath. For two decades all she wanted was to clear her brother’s name and find his killer. If it wasn’t for last month’s case where Tracey Warren’s murderer was finally found and locked up, the local cops would still be none the wiser.

Now she was going to have to sit on the sidelines and watch another mismanaged investigation into Fraser’s death.

‘But...’ His tone gave Dawn a shred of hope. ‘I think I managed to get someone we can trust into the investigation.’ The sergeant smiled.

Dawn’s heart jumped along with her stomach.

‘Who?’

A knock on the sergeant’s door startled her.

Sergeant Martin pointed to the door.

‘Come in Ryan.’

Ryan stepped in and opened his mouth, but the sergeant interrupted him.

‘Did you get a call from the coroner’s office?’

A grin split his lips.

‘I certainly did.’

Dawn almost leapt at her new partner. She couldn’t exactly say why, but Ryan was the one person she knew she could trust with this investigation. Now this tied them together on so many levels.

‘So rack off you two.’ The sergeant waved his hand toward the open doorway. ‘Ryan, we’ll go over the case notes tomorrow morning early. For now, get over to Mr Richardson’s place. Reynolds has the address.’

Dawn turned, a mix of excitement and apprehension hit her like a double-shot cocktail.

‘And Grave,’ she turned back at the tone in the sergeant’s voice, ‘remember, prominent art dealer. Play nice.’
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Reynolds drove the police Landcruiser while Dawn got her bearings. Ryan didn’t appear happy with the backseat but knew better than to complain.

As the constable turned the vehicle onto a dirt track a few hundred metres from the lookout, Dawn frowned.

‘I didn’t know anyone lived out this way. Thought it was National Park.’

Reynolds kept her eyes on the smooth track. Gumtrees, remnant mango trees full of fruit and tropical vines and undergrowth closed in around them as the track turned into a sandy single lane road.

‘Most of it is, but this acreage is privately owned.’

The vehicle lurched. Ryan grunted as his head hit the roof despite the seatbelt.

‘Lucky we didn’t bring my Mustang.’

‘Not far now.’

Reynolds grinned in the rearview mirror as Ryan rubbed his head.

Dawn gaped as an expansive estate come into view, but it was nothing compared to the fabulous view of the ocean.

A large two-storey octagonal building sat amongst gumtrees and palms. Walkways covered in iron roofs and paved with decking stretched out like octopus’ arms, leading to Fijian style bungalows complete with thatched roof and timber-louvre windows.

‘Is this a resort?’ Dawn asked.

‘I don’t think so. Richardson is a multi, multi-millionaire from all accounts.’

‘From art?’ Ryan’s tone matched Dawn’s scepticism.

No one got this rich from art.

Reynolds steered the police vehicle around a central garden of palms and brightly coloured pots overflowing with Cooktown Orchids.

As they drew to a stop, a man wearing a white sarong and hat appeared on the veranda. For a moment Dawn thought it might be Richardson, but the dark complexion and oriental features weren’t what she was expecting.

When he stepped up to open the door, she knew he wasn’t the owner.

He tipped his head as Dawn stepped out.

‘Officers, Mr Richardson be expecting you.’

His accent was faintly familiar. Malaysian or Indonesian, Dawn couldn’t be sure. But his slight frame and short stature were consistent with either.

She glanced at Ryan who stepped out the back seat waving the man’s hand away as he attempted to close the door behind him.

‘Follow me.’ The man stepped away without waiting to see if they followed. He spoke with his back toward them. ‘How I introduce you.’

‘We’ll make the introductions if you don’t mind.’ Dawn kept her tone neutral, but clear.

The man stopped outside a pair of timber-framed double glass doors and smiled knowingly.

‘As you wish.’ He opened the right door and held it for them to enter. Reynolds scurried up to join them, slipping inside as the manservant closed the door. He studied her with squinting eyes.

‘She’s with us.’ Dawn waved Reynolds forward.

‘As you wish.’

The tone didn’t sound anything like a diligent butler or personal assistant. On the contrary, Dawn struggled to ignore the slight mocking.

He gestured for them to follow him down the hall. As he turned and gave them his back once more, Dawn glanced at Ryan who shrugged like it was normal behaviour. For him it might be. Being related to the Tenneson family and growing up with money was a far cry from her background.

All the pomp and ceremony seemed out of place in Cooktown. Dawn wondered why the man would set up his holiday home here, when there were so many popular places like Coffs Harbour, Byron Bay, Noosa or Port Douglas to choose from.

Modern artwork adorned the walls—out of place considering the tropical Fijian style décor.

They passed closed doors either side of the hallway and Dawn wondered over the design. Most opulent homes opened immediately into a huge living space, but this was different. The ambience of the wide passage gave a museum vibe, while the side rooms made her think of a Japanese bath house.

The assistant stopped at the end and waited for them to catch up.

‘You sure I no announce you?’

Dawn opened her mouth with a quick retort on her lips, but Ryan interrupted.

‘This isn’t a royal gala mate. You were advised we were coming, so we’ll make our own introductions.’

‘As you wish.’ He propelled the heavy timber doors, entered and almost bowed. Dawn stifled a laugh. ‘Sir. The police are here, and they give me no names.’

The man sitting on a wide daybed waved his hand in the air dismissively.

‘It’s fine Ketut. Grab some refreshments.’

Dawn interrupted.

‘That won’t be necessary Mr Richardson. We won’t take up too much of your time.’

‘Nonsense.’ He waved his hand to send his servant on his way. ‘Ketut.’

At least Dawn knew his nationality now. Ketut was an Indonesian name for the fourth born son and she wasn’t aware of its use in Malaysia.

‘I’m Detective Grave, this is Detective Ryan and I understand you spoke with Constable Reynolds earlier.’

‘Lovely to put a face to the name.’

The man’s hazel eyes sparkled at Reynolds. The young officer glanced at her feet as her cheeks blushed. Mr Richardson then turned his gaze on Dawn, and she noted the gold flecks in his eyes.

Her focus was drawn from his eyes to his bare chest. She guessed his age, mid-fifties, but his physique said otherwise. His body was taut and tanned, his chest smooth and oiled.

Ryan cleared his throat. Dawn’s eyes returned to Richardson’s.

‘We won’t take up too much of your time. Just a few questions about your relationship with Jane Nichols.’

‘The dead girl. Sad to hear.’

It was a strange way to describe a victim, but Dawn carried on.

‘You’ve heard about the murder then?’

‘Murder?’ Richardson’s hand landed on that bare bronze chest. ‘I thought it was an accident.’

‘She went missing from Newell Beach and ended up at the Keatings Lagoon. We are fairly certain foul play is involved.’

‘Of course. Of course.’ He finally sat forward on the daybed. ‘What makes you think I knew the girl?’

There it was. Dawn suppressed a smile.

‘Your car was seen entering the Nichols’ family holiday home in Newell Beach the day before Jane went missing. Thursday before last.’

‘Ah. Yes. Ketut would have been driving.’

Of course he was, Dawn thought but said nothing. Instead, she waited. Suspects often spoke into silence if given the chance.

Dawn saw Reynolds open her mouth to speak. She cleared her throat and glared at the inexperienced officer. Reynolds rolled her lips and dropped her eyes back to her feet.

‘And why was Ketut at the beach house?’

The corners of Richardson’s mouth curved and Dawn’s skin tingled, but the expression was gone in a heartbeat.

‘I was hosting a yoga retreat for some of my clients. She was running the retreat.’

‘Artists or buyers?’

Dawn thought about Tina. About how her car had been seen on CCTV footage at the service station inside their death window.

‘Both.’

‘Did Tina Farrell attend?’

‘As a matter of fact, she did. How did you know?’

Dawn shrugged.

‘We’ll need a list of all your guests Mr Richardson.’

‘I’m afraid you’ll need a court order before I can share my guest list Detective. Some of my clients are very prominent businesspeople and they value their privacy.’

Dawn tongued her cheek as she considered how to get the list without jumping through hoops and waiting for a warrant.

It was Ryan who spoke into the silence.

‘We could do that and get a warrant to search the premises while we are here.’

Dawn glanced at Ryan. The slightest grin hovered on his lips. Reynolds on the other hand wore a cheshire-cat smile.

‘That won’t be necessary.’ Richardson waved as Ketut returned with a tray of glasses and a platter of sliced fruit.

‘Ketut. Get a list of the yoga retreat guests for these lovely detectives.’ He rose and stretched with an exaggerated yawn. ‘If you don’t mind. I’ll be taking a quick dip now.’ He untied his loose-fitting yoga pants and Dawn suppressed an audible laugh.

Reynold gasped, then gaped.

The eccentric art dealer strutted to a wall of glass, slid it aside and strolled to the edge of a crystal blue pool surrounded by sandstone pavers and overgrown potted ferns.

He stopped at the edge, toes dangling, then turned. ‘You’re welcome to finish the refreshments while you wait.’ Then he dove into the pool.

Ryan swore under his breath.
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Ryan dragged his door closed with a thud.

‘Pompous arse.’

Dawn eased her seatbelt out and grinned.

‘Nice arse it was too,’ Reynolds snorted as she turned the key and the motor fired up.

‘At least we got a list of his guests,’ she offered as she steered the car from the smooth driveway back to the rugged track.

‘You and Jamison go over those names when we get back. I want a statement from each of them explaining exactly when and where they last saw our victim and if they noticed Tina Farrell at the event.’

‘You got it Detective.’

‘And we need a background check on Richardson. No one makes that sort of money dealing in art.’

‘Unless it’s the stolen kind,’ Ryan offered.

‘An angle worth investigating. He certainly didn’t want us pulling a search warrant.’ Dawn glanced over her shoulder. ‘Nice call by the way.’

‘Thought it might do the trick.’

Dawn focussed out the windscreen as the bushland gave way to old Queenslander homes and lush tropical gardens.

‘So, we know Jane was here Thursday. Ketut picked her up to run the yoga clinic, explaining the charges on our victim’s merchant account. Our window for her death is wider now, so it’s possible Jane didn’t run the clinic or if she did, she might not have been there long before she was killed.’

‘So our suspect pool is now widened to everyone on this list.’ Ryan held up the piece of paper Ketut gave them.

‘That’s assuming everyone who attended was added to the list.’ Dawn glanced back at Ryan. ‘We should also check out Ketut. But it won’t be easy without his last name.’

Ryan leant forward and stopped as his seatbelt grabbed.

‘Rich arseholes like Richardson claim everything they can on tax. My bet is Ketut is on the payroll. Shouldn’t be too hard to track through the taxation office.’

‘That’s providing he’s not illegal.’

‘Good thing I got a photo of him then.’ Reynolds focussed on the road as Dawn and Ryan glanced her way. She noticed them staring. ‘What? No one pays any attention to a police officer when there are two detectives in the room.’

‘Is that why you went to ask a question?’

Dawn was ready to reprimand the young constable, but she planned to do it in private. Now, as she watched the woman suppress a grin, she had to admire the distraction.

Dawn patted Reynolds on the shoulder. ‘Well done, Reynolds. We’ll run him through immigration when we get back to the station.’

Ryan flopped back in his seat.

‘I’m wondering why an art dealer sets up a holiday home in Cooktown.’

‘I was wondering the same thing. And what’s the real connection between him and Jane Nichols? Did Tina recommend her friend for the yoga retreat? And if so, why didn’t Tina mention where our victim actually went missing from. And Rusty ...’

Dawn couldn’t get the dog out of her head.

Ryan’s voice dragged her from theorising further.

‘We won’t know unless we track her down. We know Tina Farrell and Constable Craig are friends. And where does Jane Nichols fit in? Are they all more than friends? This could be a love triangle gone bad.’

Reynolds parked outside the station as another torrent of rain began to fall.

‘Does it matter? They are both missing.’ She switched off the motor and the windows began to fog up instantly.

‘According to Parker, so is Tenneson.’ Dawn searched the vehicle for an umbrella, suddenly wishing she’d grabbed her coat before they left. She’d forgotten how the tropics could dish out volatile weather. One minute it was sunny and steamy, the next it was grey and pouring.

‘There’s wet weather coats in the back.’ Reynolds pointed and Ryan turned to peer over the back seats.

‘When did Tenneson go missing?’

Ryan’s voice was muffled as he pulled two dark blue rain jackets from the back and handed them to Dawn and Reynolds.

‘Don’t know exactly but it seems Parker decided to see if Tenneson was where he said he was.’ Dawn was surprised the detective went out of her way to follow up. Maybe she needed to try to start fresh with the woman.

‘Good on her. But if Tenneson is gone, maybe he’s Richardson’s link to Jane? Was the art dealer on the campaign donor list? Ryan reached back for another coat coming up empty.

Reynolds shimmied into the coat, then turned to Ryan.

‘Not that I noticed.’

‘We need to go over this inside.’ Dawn flipped the hood over her head. ‘Let’s grab some food. Looks like it’s going to be a long night of checking out witness statements.’

‘We’ve still got the CCTV footage from the Lakeland service station to go through,’ Ryan offered as he rose to his knees to peer over the seat.

Dawn glanced at Reynolds. ‘Good job on the distraction. I thought you were going to put your foot in it for a second.’

The young constable blushed. ‘I nearly did, but when Richardson stopped looking at me, I saw Ketut coming back with the tray and he seemed distracted. I snapped a shot.’

‘I’m glad you were honest with me Reynolds. You’ve got great potential, but you’ve got a lot to learn. Still. That photo could be exactly what we need.’

Dawn turned and opened the door, not wanting to embarrass the constable or force her to say anything. As she bolted through the pouring rain, feet splashing water in the air with every step, she recalled her first few years on the police force and how she wished she’d had a female detective to help her along the way.

Back then, women were rare and those who made it to detective were tough, hardworking, unforgiving women. Even when Dawn came up through the ranks, it was a difficult slog most of the way.

Now, if she could give a helping hand to talented officers like Reynolds and the young Constable Williams she met in Coober Pedy, then she would.

Female officer quotas were one thing. Getting the right people into the right job was another thing altogether.

She flung the station door open. Ryan arrived a fraction of a second behind her, dripping wet. Water ran from his fingers as he flicked his arms in front of him. A puddle at his feet formed on the lino floor. The new officer Chung shook his head in mild disgust.

‘What! There were only two bloody coats in the car and there’s nowhere outside to drip dry.’

Dawn wanted to laugh, but Ryan’s face was crestfallen.

Reynolds drew up behind Dawn.

‘Follow me. We’ve got a tack room for all this stuff.’

Ryan rolled his eyes.

‘Alright for you two. What am I going to do? Stick my head under the toilet hand dryers?’ No one replied as he trudged along toward the door. Chung waved them through with a wicked smile.

Dawn stopped in the doorway.

‘I know this isn’t exactly your job, but can you order a load of pizzas for the team? I have no idea what everyone eats, but we’ve got a ton of paperwork to sift through and it’s going to keep everyone here late.’

‘No problem. I’ll dial it up now.’ Chung waved her on.

Dawn’s stomach growled as she followed Ryan and Reynolds down the hall and into a locker room. As she peeled her soaking wet jacket off, all she could think about was where Tina Farrell could be and was she in danger, or involved in her friend’s murder.

Things weren’t adding up and every time she tried to make them, Tina’s statement—the dog walk—the dog being tied up at the beach a day after Jane left with Ketut... Nothing was making sense.
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The smell of pizza lingered in the office. Dawn rose, stretched and crossed the room to the boxes laid out on the senior constable’s desk. It seemed the right spot for them, considering the man hadn’t returned to work since he got the call about Fraser’s case.

The fact annoyed her to no end. They were short staffed, with a load of legwork that needed to be done and the one man who could help her organise the constables was missing.

She opened the first carton to find a vegetarian pizza, but decided she ate enough vegetarian at Lisa’s place. Her sister never ate meat and while Dawn respected her sister’s choice, she was a carnivore through and through.

As she opened the meat lover’s box, her stomach made the decision for her. Reaching for the last piece, she turned to find Ryan hovering at her shoulder.

‘Did you want this one?’ She held the piece of pizza out. He shook his head, but something in his eyes made her stop and study him. ‘What’s up?’

‘Nothing.’ He brushed past her to make his selection. ‘Have we got Tina and Craig’s financials back yet?’

‘No. I’ll chase them up.’ Dawn studied Ryan’s back a moment, before crossing the room and drawing up alongside Jamison. She still didn’t have a Queensland Police log-on, so she delegated the task.

‘I’ll see what’s happening.’ Jamison typed with unexpected proficiency. It was a vast difference from Ryan’s hunt and peck method, but these kids were cops of a different era.

Touch typing was likely a prerequisite with the amount of computer-based work, data entry, surveillance and email trails they were required to follow.

At thirty-eight, she knew she was still young, but in that moment, she felt like a dinosaur. She wondered how her boss back in Adelaide managed in times like this. He, along with most of the team were in their late forties, early fifties and would have seen the massive changes in technology from the late eighties to the present day.

Now, in twenty fifteen, she could hold a computer in the palm of her hand, with a larger RAM and hard-drive capacity than Jack likely used at his Pulteney Grammar private school.

Jamison’s voice dragged her from her daydream.

‘Here. Tina Farrell’s records are in. But we are still waiting for Constable Craig’s.’ He tapped the screen. ‘Do you want me to print out what we’ve got?’

‘Yes thanks.’

Dawn waited as the laser printer fired up across the room.

‘How are we going with those witness statements?’

Jamison glanced up from his computer.

‘Most aren’t picking up. The few we’ve spoken to don’t recall seeing Jane after the first yoga class of the day.’

‘That’s strange. If it was a yoga retreat, surely, they expected more classes?’

‘You’d think so.’ Ryan spoke through a half-full mouth. ‘Unless it was more about art and less about yoga.’ His eyebrows wiggled. 

‘Stolen art you mean?’ Dawn frowned, trying to read his expression.

‘I was thinking acrobatic art. You know. Swingers party or something. You saw all those rooms set up in the house.’ He took another bite of his pizza.

‘You would go there.’ Dawn turned back to Jamison who wore a smile.

‘Find their addresses, sort them into locations and get the local police to go door knocking. Including you two if any of them live locally.’

‘On it.’ Jamison started typing.

‘Detective.’ Dawn turned to Reynolds’ voice as she collected the first print out.

‘Yes?’

‘I just got off the phone with Detective Parker in Cairns. She wanted to let you know there’s still no sign of Tenneson. They’ve checked with his electoral office staff. No one has seen him since you and Detective Ryan interviewed him at the golf course.’

‘Damn.’

‘And there’s something else.’ Reynolds waved for Dawn to come over. Ryan stuffed the last bite of his pizza in his mouth and joined her.

‘This is Richardson’s background. I’ve double checked and can’t find anything linking him to the Minister, but Ketut.’ The young officer brought up a photo on the screen, wiggling the computer cursor over it with obvious excitement.

Dawn focussed on where the little blinking arrow pointed and smiled. At least some pieces were starting to come together.

Ryan grunted and slipped his phone from his jacket pocket.

‘We need to call the AFP. Maybe the feds have some more info on him.’

‘Or maybe we have someone closer to home who can help.’ Dawn knew who she needed to call. A shame it was the last person she wanted to speak to right now.

Too much history. Too many memories. Dawn shut her eyes but knew it wouldn’t wash away the past.

‘We aren’t dealing with a Columbian crime syndicate, or even Triads. This is closer to home.’

She turned to see Ryan’s expression. A mixture of confusion and concern.

‘You call the AFP. I’ll call Rossi.’
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Dawn’s stomach churned as she tapped her ex-husband’s number into her phone. A number she’d been blissfully unaware of for nearly twenty years. When she moved to Adelaide, she wasn’t only escaping her messed up family life in Cooktown.

She was running away from one of the worst decisions she’d ever made. As she thought about Declan, a tiny piece of her heart ached for how he used to make her feel. Those days after her mother disappeared, when she was lonely, angry, abandoned.

He’d been there for her.

She held her breath as the call connected.

‘Dawn.’

His voice hadn’t changed. It stirred in places she’d locked and thrown away the key to years ago. Ryan glanced her way as she opened her mouth to speak. His eyes drilled into hers with unasked questions.

He wanted to know if she was okay. She couldn’t answer him. She simply didn’t know.

She smiled and turned away so he couldn’t overhear her conversation while he waited on hold with the AFP.

‘Rossi. We need some intel, and you seem like the quickest option.’ She knew her tone was curt. It needed to be. There was absolutely no way she wanted to open an old wound like the one Rossi left her with.

‘Ah.’ He hesitated but recovered quickly. ‘What’s up?’

‘We’ve got a local here with an Indonesian manservant who seems off. We’ve run his face through immigration, and it popped. Ryan is on the phone to AFP now, but I think this could be linked to drugs.’

‘And you think old habits die hard.’

‘You said it Rossi, not me.’

She heard him huff on the other end of the line. A stab of guilt swept over her, but it was quickly followed by a vivid memory of pain. She forced herself to stay the course.

‘You went off the rails Rossi.’ She hurried away from Reynolds and Jamison. Leaving Ryan still on hold. ‘If anyone has connections in the drug game, it’s you. You found those bikie mug shots quick enough.’  

‘I recognised the tattoo and knew where to look. It was a lucky break. That life was a long time ago Dawn. I can’t say sorry often enough, but I gave it away when you left.’

‘Don’t mind if I don’t believe you Rossi. Why didn’t you tell me you were on the job?’

She shook herself. Why on earth did she ask that question? She didn’t want to know. She wanted to forget.

A creaking door and the sound of water told her Rossi was trying to find a quiet place.

‘I should have told you, but I wasn’t allowed to. It’s in the past Dawn. I admit I got addicted to the life. As soon as the investigation wound up, I quit the stuff, cleaned up and I’ve been straight ever since.’

A toilet flushing snapped her back to reality.

Focus on your work Grave!

‘I’m sending you a photo. Take a look. Run it past your old pals and see what you can find out. He’s not even supposed to be in the country so I’m expecting our lead here will dry up very quickly. He’ll be on the move if he gets the slightest idea, we know who he is. We need to move fast Rossi.’

There was a moment of silence.

‘I don’t have any pals, not ones I’d risk showing a photo of an Indonesian drug connection to, but I’ll do some digging.’

‘That’s all I can ask.’

Dawn pulled the phone from her ear to end the call, but stopped when she heard his voice call her name once more.

‘What?’

‘I know it doesn’t mean much now. But I was out of it. I had to have been to do what I did and make you leave.’

‘The photo is on the way Rossi.’

Dawn ended the call, her hand shaking, her heart racing. It didn’t matter if he was telling the truth. She’d lived through his addiction. He was in deep, too deep. There was no doubt he immersed himself in the life. Prostitutes, bikie chicks, heroin. During his time undercover, he’d learnt to take what he wanted, by force if necessary.

She didn’t want his apology. Her past was what made her who she was now. A dead-beat swim coach. A drunken father. A wife beating husband. They fuelled her drive and made her good at her job.

She was no one’s victim. She pulled her shoulders back as a hand landed lightly on her shoulder. Spinning, she nearly elbowed Ryan in the cheek, but stopped a few inches short.

Ryan stepped away with wide, questioning eyes. Every fibre of her body was taut. Relaxing the muscles of her face, she rolled her shoulders and let the memories abate with her tension.

‘What did AFP say?’

‘You first.’

‘Rossi knows a few people. He’ll see if Ketut has connections with the drugs found in our victim.’

‘AFP are aware of Ketut. They have an open investigation into drugs coming via Indonesia into Darwin and Far North Queensland.’

‘Cooktown is an easy port. Deep water access. There have been drugs found off the coast here before. Did they say if Richardson is involved?’

‘They haven’t found a link.’

Dawn made her way back to the laser printer she’d abandoned mid print.

‘That’s not an answer.’ Collecting up the financials, she scanned as she spoke. ‘We need to keep digging with Richardson.’

‘AFP told us to back off.’

‘Of course they did. But murder trumps the war on drugs. We lost years ago. Time to sign the bloody treaty and legalise the shit. Maybe then Jane Nichols would still be alive.’

‘We don’t know her death is linked to drugs.’

‘We don’t, but it’s a damn good lead.’ She opened her mouth to continue her rant, but something caught her eye. ‘Look at this.’

Ryan appeared at her side, peering where her finger pointed.

‘Whose records are those?’

‘Tina Farrell’s. We don’t have Craig’s yet.’

‘What am I looking at?’

‘If Tina came up here from Cooktown, and she stopped at the service station in Lakeland, where is the fuel charge?’ Dawn tapped the dates on the credit card statement. ‘It’s a week ago. This is up to date.’

‘She used someone else’s card, or someone else was with her?’

‘That or she paid cash.’ Dawn scanned her watch. It was after 7.00. They weren’t going to get a hold of anyone this time of night.

‘Reynolds. Jamison. Time to head home. I’d like you here at 7 a.m. sharp. Jamison. Follow up on Craig’s credit card and banking records. Put a little pressure on the bank if you must. Go over Farrell’s cash account statements and see if she withdrew any cash before leaving Newell Beach. And get those witness details out to the various stations to follow up.’

Dawn crossed the room and began stacking up pizza boxes from the Senior’s desk. If he decided to turn up for work tomorrow, the last thing he’d want to see was a mess on his desk.

‘What do you want me to do?’ Reynolds stacked papers on her desk.

‘Scan the CCTV footage to see if anyone was with Tina Farrell on the Thursday she came up for Richardson’s art retreat. It looks like it’s likely the day our victim died.

‘You got it Detective.’

Dawn tossed the cardboard boxes in the bin and headed for the door. She needed water, and rest. Her heart was pounding, her vision narrowing. She was on the verge of a panic attack, and she had no idea why.

She took another step, then her legs refused to move. Falling toward the Senior’s desk, she flattened her hands on the table and sucked in air while desperately trying to keep her balance.

‘Dawn. What’s up? What’s going on? You’ve been out of sorts all day.’ Ryan touched her arm. She snatched it away.

‘I’m fine.’ She sucked air through her nostrils and forced each breath out slowly between pursed lips. ‘I just need to get home, check on Mrs Lundstrom and get some rest. I’m running on empty.’

‘The offer still stands.’ Dawn gave him a side-eye. ‘In the spare room. I promise.’ He lifted his hands, but she focussed on his blue eyes.

He was worried about her. She tossed up her options. Peace and quiet at Ryan’s and the possibility he’d want her to explain why she was off. Or the mad house of Lisa’s place. With Abby and the dogs and Cherry the cat and Mrs Lundstrom.

Sighing. She straightened.

‘No night caps. No chats. Just a shower and sleep.’

‘Deal.’

For once, he didn’t make a wise crack. For the first time ever, she felt safe accepting his offer.
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Chapter 35

The rain eased as Ryan pressed a button on his console, opening the double garage under the apartment he’d rented. Parking the Mustang inside, he turned the motor off, but didn’t move to get out straight away.

Dawn’s mind raced. She had her go-bag in the back of his car—a weird thought filled her mind about whether she had another pair of knickers in it or not.

Shaking the idea away, she turned to open the passenger’s side door, but stopped as Ryan’s hand settled on her knee.

She closed her eyes, willing him to let go so she could get out, have her shower and hope the day would disappear into more pleasant dreams.

‘You don’t have to talk, but if you decide to, I’m here Dawn. Listening. No strings.’ Ryan removed his hand, opened his door and stepped out, rounded the back, opened the boot and retrieved their bags.

She joined him and climbed the flight of stairs from the polished concrete to the first floor of the apartment.

‘Cuppa?’

Ryan always offered alcohol. Always seemed to have an ulterior motive.

‘I’m having a hot chocolate, and I’ve got marshmallows.’ An impish grin split his lips.

‘Shower first, then yes. Thanks. I could do with something to settle my brain.’

‘Take your time.’ He waved casually on his way to the kitchen, but as Dawn turned, bag in hand to head to the bathroom, she knew his eyes followed her.

He wanted to know more. She desperately needed to keep this part of her past to herself.

Opening the bathroom door, she was greeted with ceiling high polished stone walls, brushed chrome tapware, double sinks and a thick shower-screen making the room appear larger than it was.

Plush white towels hung on the railing, touching them gave her a homely, safe feeling. As she slipped her clothes off, she could smell her own sweat. Her underwear was damp from perspiration.

She cranked the hot water tap up full, before turning to study her reflection in the mirror. Her hair needed cutting. The short style grew curly when it was in need of a cut and with the humidity, it was frizzed up and unruly. Shaking away all thought, she adjusted the shower temperature and stepped in.

The hot water seemed wrong given the humidity and outside temperature, but something about the steam rising, mirrors fogging and hot water hitting her scalp let her escape.  

She imagined herself in a day spa sauna, whiling away the stress of her day. Slipping to the bottom of the shower, she sat, water running down her face, mixing with tears she didn’t know she was shedding.

Her insides were throbbing like a festering sore, putrid, red and waiting to explode. She slowly rose, reaching for the tap, her hand shaking. It wasn’t adrenalin, fear or anxiety causing the tremors. She wanted a drink, desperately.

‘Declan,’ she whispered, then shook her head. ‘Rossi.’

He was the last person she ever expected to see in her life again. Her emotions were confused every time she heard his voice or saw his face.

No. She told herself. Take control. You’re not a victim.

She focussed on her breathing as she soaped up her body and massaged her neck. Her hands slid along her arms as she imagined Ryan’s fingers kneading her neck—his lips kissing her shoulders. Forcing the image away, she focussed on finishing her shower, telling herself it was a cup of chocolate then a good night’s sleep. That’s what she needed. Nothing else.

She wasn’t going to swap one addiction for another.

No alcohol. No sex. No dependency. She scolded herself.  

Drying and dressing, she took the towel with her into the living room, drying her hair as she entered. The sweet smell of chocolate guided her to the breakfast bar, where Ryan was dropping marshmallows into cups, overflowing with hot chocolate.

The curtains were drawn on the balcony windows. Ryan nodded toward them, she turned to see a fork of lightning split the sky.

‘Beautiful isn’t it?’ He handed her the drink.

‘Spectacular.’ She sipped the froth, savouring the sweetness. ‘It’s one of the things I missed most about living up here.’

Ryan rounded the kitchen bar and sat on the chrome stool next to her.

‘You planning to stay?’

She sipped another mouthful, not knowing the answer to his question.

‘I don’t know yet. Abby is fantastic. I can’t believe I missed her first six years. And Lisa...’ Dawn stopped as her heart ached, and her eyes burned.

‘You missed her.’ Ryan’s words were tender.

Dawn sniffed, drew her shoulders back and blew out a slow, controlled breath.

‘More than I thought possible.’

Ryan sipped his drink, then leant his elbows back on the counter and watched another lightning strike. Dawn did the same. The silence was pleasant, but then Dawn’s mind started playing out scenarios.

What if she told Ryan? Would he try to retaliate? How much could she share?

She sipped her chocolate. Ryan drained his, rose and went to the sink to wash the cup.

‘Time to hit the hay. I’ll see you in the morning.’ He placed his mug on the drainer and turned.

Dawn wasn’t sure when she moved, but she found her hand on his arm as he stepped away from the sink.

‘He beat me. Then he took what he wanted without permission. So I left.’

The words spilled out without emotion. She couldn’t stop them. His arms wrapped around her like her father’s used to, back before her mum left and life was good.

She knew it was stupid, but that firm hold was something she thought no longer existed.  

Ryan didn’t rant. He didn’t threaten to kill Rossi. Or make him pay. He simply rubbed her back and spoke soft words into her hair she couldn’t even understand.

Later, as she snuggled into clean sheets, she recalled his words as clear as a bell.

You’re so strong Dawn. You can do anything. You can overcome everything.
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Chapter 36

Dawn’s phone pinged as she entered the kitchen. The smell of toast made her stomach grumble.

‘Don’t know what you have on it, but we’ve got peanut butter, jam, Vegemite.’ Ryan’s tone was casual. No hint of last night’s offload.

‘Vegemite is good. Any coffee?’

‘Sorry. Out of beans, but we can grab one from the coffee shop near the Sovereign Hotel.’

‘Finding your way around then.’

Ryan shrugged. Dawn pulled her phone from her pocket.

‘Ah. Jamison’s got Constable Craig’s financials.’ She tapped out a message to say they were on their way in.

A reply came back.

See email.

Dawn frowned, opened her email account to find an attachment. Craig’s credit card statement was attached with three amounts circled.

‘Check this out.’

Ryan rounded the bench and leant over Dawn. The fresh smell of his cologne filled her nostrils.

‘What?’

‘Here,’ she pointed. ‘This is a charge on Craig’s credit card for the fuel on Thursday 8th, then there’s the charge yesterday, and...’

‘Damn, what are we waiting for?’ Ryan reached for his toast.

Dawn buttered hers, added Vegemite and scurried to follow him down the stairs to the garage.

Ten minutes later, he parked the Mustang in front of the Sovereign Hotel.

For once, Dawn was thankful they weren’t in a marked police car. The last thing they wanted was for Constable Craig to take off again.

Dawn retrieved her pocket pistol from her bag and shoved it into the back of her pants knowing it would show in her pants’ pocket.

‘You really should get a service weapon issued.’ Ryan suggested as he slipped his jacket on over his shoulder holster.

‘Then I’d have to wear a big bulky jacket like you, to hide it.’

He eyed her back with an eyebrow raised.

‘It’s not exactly invisible under your shirt you know.’

‘It is from in front. And today, that’ll do.’ She stepped out, smoothed her shirt down and closed the car door.

Ryan joined her as they jogged up the steps to the motel office entrance.

‘I still think you should get a service weapon.’

‘I haven’t had time. I’ll get one. I promise.’ She didn’t wait for a reply. She opened the glass door and a wave of cool air rushed out.

Dawn approached the counter, flipped her ID open as Ryan did the same. ‘I’m Detective Grave. This is Detective Ryan. You have someone here registered under the surname of Craig or Farrell.’

The receptionist was in her fifties. Her brown eyes studied Dawn’s a moment before she realised this wasn’t a question, and answering wasn’t an option.

She tapped keys on her computer. ‘I’ll check.’ She wriggled the mouse, then tapped some more. ‘Yes. A Mr and Mrs.’

Dawn glanced at Ryan. His eyebrows lifted. Were they actually married? How could they have missed that?

‘That’s them. What room are they in?’

‘I don’t know if I’m supposed to share private information without a warrant.’

Dawn smiled, a story developing in her head as she opened her mouth to speak.

‘Craig is one of us. He’s with the Cairns police department and we can’t reach him on his phone. We need to get him back to work. There’s been a major incident.’

The woman glanced at Ryan, who nodded with a worried expression, telling the woman the incident was indeed major.

She leant forward and whispered.

‘It’s not terrorism, is it?’

‘I’m afraid we aren’t at liberty to discuss that, but Constable Craig is required back on duty. We didn’t want to have to interrupt his honeymoon.’

‘Oh I knew they were newlyweds. That ring, and the smile on their faces was just...you know...’

Dawn didn’t, but she smiled and nodded.

‘They are in room 21, but I’d definitely knock if I were you. I think they were going to stay in, naked, for the entire week.’ The woman winked.

‘Of course.’ Dawn assured the woman knowing full well they were more likely to kick the door in than knock.

‘Down the hall, turn right, up the stairs and along the balcony. It’s about midway along.’

Dawn strode away, but stopped as Ryan tapped the counter and smiled.

‘Thanks for your help.’ The little dimple on his chin sprung to life.

Dawn rolled her eyes. It was the same charming smile he put on for Shaz and the mystery book club members at the Cooktown library. The same one he used for the school receptionist. She wondered if it was the same innocent smile he used when Lorraine Nichols and he spent a summer of debauchery together.

‘Snap out of it!’ She grumbled to herself. Ryan could smile at and sleep with whomever he wanted. It was none of her business.

‘Let’s go,’ she called and turned to follow the receptionist’s instructions. Ryan hurried up behind her.

‘It doesn’t hurt to be polite you know.’

‘She’s too old for you.’

‘I don’t know. I’m kind of partial to older women.’

Ryan’s tone said he was enjoying the conversation way too much.

‘So I’ve noticed.’  

Dawn avoided eye contact as she mounted the stairs two at a time. Ryan caught up quickly.

‘What’s the plan. Knock and enter? Kick it in?’

‘We don’t have probable cause to kick it in. He’s away from work without an explanation. That’s hardly illegal and the receptionist told us they were perfectly cosy when they checked in, so he’s not kidnapped Tina, or vice versa.’

‘I don’t know. Craig might be persuaded to play along with the right incentive.’

They reached the top of the stairs and Dawn rounded on her partner.

‘Are you saying a guy would play along with a kidnapper to give her what she wants in the hopes of getting lucky?’

‘That’s not what I said. I said he might have been under duress, not Tina. She is the dominatrix after all.’

‘But they checked in with wedding rings and played happy husband and wife. I don’t think so.’

‘Come on then. I want to know if our local boy is in on all this or just a stupid dumb twit with a crush on a dominatrix.’

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 37

Dawn spotted a cleaning cart on the balcony and pointed. Ryan nodded he understood. Passing room number 21, they stopped outside a room, door wide open.

‘Excuse me.’

A young woman in shorts and tank top jumped at the sound of Dawn’s voice.

‘Sorry. Didn’t mean to startle you.’ She flipped her ID open as the woman removed earphones. ‘I was wondering if you can knock on number 21 and see if they’ll open the door for you?’

Dawn was expecting an argument, but the tall, slim woman flipped her ponytail, yanked off her rubber gloves and tossed them on the cart.

‘Sure.’ She started walking toward the door.

‘Ah, maybe take your cart with you,’ Ryan suggested with a back handed wave. She frowned.

‘We have reason to believe a woman is being held inside against her will. We’d like a distraction,’ he carried on explaining.

The lie slipped from his lips so easily Dawn was left wondering what else Ryan might not have told her about Lorraine Nichols or his connection with this case and the Tenneson family.

The woman didn’t baulk, instead, she waved Ryan out the way of her trolley and began shoving it along the balcony toward the room. Dawn hurried past her, ducked under the window and flattened herself against the wall, hoping Craig wouldn’t see her if he snuck a peek from the window.

Retrieving her gun, she nodded to Ryan as the cleaner stopped outside the door, banging her fist with enough force to make Dawn cringe.

‘Housekeeping!’

Dawn flattened herself. Ryan did the same on the left side of the doorway. For a moment, Dawn thought no one was in, but the rattle of a door handle and security chain caught her attention.

‘Can’t you see the....’ Craig’s hand waved over the Do Not Disturb sign hanging on the doorknob.

Dawn grabbed the cleaner and pulled her away from the doorway as Ryan hip and shouldered the door wide open.

‘Police!’

‘What the!’

‘Hands where I can see them,’ Dawn yelled as she joined Ryan, gun drawn.

The constable stumbled back, hands shot to his ears, eyes wide.

‘What’s!’

‘Where’s Farrell, Craig?’

‘What the hell...’

Ryan stepped forward. Dawn kept Craig in her sights as Ryan grabbed the constable’s hands and dragged them behind his back.

As soon as he was secure, she scanned the room. The bathroom door was open, the mirror fogged up, moisture dripping from the walls.

Warily, with her back to the wall, she approached the room and eased toward the open doorway. Stopping, she listened, hearing nothing over Ryan wrestling the constable into handcuffs.

‘Tina. You need to come out.’ Dawn held her breath.

Another moment passed without a rustle or the sounds of breathing. She needed to enter, but Tina could be armed. The woman’s role in her friend’s disappearance, and subsequent murder still wasn’t clear. She could walk right into the line of fire.

Taking a breath, she ducked, shoved the door open and rounded into the room in one quick motion. The door thudded against the wall with enough force to make the shower screen wobble. Dawn aimed the barrel of her gun at empty space.

‘Clear!’ she called, before shoving her gun back into the band of her pants and turning to find Ryan steering constable Craig toward the bathroom.

‘Where is Farrell?’ she demanded.

‘Gone!’

‘Where?’

‘I can’t say.’

Ryan shoved the young officer against the wall, yanking his restrained arms up behind his back hard enough to make the guy’s shoulder crack.

‘You’re up to your neck in this Craig. Come clean now or you’ll be facing murder charges. Accessory after the fact at the very least.’

Dawn patted Ryan’s hand. He let the tension off a little as Craig groaned.

‘Look Constable,’ she adopted a smoother, calmer tone, ‘we know Tina was in Cooktown when Jane Nichols was teaching at a yoga retreat. We also know Tina took Jane’s dog for a walk after the retreat and knew Jane didn’t go missing, at least not from Newell Beach.’

Craig’s face was still firmly pressed against the bathroom wall. Dawn bent so he could see her face. ‘Tell us what’s going on. We need to know her side of the story.’

‘I don’t know anything. I’m just doing a friend a favour.’

Dawn changed tacks as Ryan turned their suspect around to face her.

‘The receptionist said you were married. Are you?’

The silence said it all. Dawn knew how to make Tina and Craig talk now. Ryan’s grin said he was thinking what she was thinking.

‘Mate, Tina could be in really big trouble. We know this is related to organised crime in some way.’ Craig’s eyes widened for a microsecond, but he recovered quickly.

Was he as stupid as he was making out to be? Dawn couldn’t be sure, but this was her only avenue of enquiry until they found a witness from the retreat.

‘We are still putting all the pieces together, but we don’t have a lot of time. The guys responsible are getting ready to bug out and Tina could be in trouble if they think she knows anything.’

Dawn put on her best worried expression, hoping the constable would buy her sincerity. But in truth, she was genuinely concerned. The photos of Tina with Tenneson suggested one thing, but the way the house was left, even if she left with Craig willingly, gave her serious concerns about Tina’s safety.

‘We know Tina was either covering for Jane or someone else.’ Dawn waited. Craig shook his head. ‘We know about her dominatrix work.’ His eyes met hers. ‘Is that why you kept the old lady’s diary, with the comings and goings of her clients?’

He shook his head. She carried on, hiding her frustration at his lack of cooperation.

‘You left Tina’s house in a hurry. We know thugs turned over the beach house after Jane’s body was found. What were they looking for? The diary?’

Craig’s shoulders began to sag. A woman cleared her throat at the doorway and Dawn forgot all about the cleaner. But as she turned, the cleaner appeared to be waiting for the popcorn to arrive.

The woman standing with her hands on her hips with a scowl was the receptionist. 

‘I don’t know what the hell is going on here Detectives, but I’ll be having a word with Sergeant Martin about this mess.’

She waved her hand around the room. Dawn followed the hand, failing to see an issue. The room was spotless, except for a lamp on the floor, still intact.

‘They said he had a girl in here against her will Mrs P., I wouldn’t have let them in otherwise.’ The cleaner leant against the door frame, waiting for the fallout.

‘She didn’t let us in, he did.’ Ryan shoved his prisoner forward.

‘Are the cuffs really necessary? Am I under arrest?’ Craig whined.

‘You’re a flight risk.’ Ryan shoved him past the two women who stepped back, frowning as he passed.  

Dawn scanned the scene one more time. The bathroom door handle might have put a hole in the wall, but the glass screen and mirror were undamaged. Craig didn’t exactly put up a fight.

‘I’m very sorry about the mess and the Cooktown station will reimburse you if anything is broken, but I’m certain nothing is.’

‘You better hope not young lady.’

Dawn rushed after Ryan as a grin split her lips.

Young lady indeed! She could live with that.
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Chapter 38

Dawn studied Craig from behind the one-way mirror. As a cop, Craig knew she’d be standing there. He glanced up and watched the glass as if to agree with her.

She turned to Ryan.

‘What’s your take on this?’

‘I don’t know. He’s not the sharpest tool in the shed, but he kept the old lady’s ...’

‘Bella’s.’

Ryan sighed.

‘Bella’s diary. Did he do it because Tina told him to? Or of his own accord? Or for someone else entirely? Richardson maybe?’

‘We’ve not found a connection between him and Richardson.’ Dawn turned and opened the adjoining room door. ‘Let’s ask him where it is. We’ll start there.’

Ryan followed.

‘Sounds like a plan.’

Sergeant Martin met them in the hallway. Dawn’s hand hovered on the interview room door.

‘He’s asked for a union rep. He won’t say anything until they arrive.’ Martin’s expression reflected Dawn’s frustration.

‘Can we still question him?’

Martin nodded to the closed door.

‘You’re welcome to try.’

Dawn began to formulate a plan in her head. Although Craig and Tina were now married, he didn’t seem concerned she could be in any danger. Was he worried enough about his job? Would he talk to save his career? It was the only leverage she had right now.

Opening the door, she was met with cold air pumping into the small room. Dawn resisted the urge to shiver as she pulled out a chair and sat. Ryan joined her, sitting next to the recording equipment.

Harsh lighting made the young constable appear pale, but Dawn wasn’t going to be soft on the man. She spoke as she shuffled papers on the table.

‘How you going mate? Need a drink before we get started?’

Craig scanned Dawn’s face as she kept the friendly smile plastered in place. His eyes darted to Ryan, still wearing the same scowl from earlier.

Craig slowly shook his head.

‘I’m fine. But I need to get out because Tina will be coming back to the motel room soon and if I’m not there, she’ll get...’ He seemed to be searching for the right word.

‘Scared?’ Dawn supplied.

‘Yeah. Scared.’

Dawn let silence hang a moment. Then asked the question niggling at her subconscious over the past few days.

‘Scared of who, Constable? Who are you running from?’

Dawn wasn’t sure if it was her instincts, or her heart telling her Tina wasn’t involved in her friend’s murder. Maybe it was wishful thinking.

Constable Craig wiped his unrestrained hands on his pants as his legs jostled beneath the table.

‘I just need to go.’

Dawn inched forward, waggling her finger for the constable to lean in, as though she were about to share a big secret.

‘I need Mrs Lundstrom’s diary first mate.’

Craig’s brow lifted. Did he really think they wouldn’t find out?

‘I know you failed to submit it into evidence at the Cairns’ station. Your boss knows too.’

Craig’s eyes landed on Ryan who nodded in agreement.

‘You’re in deep shit mate. There isn’t any easy way out of this.’ Ryan’s tone was dramatic.

Craig’s eyes darted to the door.

‘You could wait for your Union rep.’ Dawn sat back in her chair and folded her arms across her chest. ‘And I’d fully understand why you’d do that, but...’

Craig’s eyes found hers—brow furrowed. She could see he was waiting for the but. Was he ready to talk to her?

‘If you talk to us now. If you give us the diary...’ She put her elbows on the table and eased forward in her chair. ‘You could keep your job.’ She glanced at Ryan with pursed lips. ‘Maybe some disciplinary action. A course on procedure. That kind of thing.’

Silence greeted her. She waited, her heart thudding in her chest despite her calm exterior. They needed the diary.

The constable’s mouth opened and closed. He shook his head, then opened his mouth again. Nothing came out. Dawn waited as he chewed the inside of his mouth and sucked air in through his nostrils.

‘The diary. You want the diary?’

Dawn resisted the urge to slap the idiot. What a stupid question. Was he stalling for his rep? She nodded.

‘And we need Tina Farrell’s whereabouts.’

Silence hung a moment and for a second Dawn thought he’d keep quiet.

‘You’ll find them together.’

Dawn glanced at Ryan who stifled a grin. She turned back to Craig.

‘And where might that be?’

‘She took the car. I don’t know where she was going, but the diary is in the car with her.’

Dawn fought the urge to grunt out loud, but restrained herself with the knowledge that Cooktown wasn’t a big place.

There weren’t too many places Tina could go where the car wouldn’t be seen or a local wouldn’t recognise her from a description.

Dawn knew better than anyone—everyone knew everyone in a small town.

She jumped up. The constable flew back in his chair.

‘I want a full statement from you Craig. We know you are friends with Tina Farrell and our victim. Something you should have disclosed up front. You know you shouldn’t have been on this case. Did you stay quiet so you could make sure Tina wasn’t implicated? Or are you covering for someone else?’

Dawn grabbed a pad and pen and slammed them down in front of the constable. He visibly cringed, then relaxed.

‘Who did you put your career on the line for?’

He gaped at her a moment. Then his eyes seemed to clear.

‘I didn’t take the diary for Tina.’

Dawn frowned, caught Ryan doing the same, then turned back to Craig.

‘Then who the hell managed to convince you to keep evidence from being logged?’

The constable bit his lip, then pulled them together like he suddenly realised he’d said too much.

‘I’d like my union rep now thanks.’

Dawn slapped her palms flat on the table and glared at the young police officer.

‘If you are covering for a murderer Craig, all deals are off the table.’

Craig crossed his arms, sat back and pressed his lips so hard together he looked like a child refusing medicine.

‘Tina used your credit card to buy fuel on her way to Cooktown.’ The constable’s face twitched. ‘Were you in the car with her Constable?’

Confusion crossed Craig’s face. He shook his head, more to himself than to anyone in the room.

‘Can I speak with my union rep, please.’

Dawn shoved the pad toward Craig. ‘One chance mate. That’s all you get.’ She turned and stormed from the interview room, vaguely aware of Ryan recording an end note to the interview before joining her.

Thoughts jumbled around her head. Who the hell was he covering for if it wasn’t Tina? As the door closed on the interview room, Dawn rounded on Ryan.

‘We need to find out who else this kid knows.’

‘You got that right.’ Ryan followed Dawn down the hall and around the corner into the office.

Reynolds snapped to attention as soon as she saw them.

‘Detectives!’

Dawn sat on the corner of the closest desk.

‘What you got Reynolds?’

‘I did a bit more digging, and you’ll never guess what I found.’

‘You’re right.’ Dawn struggled to keep her tone calm.

Reynolds frowned.

‘About what?’

‘I’m not guessing Reynolds.’

‘Sorry.’ Reynolds bit her lip. Jamison sniggered. Ryan cleared his throat, reminding Dawn she might need to brush up on her interpersonal skills.

‘Sorry Reynolds. Go on.’

‘I did a dig into the companies who contribute to the MP’s campaign, and it took a lot of scrounging but one of the companies is a trust. It seemed weird so I found out who the overarching company was and who the directors are and....

Dawn spun her finger in circles. ‘The point Reynolds.’

‘Yes. Sorry. The director is Richardson.’

‘The art dealer Richardson?’

‘The very same.’

Dawn turned to Ryan who was grinning.

‘Looks like we need to pay the art dealer another visit.’

Ryan nodded toward Reynolds. Dawn understood the hint. She shouldn’t have needed it, but she was off her game on this case.

‘Good work Reynolds. Now I need you to keep digging into Craig. I want to know who else he could be protecting. If it isn’t Tina Farrell, who would he steal evidence for?’

Reynolds spun so fast her ponytail nearly slapped her face.

‘On it.’

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 39

Another downpour greeted Dawn as she opened the front door of the station. Water cascaded from the gutterless roofline.

She glanced at Ryan.

‘Make a run for it?’

He nodded, rummaged in his pocket for the key fob and pressed the button. As they bolted through the pouring rain, the Mustang indicators flashed.

Even Dawn’s fingertips were dripping wet as she pulled the passenger door closed, chest heaving, shoes soaked.

‘Refreshing,’ Ryan grinned.

‘Hardly. But criminals don’t seem to care if the weather isn’t perfect.’ She pulled her seatbelt on. ‘Let’s go find out more about Richardson’s connection to Tenneson and see if either of them knows Craig.’

Ryan flicked his lights on and backed from the curb with caution. Heavy rain obscured his view as the deep roadside drains began to run like a creek bed.

He shifted into drive and proceeded warily down the main road, turning up Hogg Street and winding his way up the hill toward the Richardson estate.

‘Has the team finished checking in with all the yoga retreat visitors?’ Ryan asked.

‘Not yet. Most weren’t local, but Jamison and Reynolds are trying to reach the ones who are. Someone must have seen our victim leave the premises the day she died. If they didn’t, then it’s very possible she died on the estate.’

‘I can’t see it. What’s Richardson’s motive?’

‘Maybe Ketut and the drug connection.’

‘You think Jane found out about the drugs?’

‘She was dosed up with cocaine which is an expensive drug and not what you’d expect a yoga instructor to be into. Dope maybe, but cocaine, not so much. It’s more the drug of choice for professionals and those with high pressure jobs. Richardson is in the prime position to reach that market. Maybe she stumbled onto something at the retreat?’

Ryan glanced her way.

‘Still. It’s a big leap to murder.’

A flash of colour in the dim daylight and sheeting rain caught Dawn’s eye. As her head snapped around, Ryan did the same. Leaning on the horn, he narrowly avoided a silver sedan travelling at speed down the centre of the narrow road.

‘What the hell!’ Ryan muttered as he steered his car through a rutted roadside, back onto the bitumen.

Dawn watched the car disappear in the vehicle’s side mirror.

‘That looked like an Aston Martin to me.’

‘What do you want to do? Follow it, or see if Richardson is still at the estate?’

Dawn deliberated a moment too long. Ryan hit the brakes hard, pulled the handbrake like a stunt car driver and spun the vehicle on the spot.

‘Call it in,’ he ordered as he flicked on the hidden lights on the Mustang’s grill. A siren blared.

Dawn gripped the handle above the window to steady herself as the car fishtailed and sped forward. She fumbled for her phone, adrenalin making her fingers clumsy and uncoordinated as she searched for the number she wanted and dialled.

‘This isn’t the city, Ryan. We can’t control a high-speed chase in Cooktown, in this weather and if Richardson is driving, we could kill our main lead.’

Ryan flicked the automatic shift down two gears. The wheels spun.

‘Just call it in. I can handle this Grave.’

Dawn opened her mouth to tell him she was already on the phone as the call connected.

‘Reynolds. We’ve spotted Richardson’s car speeding away from his place. We are in pursuit. Get a couple of patrol cars out and we’ll keep you updated.’

‘Was Richardson driving?’

‘No idea. Visibility is shit in this rain, but even if he isn’t, we can leave him for now. We need to find whoever is driving the Aston. They could be running, but either way, they might have answers.’

‘You got it. Current location?’

‘Heading South, turning on to Boundary Street. You have the vehicle details?’

Ryan steered around a corner. Dawn grabbed the handle above the window, trying to lean into the turn.

‘Hold the line Detective. Sergeant Martin has Jamison and Chung heading out the door now, and yes, he knows the car. Everyone does.’

Dawn stiffened as her eyes scanned through the windscreen, desperately looking for vehicles that might not have seen their lights in the rain.

Ryan eased on the brakes. Dawn held her breath as they slid sideways through the town’s busiest intersection, taking the Charlotte Road exit. A flash of brake light in the distance revealed the Aston Martin taking the racecourse bend and gaining distance.

Ryan slipped the car back a gear once more.

‘I think he’s heading for the airport,’ Dawn offered as she put her phone on speaker. ‘Reynolds. We are on the airport road, heading past the racecourse. Have any flight plans been lodged for Richardson’s jet?’

‘I’ll check. If they have, I’ll ask them to stall.’

‘That’s all we can ask without a warrant.’

‘Chung should be right behind you.’

Ryan glanced in his rear-view mirror.

‘I see him.’

Dawn’s heart pumped so hard she could hear the rush of blood inside her head.

‘Reynolds. Any luck on the flights?’

‘I’m checking as fast as I can.’

The rain pelted down on the windscreen. The vehicle’s wipers were on full speed, but sheets of water continued to obscure the view.

‘We need to slow down Ryan.’

Her partner ignored her as the bright blue townlet sign for Marton whizzed by.

‘You don’t know these roads well enough.’

Her hands were clammy now, but as she glanced at Ryan, she could see there was no give in him. The Mustang hugged the road like a race car.

‘Got it!’ Dawn jumped as Reynold’s voice squealed over the phone line. ‘There is a flight plan booked from Cooktown to Port Moresby in New Guinea.’

‘It must be Richardson behind the wheel,’ Dawn guessed.

‘Not necessarily. What about Ketut?’ Ryan kept his eyes focussed. ‘He might know we are on to him.’

‘What I’d like to know is, do they have Tina in the vehicle with them and if they do, why would they take her out of the country?’

‘Maybe they aren’t.’ Ryan’s statement hung in the air as Dawn tried not to think about Tina already being dead like her friend.  

‘Reynolds. Get Jamison to head to Richardson’s place. With Chung in pursuit, we’ve got this.’

‘On it.’

Dawn watched Chung’s flashing lights in the side mirror as Ryan drove as fast as possible in the pelting rain. The Endeavour River bridge was barely visible.

‘Slow down. The airport turn off is just after the bridge.’

‘I know.’ Ryan was focussed, determined. He didn’t touch the brakes even as the vehicle aquaplaned through a low section of water running over the road.  

Dawn gripped her seat. Taillights flashed ahead, then spinning headlights and more taillights shone through the driving rain.

‘What the hell!’

Dawn involuntarily wiped the screen with her hand, knowing in the back of her mind it would do nothing to clear the view through the heavy downpour.

Time slowed as the wipers squealed on the glass before a headlight beam veered skyward. Dawn braced a fraction of a second before Ryan slammed the brakes on.

His evasive driving experience took over as he eased back on the brakes and the ABS kicked in. The vehicle steadied with a shudder.

‘They’ve gone off the bridge!’ Her stomach knotted.

The Mustang idled to a stop, Chung pulling up alongside them. Reynolds’ voice echoed from the footwell.

‘You guys, okay?’

Dawn rummaged at her feet and retrieved the phone. Gasping she croaked out a reply.

‘We’re good Reynolds. Get an ambulance and State Emergency crew out here. Looks like the vehicle has gone into the river.’

‘Better get a croc hunter out too,’ Ryan grinned. ‘Or we might be minus a suspect or two.’
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Chung appeared at the passenger’s side of the Mustang before Dawn could open the door.

He held a navy, long thin raincoat out.

‘Here you go Detective.’

‘You’re a godsend mate.’ She struggled into the sticky material, already wet from rain, then clumsily slammed the car door.

Ryan stepped out into the torrential rain.

‘Hey. Where’s mine?’

‘Sorry mate. Only had one spare. Ladies first.’

‘Hang on a minute. I thought this was the age of equality.’

Chung grinned from under his wide brimmed hat as water cascaded around him like a waterfall.

‘Let’s just say chivalry isn’t entirely dead yet.’

Dawn strode toward the bridge, ignoring the water all over the road, soaking into her shoes.

‘Stop blabbering you two. We need to check the vehicle.’

Chung glanced her way, then scurried up behind her.

‘Good luck with that Detective. The Endeavour is pretty deep here and I’m not jumping in after anyone. It’s wet season and the crocs are mobile this time of year. Not to mention the stingers are hatching out.’

Dawn puffed out her cheeks and glanced at Ryan to see him turning around and striding back to the Mustang.

‘Where are you going?’ she called into the sheeting rain.

‘I’m getting back in the car until the rain stops or Emergency Services arrive.’

Chung nodded agreement.

‘Probably a good call Detective.’

Dawn ignored him. She needed to at least check for survivors. She sensed Chung following her as she reached the bridge railing. Rain cascaded over the road gutters, pouring into the river below.

‘You better get out some cones and reflectors. No one in their right mind will be out driving around in this, but best to be cautious.’

He waved a casual scout-like salute.

‘You got it Detective.’

She peered over the railing of the bridge, scanning the water below. A large croc slid from the muddy bank, into the water and effortlessly circled the vehicle, upside down in the water below.

She stepped back, considering the railing height and wondered how the vehicle cleared the bridge. There was no doubt they were travelling at speed, but the crash scene investigators would have their work cut out for them figuring this one out.

Her eyes settled on the mangled wreck below. There was something not quite right about the scene. Pacing, she waited impatiently for the SES to arrive. At least the rain was easing up, but a waterfall continued to run down the nearby embankment and over the bridge.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She answered without looking at the caller ID.

‘This is Detective Grave.’

‘Detective. It’s Reynolds. I’ve received a call back from one of the people who was at the yoga retreat, and they say they saw our victim.’

‘Finally. Someone with a bit of good news.’

‘Yes. Sort of.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, according to this witness, Jane Nichols conducted the first class of the morning which started at 6 a.m. Then, while the witness was having breakfast, she noticed a car pull up in the driveway. She said she saw Jane Nichols hop in.’

‘Did she get a licence plate?’

‘No. She didn’t think anything of it, but when Jane didn’t return, she told Mr Richardson about it.’

‘Damn him.’

‘I’m here at the retreat now with Jamison.’

There was a tone to Reynolds voice that made Dawn’s stomach churn.

‘And.’

‘And it’s deserted. No one is here.’

Dawn glanced down at the broken wreck below. Water poured over the vehicle as the river flowed out to sea. Another crocodile slid into the water.

‘Probably because they were all in the car which ran off the road.’

‘Maybe. We’ve managed to get a search warrant on the grounds. This was the last place our victim was seen.’

‘Good work Reynolds. I’ll finish up here and meet you there shortly. There isn’t much we can do here and if they are all in the wreck, there won’t be any plane taking off to New Guinea.’

Dawn hung up, resisting the urge to lean on the railing and hang over for a closer look. The crash scene team wouldn’t want anything disturbed.

As she turned to leave, the car dislodged and rolled over. It wasn’t unusual when a vehicle crashed into the water. Air pockets could cause the vehicle to shift. But as the car rolled, Dawn gasped.

She opened her mouth to call Ryan, but a groan to her left made her turn. Lying in the mud, almost invisible in the sheeting rain was a figure, struggling to rise.

‘Flaming hell!’ The figure slipped in the riverbank mud as water flowed down the slope. ‘What the ...’

Dawn sprinted toward the roadside, arms waving.

‘Ryan. Chung!’ She slapped the side of the Mustang as she whizzed by. ‘Chung, we have a survivor and it’s not any of our suspects.

Chung followed her waving hand with his eyes.

‘Where the hell is the ambulance?’ The sound of sirens in the distance answered her question. ‘Chung, stay with this guy and get a statement as soon as the paramedics are done.’  

The constable slid down the embankment as Ryan opened his door and half stepped out.

‘What’s ...’

‘Get back in. Start the car!’

Ryan didn’t hesitate.

Dawn flung the door open, jumped into the seat ignoring her seat belt and the dripping raincoat.

‘It’s not an Aston in the river. They ran someone else off the road.’

Ryan shoved the Mustang into drive. The wheels slipped on the wet bitumen as the V6 lunged into action.

‘The plane?’ Ryan questioned as the seatbelt alarms pinged in irritation.

‘Reynold’s already told the staff to delay any take offs, but we can’t ground a plane without a warrant. This bad weather should buy us some time.’

‘Let’s hope so.’

Dawn finally reached for her seatbelt, followed by her weapon.

‘What tipped them off? This was a planned flight. Were they running?’

‘The big question is who was running?’
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The rain eased to the occasional drop as Ryan pulled up outside the Cooktown airport, tyres squealing.

Dawn threw her seatbelt off and jumped from the vehicle. Stopping as she surveyed the deserted, empty runway. The only sound she could hear was the persistent drip of raindrops from the rooftop and the cacophony of croaking frogs growing louder by the second.

Ryan joined her, gawking at the quiet structure as steam rose from the tarmac.

‘We missed them.’

Dawn shook her head.

‘No way they got clearance to take off in this heavy rain.’

She shoved her gun into the small of her back and retrieved her ID from her pocket as she sprinted across the green grass to the tiny terminal building. The raised board structure was smaller than most homes in Cooktown. She and Ryan bypassed the disability ramp and slipped under the railing onto the veranda.

Passing two old church pews, they entered to find more recycled church seating, a wall of tourism brochures and a high, wide desk with a fan buzzing. Beside the desk sat a woman in a high-vis vest, head down, reading an electronic book, toes tapping to an unheard tune.

Dawn cleared her throat. The woman didn’t move. Ryan approached, reached over the desk and flipped his ID open in front of the book. The woman leapt from her chair.

‘Oh shit!’ She grabbed her chest and dragged her earbuds from her ears. ‘You gave me a bloody heart attack.’ She scanned her surroundings—suddenly aware Dawn was also holding up her ID.

‘We requested all planes be delayed. Has anything taken off in the last hour?’ Dawn waited for the woman to nod at the ID before putting it away.

‘Ah, nah. All flights were delayed by the weather in any case. I’m waiting for the Cairns plane now, but other than that, nothing. There was a private jet scheduled to land, but the pilot was rerouted when the bad weather hit.’

‘Any idea where they landed?’

Dawn hoped it wasn’t close enough for Richardson or Ketut to drive to.

‘Nah. Sorry. Not my department.’

Ryan turned in a slow circle.

‘Is airport security anywhere handy?’

The woman chuckled.

‘Ah, other than the refuelling crew, I’m it. Chief cook and bottle washer as they say.’ Her hands were on her hips as she spun in her own circle. ‘Ground crew, security, check in clerk, luggage police.’ She pointed to a set of scales that reminded Dawn of the old general store she visited as a kid.

Ryan stepped toward the exit. ‘Can we take a look around?’

Dawn followed Ryan out onto the veranda, the woman two steps behind.

‘Ah. The Cairns plane should be landing soon, so you’ll need to stay off the tarmac.’

‘Thanks, we’ll find our way around.’ Dawn smiled.

They jumped from the veranda and jogged toward the solitary gate leading to the runway.

‘Ah.’ She called from the veranda. ‘You two can’t go through the gate with a plane landing!’

Dawn waved the comment away without turning.

‘It’s not a freeway out there. We’ll be fine,’ she called back.

Ryan eased the unlocked gate open and grinned.

Cooktown was a small regional airport, where light planes came and went from very few destinations, and not often. The fact the gate wasn’t secured didn’t surprise them. Maybe the drugs theory had merit after all. It was the perfect place to import cocaine undetected. No sniffer dogs. No radar or x-ray equipment.  

They peered down the runway. There were no aircraft hangars to hide a vehicle or jet in. Fuel tanks were the only intrusion on the otherwise vacant area.

Ryan turned to face her.

‘There’s nothing out here. Not even a parked-up plane and nowhere to hide a vehicle.’

Dawn drew her mobile phone from her pocket and began dialling.

‘If Richardson’s jet was rerouted, we should find out where to. Ketut or Richardson could be on the way to intercept it now.’

‘They lost the element of surprise. They won’t get out of the country so easily.’

‘I don’t know.’ Dawn listened as the call rang. ‘Security isn’t exactly on the ball in these small airports.’

She waved her hand toward the gate to illustrate her point.

‘True.’

Dawn’s call connected.

‘Sergeant. It’s Dawn.’

‘Yep. Got that.’ The Sergeant was all business.

‘I’m on my way to the Richardson house shortly but wanted to update you. Richardson’s plane was rerouted for the weather. Can you find out where and make sure whoever was planning to be on that plane doesn’t get out of the country?’

‘Will do Detective. One thing before you go.’

‘Yep.’

‘Craig’s union rep has arrived, and after a little discussion, says the kid’s ready to give us an update.’

Dawn grinned. Ryan raised an eyebrow at her. She lifted a finger to indicate she’d fill him in shortly.

‘Has he finally gotten worried about Tina being missing?’

‘Better than that. We got a vehicle make from the witness who saw our victim get into a car and leave the yoga retreat.’

‘Really. Tina’s?’

‘You got it. We’ve also managed to get access to Tina Farrell’s cloud. The forensic techs are downloading everything as we speak.’

‘Did Craig give you any indication of what they were into?’

‘Craig doesn’t strike me as that smart. Maybe Tina Farrell has been dragging him along by his you know whats.’

‘I’ll check in with Reynolds and Jamison at Richardson’s, then join you at the station to interview Craig.’

‘You got it Detective.’ Dawn could hear a smile in his voice.

‘Thanks Sergeant. For getting me back on the job.’

‘You’re welcome, Dawn. I know you’re a good cop and I know good cops aren’t settled by doing house renovations. It was purely self-serving, I promise.’

‘See you soon.’ Dawn ended the call.

‘What’s up?’ Ryan’s expression was optimistic.

‘Nothing concrete yet but looks like Craig and Tina were up to something together.’

‘My money is on blackmail. We found the cameras in the dungeon. Then the photos with Tenneson under Farrell’s whip.’

‘Stop grinning.’ She admonished him as her phone rang. She checked the ID.

‘It’s Rossi.’

Ryan chewed his lip as Dawn answered the call. She knew what he was thinking. She only hoped he was as calm when he saw Rossi next, as he was last night.

‘Grave. What you got Rossi?’

‘Trouble!’ Dawn could hear tension in Rossi’s tone. ‘I got some intel on Ketut and it’s all bad.’

Dawn waved Ryan toward their car. He opened the runway gate and waited for her to pass through before letting it clang behind them.

‘He’s connected to drugs. No surprise there though, what’s so bad?’

‘He’s not a drug runner Dawn.’ Rossi’s use of her name was disconcerting for more than one reason. The sound of it on his lips brought back memories, both good and bad. She always did have a thing for the bad boys.

‘What Rossi? Spit it out.’

‘He’s a cleaner.’

‘Shit!’

Ryan pressed the key fob to unlock his car but stopped with a creased brow, his hand hovering on the door handle.

‘Exactly.’

‘So, is he here to get rid of Tina and Craig?’

‘Or Tenneson. He’s still missing.’

‘The only connection we have with Tenneson so far is the photos of him with Tina in an uncompromising position and the fact Richardson is paying money into his campaign budget.’

‘That’s not all we have now. We’ve been handling Tenneson’s disappearance our end and Parker got an idea all this might not be drug related, well not directly.’

Dawn waved at Ryan, then opened the passenger’s side door and slid inside. Ryan got in and put his belt on. She covered the phone speaker with her hand.

‘Let’s get to Richardson’s place I’ll explain in a second.’

‘You there, Dawn?’

‘Here Rossi. Get to the point. We’ve got a warrant on Richardson’s place to act on now.’

‘Okay. Maybe you don’t follow politics, but I saw something in the papers the other day that got me thinking.’

Dawn listened as Ryan started the car.

‘Tenneson was set to block a bill to legalise medicinal marijuana, but he seemed to be backing off.’

‘You think Richardson was putting pressure on Tenneson to vote against legalising medicinal marijuana and when he softened, they what—blackmailed him?’

‘It’s a theory.’

‘Not a terrible one. The question is, was Tina a willing participant and how did it all lead to Jane Nichols’ death?’

Dawn thought about Rusty being taken for a walk again. Pieces were starting to make sense but there were now more unanswered questions than before.

‘Thanks Rossi. Keep looking for Tenneson. We need to know what’s going on. Our victim, the photos of him with Tina Farrell. He could be the key.’

‘Will do. But Dawn ...’

‘Not now Rossi.’ She knew what he was going to say. She didn’t want to hear it. Too little, too late.

She ended the call and turned to Ryan as he guided the Mustang back onto the road to Cooktown.

‘Tenneson is either in on all this, or, he’s another victim.’

‘I take it, he’s still missing.’

‘He is. The photos of Tenneson with Farrell suggest blackmail. We need to get a hold of his financials, Tina’s too. But I don’t see his vote on medical marijuana being that big of a deal.’

‘I agree. It’s only dope.’

‘And he’s affiliated with a party who love privatising everything. He’d have benefactors on both sides of this argument. Richardson might want to keep dope illegal, so he doesn’t mess up the soft entry to heavier drugs, but the pharmaceutical companies are likely lobbying for the legalisation bill to pass.’

‘Bout time I say.’

‘I don’t disagree, but murder puts Richardson’s whole operation at risk. Rossi just told me Ketut is a cleaner, so maybe they decided our victim was too much of a risk or...’

‘They used Jane as leverage to get Tenneson to change his vote and something went wrong.’ Ryan finished her thought.

‘It’s possible, but still too many questions and not enough answers. Let’s search Richardson’s place and see if we can piece this together.’

‘Rossi and Parker got any idea where Tenneson could have gotten to?’

Dawn shook her head. ‘Nothing yet. Would Lorraine know?’

Ryan shrugged. ‘Maybe. I can make a call.’

‘I think it’s worth a shot. After we finish at Richardson’s, we can interview Craig. Maybe Ketut’s occupation can prove Tina is in serious trouble. Hopefully then we can figure out where he and Tina fit into all of this.’

‘That’s assuming they are both innocent in the murder.’

Ryan’s words rolled around Dawn’s head. It wasn’t a new thought. The more she considered Rusty being left tied up on the beach to lead authorities in the wrong direction about where and when Jane disappeared, the more she considered the woman knew a lot more than she was telling anyone.

The back door being left open, and the dog abandoned, pointed to a hurried exit from town, but why come to Cooktown? They had the diary. They knew who was coming and going from the Nichols’ beach house. They could have brought the evidence to the police.

They needed to find Tina to get some answers. Was she the ringleader, a co-conspirator or another victim? And was she still alive?
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Dawn sat on the corner of Reynolds’ desk, staring at the murder board as the constable’s fingers typed out a report.

Searching Richardson’s place was a complete waste of time. It wasn’t only deserted— it was clean as a hospital surgical suite. Literally. Other than Richardson’s prints on the front door handle, it was wiped down and bleached clean.

If it was where Jane Nichols died, there was no sign of it left behind. But as Dawn mulled over the information on the board, she was surer than ever that Jane died out at Keatings Lagoon. Sometime between leaving the yoga retreat and Friday night, she was strangled and thrown over the edge of the observation hut into croc-infested waters.

It was amazing her body surfaced at all.

Dawn’s stomach grumbled. She’d missed lunch and it was getting late. Glancing at her watch, she realised the time. Still, they needed to interview Craig before anyone was going home. Tina was missing, Jane was dead, Craig was in custody, but there was no sign of Richardson or Ketut and Tenneson was in the wind.

Sighing, Dawn rose and turned into Ryan’s chest.

‘Whoa up!’ He pulled his arms wide, a coffee cup in each hand. ‘You look like you need coffee before we quiz the constable, and his rep is off grabbing him dinner.’

Dawn reached for the cup Ryan held out. ‘How nice.’ She sipped her drink. ‘At least some of us get to eat.’

A noise over Ryan’s shoulder made Dawn stop, cup on her lips ready for another mouthful.

‘Auntie Dawn! Where have you been all day?’ Blonde ringlets bounced as Abby raced across the room.

Dawn passed her coffee to Ryan who took it obligingly as Dawn dropped down to intercept the little girl running at full speed.

‘Abby. What on earth are you doing here?’ Dawn swept the girl into a hug and plonked her on her left hip.

The answer came around the hallway corner.

‘Sorry, but I know you won’t have eaten, and Bella insisted we should find you and feed you.’

Dawn glanced past Lisa as she entered the team office to find Mrs Lundstrom carrying a basket over her arm.

‘You didn’t...’

Dawn’s protest was sharply interrupted.

‘Yes she did.’ Bella waggled a finger.

Abby squeezed her arms around Dawn’s neck as Lisa leant in with a one arm hug.

‘Yes, we did and not because Bella said so. You look shocking.’

Dawn lowered Abby to the ground.

‘You say the nicest things.’

Her tone was soft, like Lisa’s hug. Too many years had gone by without the touch of her sister, or home cooked meals or...

Bella placed the basket on Reynolds’ desk. The young constable vacated her seat and cleared paperwork away without protest.

‘Don’t go anywhere young lady. We have plenty for everyone.’

Reynolds halted her retreat, her eyes landing on the basket. Jamison grinned sheepishly from behind his desk. Dawn could hardly blame them. It was a hectic day. None of the team stopped for lunch and bags of potato chips and coffee only went so far to stave off hunger.

Bella opened the lid on the cane basket and peered inside like Santa into a Christmas sack.

‘We’ve got egg and bacon pie. It’s easy to eat, even cold and cupcakes that Abby helped me make—didn’t you dear girl.’

Mrs Lundstrom smiled at Dawn’s niece, who grinned back happily as she used Reynolds’ seat to climb onto the desk. She sat, hand out, ready to distribute the goodies.

Dawn’s heart ached that her parents weren’t alive to see their granddaughter. There were no grandparents in Abby’s life because the little girl’s father’s family were estranged. She wasn’t sure if it was fear of rejection by Lisa or embarrassment over their son being convicted of sexual assault and rape of a minor.

Maybe they didn’t even know Abby existed. Did it matter? Would Lisa want them to know?

Bella held up a piece of pie in a serviette. Ryan didn’t waste a moment, sweeping it up without a thought. Jamison was next, followed by Reynolds. The sergeant’s door opened and before long, the entire team was huddled around Reynolds’ desk as Abby handed out pie, cupcakes, cans of drink, smiles and cheerful chatter.

‘Here.’ Bella passed a piece to Dawn who was holding back, taking in the moment.

‘Thanks.’ Dawn accepted the pie, biting into it with a moan. ‘That’s delicious.’ Her words were muffled through her mouthful of food.

‘What’s that up there?’ Bella strode toward the murder board with spritely steps.

‘Ah. That’s not really...’

‘Who’s he?’ Bella placed her finger on a photo of Richardson.

‘You really aren’t supposed...’ Dawn placed her pie on the closest desk and attempted to turn the board around.

‘I’ve seen him before.’

Dawn stopped. Ryan turned, a mouthful of food and his pie held ready to refill. Sergeant Martin cleared his throat.

‘Where?’ Dawn asked.

‘Who is he?’ Bella frowned as she drew closer, eyes squinting.

‘It doesn’t matter who he is Mrs Lundstrom.’

‘Bella.’

‘Bella, where did you see him?’

‘At the park, outside the beach house. You know, the dirt bit.’

‘When Bella? When did you see this man?’

Bella rubbed her chin like she was massaging whiskers. ‘It was last Wednesday, maybe Thursday.’

‘Was he alone?’

‘No. He drove up in the fancy car I saw the next day, you know the one that drove into the Nichols’ beach house, so it must have been before Thursday.’

Dawn resisted the urge to hurry the old woman along.

‘Anyway, he was with Tina. I thought it was very strange. They were arguing about something, then the man snatched something out of her hand, got in his car and drove away. It’s all in my diary. Haven’t you read it?’

‘No Mrs Lundstrom. Not yet.’ Dawn didn’t bother explaining. ‘Is Craig’s rep back from fetching his dinner yet?’

Sergeant Martin swallowed his mouthful and placed the remainder of his pie on the corner of Reynolds’ desk.

‘Let’s go and see.’

Ryan shoved the last of his pie in his mouth, reached for a can of cola, grabbed Dawn’s unfinished coffee and followed.

Dawn waited for Ryan in the hallway.

‘Time to put the constable under some pressure.’

Ryan cracked the top of his can.

‘You got that right.’
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The interview room was stuffy. The heavy rain left moisture hanging in the room despite the air-conditioning. A stocky man rose as they entered, hand outstretched. Craig remained seated, a piece of pizza inches from his lips, his wide eyes peering over the top.

‘Don’t get up Craig.’ Dawn didn’t hide her sarcasm.

‘I’m Dean Stanford. I’ll be sitting in on your interview.’

Dawn shook the man’s hand. Ryan did the same as Dawn dragged a chair out and sat.

‘You’ve had time to consult with your client.’ She crossed her arms and leant forward to lean her elbows on the table.

‘Yes. Thank you.’

‘Then maybe the constable is ready to explain why he withheld evidence from a murder investigation and where Tina Farrell can be found?’

‘I think you’ll find this whole thing is just a mix up. A lack of communication on the constable’s part, maybe.’

‘I doubt it. We asked straight up questions before you arrived, and your constable here offered very little except to say he didn’t have the diary we were chasing anymore.’

Dawn glanced at Ryan who nodded for her to go on.

‘We’d like to know who asked the constable to withhold the diary that held the comings and goings of anyone and everyone from the Nichols’ beach house in the days leading up to the disappearance and subsequent murder of Jane Nichols. That diary quite literally could hold the identity of a murderer.’

Dawn knew she was being dramatic, but she wanted the police union rep to understand how much trouble Constable Craig was in.

‘My client has explained to me that this was a misunderstanding.’

Ryan slapped the table.

‘Not buying it. Craig kept the diary secret. Didn’t hand it in to evidence immediately and now tells us it is in his car, which is missing, along with Tina Farrell. We still only have his word she’s unharmed.’

Craig stopped eating at the mention of his wife.

Dawn realised he was young and hungry, but was he simply not smart or was he faking disinterest in the interview?

‘Look Craig. Tina is in over her head. We’ve come from Richardson’s place. It’s empty. Cleaned out. We know his manservant has strong connections with organised crime and the drug trade, so it stands to reason Richardson does too.’

Dawn focussed on Craig who seemed more interested in what was on his pizza than what Dawn was saying. She needed to make him realise his new wife could be in danger.

‘Craig.’ He made momentary eye contact. ‘Tina knows Richardson well enough to know about the drugs. We’ve spoken to a witness who said they saw Tina arguing with Richardson. They picked his photo from a line up.’

It wasn’t strictly true, but close enough. She pressed on, hoping to convey a sense of urgency.

‘It’s possible Jane Nichols’ death is related to the drug trade and Tina probably knows Richardson was involved. We know someone asked her to take Rusty for a walk the day after Jane was already dead. She’s in this up to her eyeballs mate. She could be in real danger. You need to tell us what you know.’

Craig glanced at his rep more casually than Dawn would have liked. The constable’s eyes then landed on Ryan, who sneered.

‘Would you really let the girl get killed to save your career?’

Craig finally put the pizza down and waved his hands in front of his chest.

‘I don’t know anything. I got the diary, from the old lady, after she said she’d seen Tina arguing with someone.’

‘You told us you took the diary for someone else. Are you saying you lied?’

The constable glanced at his rep, who nodded for him to tell the truth.

‘Tina didn’t know. I told her after.’

Dawn checked her temper.

‘Has Tina been involved in blackmailing Tenneson? Is that what Richardson had her doing?’

It was their only working theory, but Dawn still wasn’t sure how blackmailing an MP could turn to murder unless it was an accident and people like Ketut and Richardson didn’t make those sorts of mistakes. Amateurs did, but not cleaners and drug dealers.

Dawn thought about Tina’s opinion of Tenneson, and a thread of information niggled at the back her mind. Craig’s voice made her drop the thought.

‘I don’t know exactly. I know she needs money. Her mum’s house is gonna be repossessed by the bank if she doesn’t pay the debt down real soon.’

Dawn turned to the one-way mirror, knowing the sergeant was listening in. She needed to check out Tina’s home. Was the mortgage overdrawn? How had they missed it when checking Tina’s financials?

‘So Tina needed money and she asked you to keep the diary?’

‘No. I just knew she was in trouble, and I didn’t want it to get worse. I had no idea any of this might be linked to Jane Nichols’ murder.’

The union rep rolled his eyes, sighed and tapped the desk with his flat palm.

‘I think we are done here Detectives. Constable Craig has admitted to misconduct, and we’ll be requesting disciplinary action as it is his first offence and of a rather stressful nature involving his new wife. I’ll be recommending he take stress leave while he awaits the verdict.’

Dawn rose, leant forward with her hands on the table, and fixed her eyes on the union rep.

‘We’ll be keeping Constable Craig here a little while longer. We’ve heard nothing to prove he isn’t a co-conspirator in Jane Nichols’ murder, and he’s withheld information relating to the blackmail of a federal member of parliament.’  

The rep rose, leant in and mirrored Dawn’s position.

‘He doesn’t need proof Detective, you do.’

Dawn sighed for the benefit of the Police Union rep. She knew they had nothing but circumstantial evidence on their murder case and professional misconduct. She also knew that letting Craig go too easily wouldn’t have the desired effect.

‘You can go Craig, but I’m warning you, if you have anything to do with this, we’ll find out. And if you know where Tina is, you better tell her to get her arse in here and explain herself. Before Richardson catches up with her.’

Or one of Tenneson’s gang affiliated friends. She kept the thought to herself.

Maybe they were chasing the wrong drug connection. Maybe Tenneson’s thugs killed Jane and when he found out, he took off into hiding.

Dawn turned to Ryan, nodded, then strode for the door, hoping Ryan would take her lead and finish off what she started.

Letting him go wasn’t part of the plan, but when they realised they didn’t have enough evidence to hold him, Dawn decided to use him as bait to lure Tina out of hiding.

She knew Ryan well enough to know he’d catch on. At least she hoped she did.

Ryan slid his chair back and eased over the desk as Dawn reached the door.

‘Detective Grave is spot on mate. Withholding evidence in a murder investigation is serious stuff, but accessory to murder is another story altogether. You need to find your wife so she can back up your story.’

Ryan joined Dawn in the hallway and closed the interview room door. Reynolds scooted around the corner and skidded to a halt.

‘Tina Farrell inherited the house from her mum and Craig is right, it was mortgaged up the hilt and the bank was knocking on the door to foreclose.’

Dawn turned to Ryan.

‘It must be bad. New legislation has made it very difficult for banks to foreclose on homeowners.’

Dawn suddenly clicked to what Reynolds said moments before and turned to find the young woman grinning widely.

‘Was?’

‘Yep. Was. 50K was just paid off the loan. It covered the entire balance. That’s why we didn’t see it in the financials. It’s no longer a current loan.’

Ryan scoffed.

‘And she paid it off just like that.’

She strode toward the team office area. ‘Good work Reynolds.’

As she rounded the corner, she found her family gone. The sounds of laughter and Abby’s chatter were a memory, replaced by typing keys, ringing phones and emptiness.

Why didn’t she stay and finish dinner with her family? Craig could have waited. Because Tina Farrell could be in danger, that’s why.

She chewed her lip as she studied the murder board. Ryan drew up alongside, a can of cola in one hand, an unopened lemonade in the other.

‘We need a tail on Craig.’ Dawn glanced around the team room. ‘Is the Sergeant around?’

‘He is.’ Sergeant Martin came down the hallway. ‘I’ve organised Craig’s personal effects. He’ll be on his way out any minute. Why? What do you need?’

‘I need Craig tailed and I’ve got work for these three.’ She waved her arm at Jamison, Chung and Reynolds—a sense of pride and connection made her chest tighten as she considered all three young constables as her team.

‘Sure. I’ll make it happen. What are you expecting?’

Dawn studied the murder board. The photo of their victim’s mauled body made her chest tighten. None of this was coming together. Every thread they pulled unravelled, but then stopped and tied itself off in a knot.

‘Not sure yet. Tina Farrell picking him up might be too much to hope for, but...’

‘I’ll get someone onto it.’

The sergeant disappeared through his office.

Ryan passed Dawn a can of lemonade.

‘Do you think it will do the trick?’ he whispered.

‘I don’t know, but thanks for playing along. I think Tina Farrell is genuinely into this thing, well over her head. If Craig knows anything, he’ll know how to contact her. Let’s hope his union rep encourages it.’

‘He’d be mad not to. Incompetence as opposed to interfering in a murder investigation and withholding evidence. It’s a no-brainer.’

Dawn cracked the can open and took a sip.

‘Fingers crossed you’re right.’
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Chapter 44

Ryan rummaged through the picnic basket left on Reynolds’ desk. Chung grinned and joined him as they retrieved a cupcake each.

Dawn couldn’t find her appetite. Her half-eaten egg and bacon pie sat discarded on a paper serviette. The bizarre thought of how Bella managed to make her vegetarian sister cook meat in her house provided a much-needed distraction.

But it didn’t last long. Turning, she shook her head at Chung and Ryan scoffing the pink iced cupcakes with smiles wider than kids in a candy shop.

‘You done?’ Dawn crossed her arms.

‘Why?’ Ryan spoke through a full mouth, then swallowed. ‘We got somewhere to be?’

‘I guess not. Maybe I should go home and try to catch a few hours’ sleep?’

‘In that madhouse?’

Dawn opened her mouth to argue, but Ryan was right. Abby would still be awake and Bella was staying in her room and Michael might well have been staying over with Lisa. She wasn’t up to bunking with a six-year-old.

Ryan’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He rummaged around with one hand, the other occupied with another half-eaten cup cake.

Dawn suppressed a smile as he managed to slide the bar across to answer with his frosting covered thumb.

‘Detective Ryan.’ His eyes glanced up at Dawn. Her senses were alert. ‘Yes, she’s here.’ He held the phone out and mouthed one word.

Tina!

She sucked in a breath and punched the air with excitement.

‘Detective Grave speaking.’ She kept her tone calm.

‘I’ve got the diary,’ Tina’s voice quavered.

‘Tina. I know you’re scared. You need to come in and explain.’

Silence hung. Dawn strained to hear any background noise over the phone. Anything to give her an idea of where Tina was calling from. When Tina remained silent, Dawn pushed.

‘It’s not looking good for you, Tina. We know you took Rusty and left him at the beach after Jane was already dead. And we are waiting on your phone records because your car was seen picking Jane up from the retreat.’

Dawn could almost hear the wheels turning in Tina’s silence. She jumped when the woman spoke.

‘It’s not what you think. I didn’t kill Jane.’

‘Come in and we can talk it over. Maybe you have an alibi.’

‘I...’ Tina stopped herself from saying more.

Dawn needed to keep her speaking.

‘I believe you. I know you wouldn’t hurt Jane, but whoever killed her could be looking for you. You could be in danger Tina.’

Tina laughed, a hollow, sad sound.

‘We’ll keep you safe,’ Dawn promised.

‘No one can keep me safe, and they’ll just get away with it, like they always do.’

Dawn’s mind was racing. Was she talking about Ketut and Richardson, or was this the guys who trashed the beach house?

‘Not if you testify. We can keep you safe.’

‘So you said. But I don’t think you can. I know who killed Jane and it wasn’t me. I was at the retreat with a local hippy chick who works at the clinic here.’

Dawn’s mind flew to her sister’s receptionist, and she couldn’t help wondering why Emily wasn’t on the guest list they had.

‘Pretty green eyes and dreadlocks?’

‘That’s her,’ Tina sighed. ‘I thought I knew who killed Jane, but ... now ... now I’m sure.’

‘You’re being cryptic Tina. Come into the station. Tell us what is going on. Give us the diary. Let us put the pieces together. I know you like playing role games, but this isn’t a game. These guys are dangerous.’

‘You don’t need to tell me that Detective. I was just trying to make ends meet. How did it all go so wrong?’

Dawn could hear the tears in Tina’s words. There was so much sadness and pain. She opened her mouth to speak, but Tina interrupted. Her tone now firm, demanding. The dominatrix was back.

‘Meet me out at Keatings Lagoon tomorrow at daybreak.’

‘That sounds very clandestine Tina. Just come in and unravel this puzzle. We’ll confirm your alibi, and we’ll find the murderer.’

‘You want a murderer? Then be at the Lagoon at daybreak.’

Dawn closed her eyes, aware nothing she could say would change Tina’s mind.

‘Okay. We’ll be there.’

‘Not we, you need to come alone. If they see a bunch of cops, it will all be over.’

‘I can’t come alone Tina.’ Ryan’s body tensed. She put her hand up to keep him quiet. ‘Who are they Tina?’

‘If you want Jane’s killer, you’ll come alone.’

The line went dead.

‘Damn!’ Dawn nearly tossed the phone at Ryan. ‘Stupid girl.’

‘What? Where does she want to meet you? You can’t go alone.’

‘She is planning something silly. Did Lorraine tell you where to find Tenneson? We need to find him. This is all linked and we need to know who the key players are, before Tina ends up dead.’

‘Dawn. You’re not contemplating going to meet her alone. This could be a set up.’

‘Keatings Lagoon. Why there? Jane, the Lagoon, this is linked to Tenneson. Did they kill Jane and dump her there as a message for him?’

‘You’re not listening to me.’

Dawn rounded on her new partner.

‘I am listening. I’m trying to figure this all out so we can put a stop to it before Tina gets killed or I need to stick my neck out. If you haven’t called Lorraine yet, Call her!’

She tossed his phone back.

‘I’m going to the ladies.’

Without another word, she stormed down the hallway, past the passage leading to the interview rooms and exit and on to the toilets. The door slammed hard against the door stop as she flung it open.

She crossed the grey tiled floor to the basin and braced herself with both hands. Staring into the mirror she asked herself.

What am I missing?

Reaching out, she turned the cold tap on and washed her face, trying to rinse away a day of sweat. The tropical heat was getting to her, making her wonder if she should pack up and head back to Adelaide—to the cooler winters and oven baked summers.

Then an image of Abby’s curly hair and Lisa’s soft smile made her shake her head. Sergeant Martin gave her a job. Fraser’s case was finally reopened. She couldn’t leave now. But this case was rattling her foundations. A young woman was dead, and the evidence so far said her friend was involved in her murder, but something bigger was behind it.

A bang on the door made her jump.

‘Grave. They’ve found Tenneson.’

Ryan’s voice was muffled through the fireproof door.

‘Be there in a sec. Get the team organised.’

‘You got it.’

Dawn glanced up into the mirror and laughed at her mousy brown frizz. The short style, overdue for a cut, now looked like something out of an 80’s movie. Running the cold tap once more, she damped it down, ran her fingers through and smoothed out the spikey pieces over her ears.

Ryan was outside the door, one foot up against the wall. He sprang forward and joined her brisk march down the hallway.

‘He’s been hiding out in a cabin out in the lake area of the Atherton Tablelands.’

‘You got a hold of Lorraine quickly.’

‘I called her yesterday.’

‘Sorry for barking at you.’ She tried to ignore the guilt.

Ryan shrugged—his expression relaxed.

She refocussed. ‘Tenneson was running scared then?’

‘Sounds like it. Parker’s team downloaded Tina’s cloud documents—copy is on the file. Apparently, there were photos of Tenneson, as expected, along with two members of the Senate in rather compromising positions.’ Ryan grinned.

Dawn ignored the inuendo.

‘So we are still thinking this is about changes to drug laws?’

‘Don’t think. Know. Tenneson says they tried to blackmail him with photos of him with Tina, but when that didn’t work ...’

‘They took Jane.’

‘The two thugs with him weren’t friends. They were there to pressure him. When we arrived, they took off, giving Tenneson an opening to get out of Dodge.’

‘Coward.’

‘I’m guessing that’s what Lorraine is going to say when she finds out he let Jane die.’

Dawn returned to the main team room to find Reynolds, Jamison and Chung waiting. Sergeant Martin entered from his office with a grim expression.

‘Okay everyone. Do we have eyes on Craig?’

Sergeant Martin cleared his throat. ‘Yeah. Nah. Seems our boy gave us the slip.’

Dawn held her breath and began counting. Losing her cool wasn’t fair on anyone, but she definitely didn’t want to rant at the station sergeant.

‘Alright.’ She nodded to herself, then clapped her hands like a basketball coach urging her team on.

‘I assume Ryan has updated you all.’ Heads nodded. ‘Let’s get this sorted then. I’ve got to meet Tina...’ Dawn glanced at her watch. ‘In less than twelve hours, and we’ve got a lot to organise before then.’

‘You can’t meet her alone,’ Ryan said again.

‘I don’t plan to, but she needs to think I am. She said that if they see cops, they’ll bolt.’

‘So, she’s expecting company.’ Ryan sat on the corner of Jamison’s desk.

‘If I read between the lines right, she’s planning a trap of some sort.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘She’s using herself as bait. She told me she knew who killed Jane. She also said they would get away with it like they always do.’ Dawn approached the murder board. ‘So if it isn’t Tina, who is it? Let’s go over what we’ve got.’

Sergeant Martin stepped forward with a photo.

‘Crash team confirmed registration on the car in the Endeavour River wasn’t the Aston and not of any interest.’ He stuck a photo of the wreck on the board.

‘How’s the old guy who got run off the road?’

‘Doing okay. Wasn’t wearing a seatbelt, which is usually a bad thing, but in this case, he was thrown from the vehicle. Apparently, the stupid old bastard had the side window open because his car windscreen was fogging up. Got on the wrong side of the road and ended up going over the embankment trying to avoid the Aston.’

‘So why was Ketut driving at such a pace?’ Dawn glanced around the room for input.

‘Someone tipped him off?’ Ryan offered.

‘That’s my guess. But who? Tina and Craig came back to Cooktown in a hurry. Left the dog behind and forgot to close the back door. Why did they come back?’

‘To find out who killed her friend?’ Reynolds suggested.

‘Or to tip Richardson off?’ Ryan added.

‘She could have done that by phone.’ Dawn scanned the faces in front of her. ‘Where are Farrell and Craig’s phone records?’

‘I’ve got them.’ Chung waved a print-out in his hand.

‘Go over them. Find any numbers of interest. We need to know if Jane called Tina. If Tina or Craig called Richardson.’

‘On it.’ Chung began separating the paperwork.

Reynolds held her hand out to him. ‘I’ll grab Craig’s.’

Chung agreed and handed them over as Dawn joined Ryan against Jamison’s desk. Leaning in, she whispered, ‘Tina was more than afraid on the phone, she was heartbroken. I could feel her sadness in every word. She doesn’t believe we can hold whoever killed Jane. She gave me the impression she was going to sort this out herself.’

‘But she called you.’

‘Exactly. She called me. Why?’

‘Because she trusts you.’ Ryan patted her shoulder. ‘And so do I. You’ve got this Dawn.’

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 45

Dawn finished a phone call, hung up, then crossed the room to the murder board.

‘Okay everyone, listen up. We’ve got leads all over the place and not a lot of things are lining up.’

She pulled the top from a whiteboard marker and tapped next to a picture of Tina. ‘I’ve confirmed Tina’s alibi for the time her vehicle was seen collecting Jane from the yoga retreat.’

She marked the details on the timeline.

‘And Emily also told me the retreat had a strict no devices policy. So we aren’t likely to get any photographic evidence of who was driving Farrell’s car.’

Ryan stepped forward, plucked the marker from her hand and circled the picture of Tenneson.

‘Parker has confirmed Tenneson is claiming he was being blackmailed. When Jane disappeared, he assumed it was related to the medicinal marijuana bill. But if Richardson and Ketut wanted him to vote in their favour and influence the two senators in the other photos we found, then why kill her?’

Silence greeted the question.

Dawn waved her hands like a conductor. ‘Come on people. Let’s hear your ideas. No matter how stupid. We need to nut this out.’

Jamison put up his hand up like he was in school.

‘To prove they mean business.’

‘No. Good idea, but no. They lost their leverage when Jane died. While they had her, they had him by the balls.’

Reynolds rounded her desk and lowered her butt to the edge, finger on her chin.

‘Our victim didn’t know she was being held. She left the yoga retreat willingly in Tina’s car. We have a witness.’

Dawn retrieved the whiteboard marker from Ryan who smiled like he enjoyed the game. Shaking her head, she scribbled on the board.

‘Exactly. So either she found out she was in trouble and panicked or this isn’t related to Richardson and any drug legislation.’

The drug link felt like a weak motive for murder all along. But as Dawn put a question mark next to Richardson’s photo, she wondered again what the motive could be.

Ryan’s voice drew her from her thoughts.

‘We know Tina was at the retreat, and we have an alibi confirming it, so if she wasn’t the driver, who was?’

Dawn nodded, then added a question mark next to Tina’s car with the word DRIVER.

Dawn turned to eager faces. Reynolds got her attention with a wave.

‘So why did Tenneson run and hide?

Dawn added the question next to Tenneson’s name on the board.

‘Good question. We’re still missing something. Tenneson wasn’t scared of those guys at the golf course, and if they tossed the Newell Beach place as we suspect, then Tenneson might have given them the code. There were no signs of forced entry, and they could have been looking for Tenneson’s videos.’

Everyone remained silent as Dawn paced.

‘We need to go over all the evidence so far. Reynolds and Chung, finish with those phone records. We don’t have Mrs Lundstrom’s diary, but I don’t see organised crime risking their entire operation on bribing or blackmailing a politician over legalising marijuana. Let alone killing Tenneson’s stepdaughter to make a point.’

Chung pointed to the whiteboard.

‘But the dominatrix videos and photos found on Tina Farrell’s cloud storage.’

Dawn chewed the end of the marker pen, her eyes scanning the murder board for answers that weren’t coming.

‘Chase up the evidence. We’ve got a few hours. We know Craig’s credit card was used both times Tina filled up with fuel.’ Dawn turned to Reynolds. ‘Did you finish checking out the CCTV footage?’

‘No, sorry. We’ve been a bit busy.’

‘It’s okay. Get onto it now.’ Dawn tossed the whiteboard marker back where it came from. ‘Let’s go everyone. We need to know who all the players are before I walk into the unknown tomorrow morning.’

Activity erupted around her. Dawn didn’t move. Ryan stepped up alongside her.

‘What are you thinking?’

‘I don’t know. Something doesn’t feel right.’ She turned to Chung. ‘Can you run something for me? Check what Craig was doing October 8th and 9th. Tina used his card, but maybe.’

‘Sure.’ Chung clicked keys on his keyboard.

‘You think he was with her?’ Ryan whispered.

Dawn shrugged. ‘He could be our driver, but what’s his motive?’

‘Ah.’ The tone of Reynolds’ voice made Dawn turn.

‘What?’ She glanced at Reynolds’ expression.

‘I can’t believe I didn’t check this earlier.’ The young officer was mortified.

‘What have you found?’ Dawn crossed to Reynolds’ desk.

‘I’m so sorry,’ Reynolds said.

‘It’s okay Reynolds. We’ve all been busy. What have you found?’

‘Check this out.’

Dawn and Ryan rounded Reynolds’ desk from either side. Leaning in, they watched as the young constable rewound the footage.

‘This is the counter, where the driver paid, except...’ Reynolds brought up another recording in the corner. ‘This is the driver in the car.’

‘Which day was this?’

Ryan pointed to the screen.

‘It’s Tina’s car, not Craig’s.’

‘So it was the day before the retreat.’ Dawn strode to the whiteboard, ripping the lid from the marker pen on the way.

‘That little bastard. He’s been playing us for fools.’ Ryan was ready to punch something. ‘Withholding the diary. He said he was covering for Tina, but he was with her when she went to the yoga retreat. He could have picked Jane up and killed her.’

‘Yes, but the question is still the same. Why?’

‘I don’t know, but Craig is in it up to his eyeballs.’

‘Er, Detective.’ Dawn turned to Chung’s voice and waited. ‘I’ve checked Constable Craig’s roster and he was off work the 7th, 8th and 9th October.’

‘So he didn’t just drop Farrell off and head home.’ Dawn turned to Reynolds. ‘How are the phone records going?’

‘Craig made a few calls to unlisted mobiles over the past few days. It will take us a few days to trace them and only if they’re not pay as you go.’

‘Okay, check Farrell’s records.’

‘Done.’ Chung waved a piece of paper. ‘A call was made from Richardson’s landline to Tina Farrell’s mobile at 7.18 a.m. on Thursday the 8th. I checked, and it came from the extension number assigned to our victim’s room.’

‘That’s not long before Jane was seen getting into Tina’s car. And it’s five minutes after Tina Farrell’s cloud account was accessed in Cooktown.’

‘Farrell didn’t have her mobile on her.’ Ryan stated the obvious.

Dawn blew out a breath, trying to let her frustration go. ‘No, it looks like Craig did and we just let him go?’

Ryan nodded. ‘Do you think he killed her?’

‘Tina said something on the phone. This isn’t word for word, but something about thinking she knew who killed Jane, but now knowing who it was. I told her about her car Ryan.’ 

Ryan chewed his lip. ‘I don’t like this one bit, Grave. Tina might be using herself as bait, but it sounds a lot like you could end up a sitting duck.’

‘I don’t know what she’s planning, but I don’t think she wants me dead.’

‘She could just as easily be in it with Craig. I don’t trust her.’

‘Neither do I, but the only way to find out what she knows is to meet her out there. We’ll be ready.’ She glanced at her watch. There were three more hours until sunrise. ‘Let’s go over our plan team. Let’s bring them in.’
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Chapter 46

Dawn parked next to Craig’s vehicle, wondering how the guy slipped away from his tail and if Tina was with him, would she be safe? She was confident Craig didn’t know they were aware he picked Jane up from the retreat.

As she stepped out, a mosquito buzzed around her head. She swore under her breath, berating herself for not lathering up with bug repellent.

Moisture formed on her face, attracting more insects. The air was still as mist rose from the warm ground and floated like mid-city fog. As she stepped from the gravel carpark, onto a narrow trail, wet grass soaked her boots.

She swatted a mozzie with one hand, the other inside her coat pocket on the butt of her pistol. Not the little pocket one she carried all week. As a precaution, she signed out a police issue Glock 22.

Dawn debated over her assumption that Tina was luring her friend’s killer out into the open. Ryan was right. Tina could easily be setting a trap for her, but killing one cop wouldn’t stop the investigation.

Still, no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t discern a motive for killing Jane. Tenneson was guilty of being a career politician, likely with his finger in a lot of pies. There was no doubt Richardson and Ketut were involved in organised crime and there was a link with Tenneson, but that was for the AFP’s organised crime unit to deal with.

Tina owed money and it was now paid off, so she might be guilty of blackmail, but murdering her friend didn’t make any sense.

Still, she’d seen people kill their closest friend or family member for love and money. All Dawn knew was Tina was at the retreat when Jane left. There was nothing to say she didn’t leave later and meet up with Craig and kill her friend.

The sound of the bush coming to life was all Dawn could hear. Frogs croaked. Kookaburras greeted the rising sun and the undergrowth rustled with the sound of small creatures scurrying away. Dawn shivered at the thought some might be snakes.

The quiet calm was broken with a shrill scream.

Dawn was running before she could get a sense of where the sound came from. Fighting the urge to call out Tina’s name, Dawn struggled on through the narrow track. Wispy branches scratched her cheeks. Tall grass threatened to trip her. She bounded over a fallen tree into a clearing and slid to a halt.

‘What are you talking about?’  

Dawn barely recognised the male voice over the thudding of her heart. She scanned the two people in front of her. Struggling together. A gun twisting and turning between them.

Dawn drew her gun.

‘Stop. Both of you. Put the gun down.’

Craig’s eyes darted to Dawn for a split second before refocussing back on Tina. His brow creased.

Tina’s eyes were wild, unfocussed. But for a moment, her gaze locked on Dawn.

‘He killed Jane.’

‘I didn’t...’

Dawn’s left hand rose. Craig closed his mouth and let go of the gun. Finally, his police training kicked into gear.

Maybe he was smarter than she thought. He kept the diary a secret and was likely driving when Jane was picked up from the yoga retreat, but did that make him a killer? They still didn’t have proof.

Tina drew back with the weapon still in her hands. Her face contorted, the gun shaking in her grip. Craig threw his hands up in front of his face.

‘Put... the... gun... down... Tina.

‘I can’t. He’ll get away with it. They always get away with it.’

Dawn’s pulse rushed in her ears. It didn’t matter if Craig was guilty of killing Jane or not. He was unarmed and backing down.

‘Tina. We’ll sort this out at the station. Put the gun down.’

The woman’s eyes focussed on Dawn’s fleetingly. Dawn knew she needed to act, now. But shooting Tina wasn’t an option.

A rustle to the right surprised Dawn. A glint of sunlight flared obscuring her view. Craig called out. Tina screamed. Dawn rushed in, then froze.

Ketut held Tina hard to his chest, knife in hand. She wondered if it was Ketut Tina wanted to lure out all this time, but then why fight over the gun with Craig?

Craig twitched. Dawn held her hand up, eyes scanning the young constable, then Tina. Everyone froze a moment. Dawn tried to collect her thoughts.

Ketut’s voice broke the silence.

‘Toss your gun on the ground or I cut her throat.’

Dawn lifted her arms wide, then lowered the gun to the leaf-littered ground, her eyes not leaving Ketut’s.

‘I don’t understand why you killed Jane. Was it an accident?’

Ketut chuckled... deep, throaty. Dawn shivered.

‘Kick your gun away Detective.’

Dawn did as he instructed.

‘And your backup.’

She opened her jacket to reveal her sleeveless tee-shirt. No shoulder holster or weapon belt.

‘I’m not carrying a spare.’

The chuckle sounded again, doing nothing to ease the tension in Dawn’s neck. He tapped the blade against Tina’s chest, the tip inches from her carotid artery. Dawn’s blood ran cold. One slip and the woman would bleed to death.

Tina’s eyes were on the ground, her body shaking. Was it rage or fear? Dawn couldn’t be sure.

‘Okay.’ Dawn kept her left hand in the air, then cautiously reached down to her ankle, removing her pocket pistol. She hesitated, considering if she could get off a shot, but Tina was in the line of fire.

As if knowing what Dawn was thinking, Tina lifted her head and defiantly made eye contact.

‘Don’t let them get away with it.’

Dawn shook her head.

‘I’m not going to risk your life, Tina.’

‘I’m not worth saving. Jane’s death is all my fault.’

‘I don’t think so Tina.’

Dawn’s eyes drifted to Craig whose expression was more calculated than she remembered. Was he a killer? Was he one of the they Tina spoke of? Did he lure Jane to her death?

Taking a slow breath, she gauged where her team would be. Ryan would be chafing at the bit to move in, but Dawn wanted all the cards on the table before she showed her hand. Carefully, she tossed the Derringer in the opposite direction to the Glock.

Craig’s eyes followed it warily, then snapped to hers.

Was she making a mistake trusting the cop in him? If he was an innocent patsy, he’d back her up. If he wasn’t...she hoped her team was ready.

‘Where’s Richardson? How long have you been doing his dirty work?’ Dawn drew the cleaner’s attention.

Ketut grinned. His white teeth bright against his darkened skin.

‘No talking.’ Ketut stepped aside, dragging Tina with him toward Dawn’s gun. ‘Start walking.’ He nodded for her to lead the way down the narrow track.

She noticed him crouch down, dragging Tina with him, to pick up her Glock as she stepped over a log and started in the direction he pointed. She heard Craig fall in behind her as tall trees gave way to spindly paperbarks along the water’s edge.

‘Is this what you did with Jane, marched her out here to her death?’

Dawn needed to stall. She knew Ryan wasn’t far away, but there was no way anyone could get a shot off while Ketut held Tina so close. For the first time in months, she wished Senior Constable was around. Sergeant Martin said he was good with a long-range rifle.

She only hoped Ryan was better.

‘I’m sorry. This isn’t how I planned it.’ Tina’s voice quavered from behind Dawn.

Dawn turned to see tears streaming down the woman’s face. Ketut was wiry and thin, but strong. His arm held the knife tight over Tina’s chest, the blade so close, one slip would end the woman’s life.

The Indonesian made eye contact. She glared.

‘You won’t get away with this Ketut.’

She saw him smile and wave her gun in his left hand, then tap the blade on Tina’s chest.

‘Detective Ryan!’ Ketut’s words sent a chill down Dawn’s back. ‘I know you’re out there. Make a move and your girlfriend dies first.’

‘What’s the plan? I don’t get it Ketut. You’re going to kill me first? Or Tina? Then what about the constable here? As soon as you fire on me, Detective Ryan will shoot you. You know that. Right!’

Soft footfalls and crushed leaves from behind were her only answer. Sneaking a peek back over her shoulder, she noted Ketut’s grim expression.

He knew he was going to die.

She wondered what would make a man so loyal he’d die to stop a witness from revealing secrets. Because the more she thought about it, the more she realised Tina held all the secrets.

She thought about Lisa and Abby and how she was finally reconnecting with them. She couldn’t help worrying what Lisa would do if she were killed. There wasn’t anything she wouldn’t risk protecting her sister and niece.

In that moment, she realised why Ketut might casually accept his fate and risk death. He had one job. Kill any witnesses. He was the cleaner!

She spun around, hands in the air. Ketut stiffened.

‘They’ve got your family, haven’t they?’

His eyes widened, then his brow furrowed.

‘I can help,’ Dawn promised.

‘You can’t help them. They are in Indonesia.’

Dawn held her hands up higher, stopped and turned completely to face the assassin. Craig frowned and stepped aside, allowing Dawn to focus on Ketut.

‘Please. Trust me. We can do this. We can make a statement, saying you died trying to kill us. They won’t hurt your family if you’re dead.’

‘He...’ Ketut’s knife hand loosened.

Dawn could see him wavering and pressed on.

‘Ketut. Put the weapons down. Let’s stop and talk about options. You always have options.’

A twig cracked to her left. Dawn spun, expecting Ryan.

‘Don’t shoot him Ryan.’

Dawn was frozen, eyes on her Derringer in Craig’s hands.

‘Don’t shoot him Craig.’

The young constable ignored Dawn and took aim.

‘After everything I’ve done for you. This is how you repay me?  

‘Don’t Craig. You’ll kill them both,’ Dawn screamed.

‘Two bad eggs in one shot.’

‘You bastard.’ Tina lunged forward, pulling Ketut off balance. A shot rang out, missing both of them.

All Dawn could think was,

Where is Ryan?
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Ketut’s face creased with confusion. Dawn saw Craig realign his weapon toward Tina. The Glock Ketut was holding was now on the ground, halfway between her and Tina. The decision was made before she contemplated it.

Turning, she threw herself toward Craig. His weapon turned her way as her feet left the ground. The last thing she heard was Ryan’s voice, growling.

‘Stay down or I’ll blow your head off. Hands where I can see them.’

She wasn’t sure who he was talking to as her body collided with Craig’s legs. He crumpled beneath her, his weapon firing past her head. Pain exploded in her ear.  

Resisting the urge to grab her head, she wrestled the young constable, crawling up his legs to his torso as he punched her away. One of his legs broke free, his boot glanced her cheek.

Dawn punched at his back, hoping to find his kidney or soft tissue and not bone. A whoosh of air told her she found her target.

Reynolds’ voice rung out loud and clear.

‘Stay where you are! Don’t move Craig.’

The constable didn’t stop wriggling. Dawn’s eyes found Ryan’s as he cuffed Ketut. She thumped Craig in the back once more, but it was Ryan’s boot that stopped all movement. Dawn held tight a moment, to be sure Craig was still before rolling to her back in the musty smelling, mulch covered ground.

Her heart raced. Her ears rung and her chest burned from the lack of oxygen. She closed her eyes.

‘You bastard.’

Dawn opened her eyes again to see Tina step up and kick Craig in the side. He wouldn’t have felt it. Dawn heard the crack, when Ryan’s boot collected the constable’s jaw. The paperwork was going to be a nightmare, but he wasn’t waking up any time soon.

‘How could you!’ Tina dropped to her knees, sobbing.

Dawn rolled over and crawled to her hands and knees. Rocking there, she struggled for air. Ryan dropped next to her his hand held out to help her up. She was tempted to refuse, but as she glanced into his eyes, he smiled, somehow knowing what she was thinking.

‘I know you can manage, but...’

She slapped her hand into his and struggled to her feet as Reynolds crouched down next to Tina and wrapped an arm around her shoulder. It would have been a tender moment, but Dawn knew it wasn’t going to last.

As she dusted the leaf matter from her pants, she saw Reynolds help Tina to her feet, turn her and press the cuffs into place around her wrists.

Tina might not have killed her friend, but she kept too much to herself for too long. They needed to interview her, and she’d likely face charges.

The thought saddened Dawn. Tina was left to her own devices too young and did whatever it took to survive. Something Dawn understood all too well.

But the more she thought about where Tina set up her business, the more she was sure Tenneson was involved.

Her mind drifted to Rossi, their marriage and how it ended. He was like her back then. They were both young, alone and incredibly stupid.

Did he deserve another chance?

Ryan patted her shoulder as they entered the carpark.

‘You okay? All in one piece?’

‘All good. Thanks Ryan.’

Ryan nodded toward the police van.

‘Let’s get them back to the station. I think Craig is going to need an ambulance, I’ll wait around for it.’

Dawn hobbled toward the rising sun.

‘It’s going to be a long day.’

Ryan reached her car and opened her door.

‘Any word on where Richardson is?’

Dawn slipped into the driver’s seat.

‘Not yet. We’ve got his photo with every agency. His passport has been flagged.’

She rummaged for keys in her pocket, then slipped them into the ignition. Every muscle ached but not as much as losing a suspect. She glanced up at Ryan who was hanging over the car.

‘Let’s hope he doesn’t have a dozen of them.’ She reached for the door. ‘See you at the station.’

Ryan didn’t move away, his eyes held hers a moment before he stepped back.

‘See you at the station.’
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The murder board blurred into a mass of colour and alphabet soup. Dawn needed sleep. Lots of it. But they still didn’t have enough evidence to charge anyone with Jane’s murder.

As her eyes scanned the photos of the beach house, she puzzled over motive again.

Turning, she spotted Ryan chatting to Reynolds. The young constable flicked her ponytail over one shoulder and giggled.

Dawn liked the ponytail better than the severe bun the woman wore on the first day they met, but as she watched Reynolds’ eyes flutter, she fought feelings she couldn’t quite explain.

Ryan glanced her way. The smile on his lips disappeared. He nodded, patted Reynolds in a ‘Good job mate’ kind of way and crossed the room to Dawn.

‘What’s up?’

Dawn turned back to the murder board and pointed at it as she chewed her lip.

‘I’m not seeing a motive for Jane’s death anywhere on here.’

‘Tenneson. The vote.’

‘No. Not buying it. Tina thinks Craig did it. What’s his connection to Tenneson and Richardson? Besides, you don’t kill someone close to an MP and expect them to cooperate. No. This is personal. Someone took Jane out to the Lagoon. They wanted it to be there because Tenneson would either understand the message or be implicated.’

‘The drug legislation still makes sense.’

Dawn didn’t respond. Part of her wanted to wrap the case up. They could put together a string of charges to ensure all three of their suspects went to prison for years, but nothing that proved murder. Nothing that would bring closure for Lorraine Nichols.

As her eyes studied the photos of the beach house, the beach where Jane was thought to have gone missing. Rusty tied to the bench. The laptop cord and no laptop.

‘The laptop!’

Dawn spun around, seeking out someone who could chase up leads.

‘Laptop?’ She heard Ryan repeat but ignored him.

‘Reynolds. Did you find a laptop at the retreat?’

‘Ah.’ The young constable’s fingers were tapping her keyboard. ‘I didn’t see one, but I’ll check the evidence log. Why?’

‘Just a hunch, but our victim and Tina Farrell owned the same model laptop, or at least their cords were the same make and model.’

Reynolds glanced up with pursed lips.

‘Nothing on the scene. We still don’t have the diary Craig kept out of evidence either.’

‘Excellent. I think I can figure out why Jane Nichols called Tina’s mobile and why Craig picked our victim up. Now we need to prove who murdered her.’

Dawn crossed the room to stand beside Chung. The young officer glanced up at her.

‘Get the techs to chase the IP address of the last person who accessed Tina’s cloud account. Time and date too if they can get it.’

Ryan joined her at Chung’s desk, his brow creased.

‘Don’t we need to interview Tina?’

‘Not yet. We could interview Craig, but he’s still in surgery thanks to a broken jaw.’

Ryan puffed up his chest ready to defend his actions, but Dawn pressed on. ‘So that leaves Ketut. I think I can convince him to turn on Richardson.’

‘Drugs and corruption aren’t our brief. We want a murderer and Tina says it’s Craig.’

‘Do you believe every woman who smiles at you Ryan?’ Dawn pushed off Chung’s desk.

‘You said you thought she was innocent. I’m the one who said she couldn’t be trusted.’

Ryan followed, finger pointing to her, then his chest and back again.

‘We need evidence.’ Dawn strode toward the interview rooms. ‘We talk to Ketut, then hand him over to AFP. I know someone I can contact there.’

‘Then we talk to Craig?’ Ryan asked.

Dawn didn’t respond. Instead, she turned back to see Chung, Jamison and Reynolds all focussed on her retreating back.

Reynolds wore a grin. Chung was frowning and Jamison’s mouth hung open like a side-show clown game.

‘Someone track down the owner of those mobile phone numbers on Craig’s account.’

Reynolds started typing.

‘On it.’

Jamison’s fingers flashed, along with his grin.

‘Let’s bet on who gets there first.’

‘No contest.’ Chung pointed to the printer already humming across the room.

Dawn crossed the room, snapped up the paper, ran her finger down the numbers, times and dates with names alongside. Nothing of interest popped out at her.

‘Nice work Chung. Now I need tower locations on the calls from pay as you go numbers.’ She glanced at Jamison. ‘You can sort that because Chung still needs to follow up the IP info.’ She turned to Chung. ‘I need it in the next hour.’

Chung gave her his usual, casual scout salute.

Grinning, she turned to Reynolds. ‘Get me Tenneson’s bank records. Every account he owns.’

‘What am I looking for?’

‘I reckon you’ll know it when you see it. But focus on the accounts in his name, not joint. If my hunch is right, what we are looking for will be in accounts only he operates. Make sure to include his campaign accounts.’

Dawn was desperate to find a motive. They now knew who picked up their victim from the retreat, but they were still hunting down evidence to nail her killer. And something in her gut told her Tenneson and the dump site were the link, but the connection was just outside her reach.

Ryan lent in close.

‘Do you want to let me in on the secret?’

‘It’s only a hunch for now.’
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The wiry Indonesian sat, arms crossed, face stern. Dawn dragged out her chair and sat, fidgeting with a manila folder. Ryan joined her, pressed a button to begin the recording before leaning back, mirroring Ketut’s position.

Dawn opened the folder, studying it without seeing it. There was not much they knew about Ketut. Only that he was illegally in the country, a known fixer for drug smuggling operations and a friend of Richardson’s.

Dawn glanced up from the folder.

‘State your name for the recording.’

Ketut said nothing. Dawn smiled.

‘Okay. Ketut. We’ll pass you straight on to the AFP. The federal police will do one of two things—deport you back to your employers and we know what they’ll do, or, hold you for information in relation to drug trafficking, people smuggling and whatever else your employers are up to.’

Dawn waited. His eyes remained focussed on a spot on the table in front of them. Not the folder. Not his hands or his lap or Ryan. Just an invisible, insignificant spot.

‘But you have an option. One that might be favourable.’ Still no eye contact. ‘Do you like Australia?’

His eyes met hers.

‘If I could organise a visa, for you and your family, would you tell me what I need to know?’

‘You can’t.’ The words were barely audible. ‘They have my family.’

‘You said that, but your country has a very strong stance on drugs. If you tell us what we need to know about Jane Nichols’ murder, we can raid your employers and find your family.’

Ketut laughed.

‘You live in fairytale.’

Dawn sighed. He was probably right. His family could be anywhere. Possibly not even still in Indonesia.

‘Look. I get this isn’t ideal. You’re right. I can’t promise you anything, but I have friends in the AFP. I can pull a few strings. Like I said, maybe we can notify Indonesian authorities and tell them you died here. Maybe then your employers will let your family go.’

‘Too many maybes.’

‘I know you didn’t kill Jane Nichols.’

Ketut’s eyebrows rose.

She knew she couldn’t get an official statement from Ketut, but she wanted to confirm her theory. Ketut was good at hiding his emotions—most of the time. But she could read people. Their body language, twitches, tells.

‘Tina was working with Richardson, wasn’t she?’

Ketut pressed his lips together.

That was a yes. A good test question she already knew the answer to.

‘Did you find the laptop Jane Nichols left behind?’

A twitch.

‘The one with all the blackmail photos on it that Richardson used to coerce politicians to do his bidding.’

A knock on the door made her jump.

Reynolds stuck her head in.

‘An immigration lawyer just rocked up to see Mr Ketut here.’

Dawn frowned. Ketut didn’t request a lawyer. How on earth did anyone even know he was arrested? As she glanced back to Ketut, she noted the curve of his lip.

Richardson!

Of course he’d want Ketut out from under our scrutiny as fast as possible.

Dawn rose. ‘Show them in. I think we have what we need.’

Ryan mumbled something into the recording and followed her out.

A short Asian woman brushed past them. Dawn paid no attention as her eyes fell on the interview room across the hallway.

‘We need proof. I can’t go in there and interview Tina until we are sure.’

‘Sure of what?’

Jamison rounded the corner waving a piece of paper.

‘Got it!’

‘Got what?’ Ryan asked.

‘50k, taken from his campaign budget. Spoke with his PA and no one knows what it was for.’

‘The exact amount paid off Tina’s loan. It insinuates blackmail, but it’s not enough.’ Dawn mumbled, turning to Ryan. ‘We need Craig’s statement.’

‘He’s still unconscious. I thought he killed Jane.’

‘Look, I think Tina was blackmailing Tenneson and Jane found out. I think they swapped laptops. But I need proof.’

She turned to Jamison.

‘Has anyone traced that IP info yet? We know when the cloud was accessed in Cooktown. I need to know who had the laptop at the time.’

‘Chung is still on it.’

‘Tell him to hurry up.’

Jamison ducked away cautiously.

‘On it.’

Her frustration was obviously evident to everyone.

‘All of this doesn’t tell us how Jane got cocaine into her system.’ Dawn pulled her phone from her pocket and dialled. The call connected after one ring.

‘Nice of you to call Dawn.’  

The doctor’s light tone made her smile. Ryan frowned.

‘Greg. Sorry to bother you. Have you finished the Nichols’ autopsy report yet?’

‘Actually, it was done a few hours ago. I uploaded the report.’

‘Oh sorry to bother you.’

‘Not at all. Can I save you time? What did you need to know?’

‘Any idea how the cocaine was administered?’

‘Ah, that was tricky. No way to see if there were any needle marks due to the condition of the body, but organs and overall health of the victim didn’t indicate she was a regular drug user. Neither did hair samples.’

Dawn waited. Knowing pathologists loved to expand on their findings, and air their knowledge.

‘We did find her stomach contents intact, amazingly. She drank kombucha before she died, and tests confirm it was likely laced with cocaine.’

‘Thanks Greg. That’s exactly what I needed to hear.’

‘Ah.’ She heard him start to say more but hung up before he could continue.

Turning to Ryan she grinned.

‘What?’

‘Cocaine was administered in a drink.’

‘Okay, so why are you smiling?’

Dawn strode down the hallway to the team room as memories of their search of Tina’s house came into her mind.

‘Because I think I know when, how and who.’

Rounding the corner, she spotted Reynolds typing in front of her computer. Chung was still busy searching for IP information and Jamison was gone.

She wondered if maybe she’d upset him but brushed it off. He was a big guy and a few frustrated words from her shouldn’t be enough to worry him.

‘Reynolds. Ring Tammy Gleeson and ask her for a report on what was found in Tina Farrell’s car. Ask her to pay special attention to a bottle of kombucha I saw there. We are looking for any traces of narcotics.’

Reynolds picked up the desk phone and dialled.

‘Sure.’

Dawn turned, then stopped. She got Reynolds’ attention with the wave of her hand. ‘And interrupt me as soon as you get the result.’

‘Will do.’  

Dawn carried on down the hallway. Ryan scurried up alongside.

‘What are you thinking?’

‘I’m thinking it’s time to interview a possible murderer.’

‘You think Tina did it now? But she’s got an alibi.’

‘She has an alibi for when Jane was picked up. Everything else points to her. I hope she left the evidence we need to prove it.’
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Dawn put her hand on the interview room door handle and turned to Ryan.

‘Without solid evidence, we’ve got nothing. Tina isn’t stupid. You’ve seen her file.’

Ryan nodded.

‘Single mum. Tough childhood. Left on her own when her mum died.’

‘With a huge mortgage to pay by the look of it and no real employment.’

‘You think she’d kill her closest friend?’

‘I think she believed she had no choice.’

‘But where does Craig fit in all this?’

‘I don’t know yet.’ Dawn turned the handle. ‘Follow my lead.’

Ryan grinned.

‘Always.’

Dawn rolled her eyes as she opened the interview room door.

Tina glanced up, doe-eyed and teary. For a second Dawn wavered, then reminded herself that the woman was a born actress.

Dawn slid out a chair and plonked down with exaggerated tiredness.

‘I think you chose the wrong profession Tina.’

The woman’s eyes opened even wider, then her brows furrowed as though she were genuinely confused.

‘Sorry?’

She kept her voice quiet, gentle. Dawn nearly laughed. She was a dominatrix. Her job was to play the part of a powerful woman. But did that make her a strong woman?

‘You fooled me. Totally. For a while.’

Tina seemed to register something in Dawn’s words. Sitting back, she lost the doe eyes. The corners of her mouth curved as she sat back in the plastic chair and folded her hands in her lap.

‘I don’t know what you mean Detective and I’d like to go home soon. This has been a very troubling ordeal. Losing Jane...’

‘You can drop the act Tina. We’ve traced a few things down that make it very clear Tenneson was being blackmailed with images of you and him in your dominatrix dungeon.’

Tina laughed. Dawn’s skin crawled.

‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’

Dawn carried on as though Tina hadn’t spoken, but in the back of her mind she was still piecing the evidence together. A picture popped into her head of artwork in Tenneson’s home office. The style, the colours. Was it Tina’s handy work?

It was obvious Tina was connected to Richardson. That gave her access to the narcotic which drugged Jane. But something was niggling at her.

‘To begin with, I thought Richardson was taking advantage of you. Maybe you didn’t know he’d set up recording equipment in your dungeon, but then I realised how unlikely that was.’

Tina’s expression turned into a sneer.

‘I’d like a lawyer now please.’ Her tone was calm, polite even.

‘Of course. That’s your right, but don’t you want to know what we know?’

‘I don’t care what you know. Whatever you think you know, is wrong. I told you Jed killed Jane. It’s up to you to figure out the rest. I’ve not done anything wrong, and this is shaping up to be a complete stitch up. I knew this would happen. This is exactly why I didn’t want to come in. I’d like my lawyer now.’

‘Do you have one you’d like us to call? Or do you need a court appointed one?’

Dawn knew Tina didn’t have money to spare, at least not money she wanted to spend on a defence lawyer. But would Richardson bail her out? A thought hit her. Richardson was a card worth playing.

‘I could call Richardson and ask him if he knows a good lawyer?’

Tina’s face contorted. Dawn had found her leverage.

‘Once he finds out you’ve been arrested, he’s going to be keen to keep you silent.’

Tina fidgeted. The plastic chair creaked. She licked her lips as she considered the implications. Ketut risked his own life to kill her. What would Richardson or one of his goons do once Tina was released on bail?

‘But of course you can have a lawyer.’

Dawn rose. Tina’s eyes met hers. A knock on the door broke the staring contest.

Ryan slid his chair under the desk and opened the door, holding it for Dawn. Reynolds met them in the hallway, a huge grin plastered on her face.

‘Craig is awake.’

Ryan started down the hallway.

‘Great. Let’s get his statement.’

Reynolds tapped his arm.

‘Hang on. We got the search results from Tina’s car.’

Dawn’s heart thudded. This could be all they need.

‘And.’

‘They found traces of cocaine in the empty bottle of kombucha. They’ve sent it off to get DNA sampling.’ Reynolds waited.

‘Finally. Evidence to prove Craig or Farrell killed our victim.’

Ryan sighed. ‘But which one did it?’

No one liked the idea of a cop killing anyone.

‘Craig said something, out at the Lagoon. He said, “after everything I’ve done for you.” Does that mean he killed Jane for Tina, or he picked Jane up so Tina could kill her later? It was Tina who took Rusty for a walk and made it look like Jane was never in Cooktown.’

Ryan shook his head, a frown creasing his brow.

‘But who set up the Newell Beach house? Who made it easy for Tina to blackmail politicians? Someone paid for all the recording equipment and Tina was broke.’

Dawn turned to Reynolds.

‘Has the architect gotten back to you yet?’ She shook her head. ‘Get him on the phone or send Parker and Rossi out to see him. Ryan’s right. We need to tie up all the loose ends. I’m thinking blackmail, but Tina’s reaction in there a minute ago makes me wonder.’

‘Will do Detective, but we’ve also confirmed the IP address you asked about. Chung found the cloud was accessed via a private hotspot in Cooktown.’

Dawn waited. Reynolds smiled.

‘It was Jane Nichols’ private phone.’ Chung smiled.

‘Perfect. Finally, some evidence to back up the theory. The laptops get swapped by accident. Jane finds the blackmail images, maybe even drug related information on Tina’s computer. She phones Tina’s mobile but gets Craig. Craig comes out and picks her up. She tells him what she’s found. Did he know?’

Ryan scoffed. ‘What, that his new wife was a dominatrix playing with politicians?’

‘We need to finish interviewing Tina.’

‘Hang on.’ Ryan’s voice made Dawn stop.

‘What?’

‘You still think she did it?’

‘I don’t know. But the cocaine came from somewhere and we can’t tie Craig to Richardson. Only Tina.’

‘But why the Lagoon?’

‘I don’t know.’ Frustration edged into Dawn’s muscles. ‘Maybe it was convenient. No cameras. No witnesses. Or maybe it was a statement. One Tenneson wasn’t going to miss. I’m not sure Tina liked the man very much. Call Parker. Ask her to get Tenneson to confirm he was being blackmailed for money, as well as his vote. Warn him that his wife might be interested in knowing the truth if he isn’t willing to cooperate.’

Reynolds pointed to her chest.

‘Me?’

‘Yes, you. And call Tina Farrell a lawyer. She’s going to need one.’

Ryan scowled.

‘Lorraine deserves the truth either way.’

‘Nothing stopping you explaining later,’ Dawn grinned.

Ryan shook his head in admonishment but the grin on his lips said he liked how she thought.

‘Let’s go deliver the bad news to our friend and see what happens. Guilty or not guilty.’ Dawn twisted the door handle.

‘That is the question.’ Ryan finished the sentence.
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Dawn entered to find Tina, hunched over, head in hands staring at a spot on the desk as though the weight of the world sat on her shoulders. Something about the woman’s expression made everything Dawn was preparing to say slip away.

The dominatrix looked tired, worn and defeated—usually a good thing for a cop. But Dawn’s mind was racing. Was this another act, or had she read the evidence wrong?

The kombucha bottle in the car, the cloud storage full of compromising photos and the money indicating blackmail all pointed to Tina trying to keep her life secret. And if she was innocent, why wasn’t she talking and why keep the diary hidden?

Dawn approached the interview desk and waited for Tina to make eye contact. When the woman didn’t, she chose a new course of action.

‘We’ve called you a lawyer Tina. You don’t need to talk to me now, but I wanted you to know we found evidence in your car to prove Jane was drugged with cocaine in a bottle of kombucha. DNA sampling should prove your friend drank from the bottle.’

Tina swallowed but kept her eyes on the same spot. 'Just get on with it. I told you on the phone that they always get away with it.’

Dawn dragged a chair out from the table and sat, resisting the urge to grab the woman’s hands and plead.

‘Who are they Tina?’

Tina sighed. ‘Men. They are all the same.’

Dawn glanced up at Ryan and nodded toward the chair alongside her and the recording equipment.

Her partner frowned but flicked the record button on and dragged his chair in with a squeal as he sat. Dawn screwed up her nose with annoyance. Ryan shrugged. Dawn ignored him and focussed on her suspect.

Studying her a moment, she sighed.

‘Tina, is this another act? You’ve been evasive, and uncooperative. Your behaviour is exactly what I’d expect from a killer trying to side-track a murder investigation. Why else would you keep quiet when you know more about your best friend’s murder?’

‘You wanted the truth, but it won’t do a damn thing. Even that diary Jed took doesn’t prove anything.’ Dawn waited, letting Tina digest her choices. The woman sucked in a breath. ‘I thought he was different. I really did, but...’

Dawn opened her mouth to fill the silence, but a gentle grip on her thigh from Ryan made her stop. Scanning his face, she saw him lift an eyebrow in the silence.

Turning back, Dawn resisted the urge to tell Tina what they knew. Everyone was lying to them. Craig kept the diary under wraps. Richardson didn’t report Jane missing from his yoga retreat. Tina took Rusty for a walk and left him tied to a park bench. Tenneson didn’t want the beach house searched and ran off, claiming he was in danger from the thugs he was chummy with at the golf club.

Dawn was so lost in her muddled thoughts she jumped when Tina broke her silence.

‘I didn’t kill Jane.’

Dawn resisted the urge to say that’s what every murderer says.

‘I realised Jane and I switched laptops when I got home after the retreat. I knew she was missing, and I was worried she found out about the drugs.’

A thought struck Dawn and she couldn’t keep quiet any longer. Tina was going in circles, and she needed answers.

‘You said you wouldn’t say anything without a lawyer when we first interviewed you.’

‘Richardson told me to take Rusty for a walk and make it look like Jane disappeared a day later. He wanted to avoid the attention. When you said her body was found in Cooktown.’ She didn’t need to say more. Dawn read between the lines. Tina grew up tough and self-preservation was instinctive.

‘I told you on the phone about Jane being picked up in your car after the morning yoga session. That’s why we searched the car and found the tainted drink.’

Tina puffed out a breath and nodded, her eyes on her hands.

‘It made sense as soon as you said that on the phone. I thought Richardson killed Jane, but when you said that... I can’t believe I missed it.’

‘Missed what?’

‘You know I was at the retreat without my phone when Jane got in my car.’

‘Yes, but Jane could have been killed later. When you met Craig out at Keatings Lagoon.’

Tina lifted her head and fixed her hazel eyes on Dawn. They glistened with unshed tears.

‘I was with dozens of people during the art exhibition after breakfast. I didn’t leave the retreat until Jed picked me up. I told you, I didn’t kill Jane.’

‘But you know who did.’

Another sigh.

‘It doesn’t matter. I’ve got no proof.’

‘How does the blackmail fit in?’ 

‘I’ve never blackmailed money or favour out of Tenneson. It’s him you should be charging. He is a dirty old...’

A knock on the door made Dawn turn as a crack appeared.

‘What is it Reynolds?’

‘We’ve got a DNA match on the water bottle.’

‘Excellent.’ Dawn rose.

‘And a partial fingerprint.’ Reynolds continued.

Dawn turned back to Tina who lifted her hands in surrender. ‘I can tell you who killed Jane. But it’s up to you to find the evidence to prove it. Like I said, they always get off.’

‘We also have the information on the architect,’ Reynolds offered.

Dawn was beginning to understand why Tina’s paintings were in Tenneson’s office, but she needed Tina to explain.

Dawn waved Reynolds from the room. ‘I’ll be out in a second Reynolds. Good job.’

When Reynolds closed the door, Dawn turned toward Tina.

‘You need to stop going in circles Tina. I’ll get the proof, but you need to give me a name. If you weren’t involved in blackmailing Tenneson, how did you get 50k of his money?’

Technically it wasn’t Tenneson’s money, but Dawn wasn’t about to reveal that.

‘He bought some of my paintings to make it legitimate, but it was payment for services rendered. He’s been screwing with me for years, literally.’ 

Dawn nodded, understanding the underlying inuendo. Tina was only in her early twenties. Ryan appeared to be even less impressed as he fidgeted by her side. He might not like Tenneson, but he was related to the man.

‘If you didn’t kill Jane, then that leaves ...’

‘Jed.’ Tina’s tone was flat.

‘But why?’

‘I don’t know.’

Dawn started to piece things together. Jane Nichols tells Constable Craig she found photos of Tina having sex with Tenneson, right under his nose. But why kill Jane? Surely, he’d want to kill Tina?

‘How did he get the cocaine? Was he in Richardson’s employ?’

Tina laughed.

‘No. Tenneson’s.’

Dawn shook the shell-shock away.

‘What’s Tenneson’s connection to drugs?’

Tina remained silent. She tried another question.

‘You’re saying Craig took the diary for Tenneson?’

Tina shrugged. ‘Possibly?’

‘If he worked for Tenneson, and found out about your relationship...’

‘It wasn’t a relationship. It was a business. I recorded the sessions and gave them to Tenneson. I had no idea what he was using them for, but I kept my own copies on the laptop, which Jane got by accident.’

‘If you weren’t blackmailing Tenneson, then why did he have photos in his locked desk drawer?’

Tina shrugged and pursed her lips. ‘He was a dirty bastard. When my mum died, he came over, a lot. Maybe he liked to keep a souvenir when I wasn’t in his reach?’

‘So why the videos with the two senators?’

‘Nothing to do with me. Tenneson has been working with Richardson and I’m sure the senators aren’t the only people they blackmailed. I’ve had a lot of clients over the years.’

‘Where’s your laptop?’

‘I wish I knew, but everything is in the cloud.’

Dawn nodded, knowing they’d already accessed the information, but they needed more than Tina’s testimony to put someone like Tenneson behind bars. They still hadn’t found her client list. She shook the thought away and forced her mind back on the murder. Organised crime wasn’t her job.

But a little voice in her head told her protecting women like Tina was. She silenced it. 

‘Why would Jed kill Jane out at Keatings Lagoon?’

Tina puffed out her cheeks.

‘Jed’s been on Tenneson’s payroll forever. That’s how we hooked up again. We went our separate ways after school, but he moved back after joining the police force. He knew I was in deep, and we had plans to get out once the house was paid off, but if Jane found the photos and showed him.’

Tina shook her head.

‘Poor Jane. She probably thought she could trust Jed when he answered my phone. He’s a cop after all.’

‘That doesn’t explain Keatings Lagoon.’  

‘You’ll have to ask him. Maybe when he saw those photos, he wanted to frame Tenneson. Or it could just be a coincidence. He might not have known Tenneson was connected to the Lagoon. Jed’s not the brightest guy.’

Ryan chuckled.

‘An understatement. He’s still cuffed to a hospital bed, so maybe it’s time we asked him what he was thinking.’

Ryan slid his chair back. Dawn wanted to ask so many questions about Tenneson but for now, they needed to arrest a killer—if they could find the evidence they needed.

‘We’ll keep you here for your own protection Ms Farrell. I’d seriously think about turning over all you know about Richardson and Tenneson’s involvement in this drug operation.’

Tina glanced up as Dawn slid her chair under the desk. There was something in the woman’s eyes telling Dawn hell would freeze over before she turned on Richardson.

Tenneson on the other hand—maybe there was a slim chance they had enough to put him behind bars for grooming a minor and setting up an illegal sex business.

But like Tina said, money and contacts often protected guys like Tenneson. But Constable Craig wasn’t a brain surgeon. If he had links to Richardson, and was now guilty of murder, maybe he’d roll on Tenneson and Richardson. Maybe!
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Chapter 52

The room bustled with bodies as everyone collated evidence. Dawn scribbled on the whiteboard while the printer produced a copy of the report confirming Constable Craig handled the tainted kombucha bottle.

It was only a partial print. He must have thought he’d wiped the bottle down, but not thoroughly enough.

Her phone pinged in her pocket. She retrieved it and read the message.

Dinner at ours.

Bella has cooked up a storm.

Bring Clint.

Dawn smiled, put her phone away and clapped her hands like a school mistress. All eyes fell on her.

‘Right. Chung. Send Parker the details she’ll need for Tenneson’s arrest. We can’t link him to Richardson and drugs, but the architect from the Newell Beach property has confirmed he was the one who designed the hidden room. A search of his bank records should show the camera equipment, or the tradesmen he paid to set it all up, but if not, the equipment serial numbers should do the job.’

‘On it now Detective.’

Dawn sorted out papers on the Senior Constable’s desk, not feeling guilty about taking over his space since he’d failed turn up for work yesterday, or today.

‘Tina’s testimony should be enough, but I think his wife might have a thing or two to say about Tenneson grooming Tina when she was a minor. Something about her body language told me Tina wasn’t the only one.’ She glanced at Ryan who nodded. ‘Get Parker to reinterview Mrs Nichols.’

Chung nodded, already picking up the desk phone.

Dawn rolled her chair under the desk, and despite her lack of sleep, a lightness filled her spirit. Deep down she was relieved Tina wasn’t involved in the murder of her friend.

But the systematic abuse of a young woman riled her more than she could contain. Maybe it was her own history which fuelled the rage, but Tina’s comment about them always winning, or getting away with it, hit a raw place in Dawn’s heart.

‘Reynolds, is Jamison still at the hospital with Craig?’

‘Yep. He’s not left him alone since he regained consciousness.’

‘Great job everyone.’ Dawn collected her new police issue weapon from the safe and slipped it into the shoulder holster. The weight of the weapon was comforting.

Ryan grinned.

‘It suits you.’

She slipped her thin linen jacket over the top and led the way from the office.

‘Don’t get used to it. I’ve got a house to renovate and a job to get back to in Adelaide.’

Ryan mumbled something incoherent, but she was on her way out the door, her mind on Craig.

She waved the paperwork in her hand as Ryan pressed the unlock button on his Mustang.

‘I’ve printed the report confirming Craig’s partial was on the bottle. Nothing like forensic evidence to get a suspect talking.’

Ryan shook his head as he slid into the driver’s seat.

‘The kid was dumb to think we wouldn’t notice the missing diary, but not thoroughly wiping his prints is beyond stupid.’

Dawn clipped her seatbelt on.  

‘Not throwing it away was stupid, unless he hoped to frame Tina.’

Ryan shook his head and smiled.

‘If he did, he didn’t know she had a solid alibi.’

Dawn laughed.

‘Yeah. Not the brightest. Let’s hope he’s stupid enough to bury Richardson.’

The hospital was only two streets back from the police station. Ryan parked out front and locked the car as they entered the emergency department. Dawn flashed her badge and was waved down the hallway, past the triage rooms and into the wards.

A nurse on the duty desk glanced up. Dawn showed her ID again.

‘Detective. Your boy is down the end of the hallway in an isolated ward to the left.’

‘Thanks.’ Dawn stepped away from the counter and waited for Ryan to draw alongside before strolling down the hallway and turning left.

Jamison lingered in the hallway, laughing with a dark-haired woman with full lips and sparkling brown eyes.

He was so intent on his conversation, he failed to see them approaching. Dawn cleared her throat.

‘Ah, Detective. Ah.’

‘Jamison, how’s our suspect doing?’ Dawn smiled at the nurse.

‘I’ll catch you later Sam.’ The nurse touched the tall officer’s arm. He blushed.

‘Yeah. Sure Kristy.’

Dawn realised she didn’t know Jamison’s first name. Sam. It suited him. She watched him smile at the retreating nurse, then cleared her throat again.

‘Ah. Yeah. Suspect. He’s awake, just been served dinner.’

‘I don’t need a running commentary Sam,’ Dawn teased.

‘Sorry Detective.’

‘Just messing with you Constable. Good job and sorry about being such a tough boss the last few days.’

‘No. You’re not. A tough boss, that is.’ Jamison pushed the door open as he spoke. ‘Not, not sorry.’ Jamison stumbled.

‘I know what you mean Jamison. Hang out here.’

‘Will do.’

Dawn entered the room, Ryan a few steps behind her. Constable Craig was finishing off his food, through a straw. His broken jaw was wired shut. Red and purple bruises were forming right up to his eyes. Interviewing him when he couldn’t speak was going to be very difficult.

‘Constable Craig,’ Ryan scoffed.

‘Don’t you mean former Constable.’

‘Sorry Detective. You are correct.’ Dawn tipped her invisible hat at Ryan. ‘Jed Craig, you are being arrested for the murder of Jane Nichols...you have...’ Loud voices in the hallway made her stop and turn.

Jamison’s voice was clear ‘You can’t go in there.’

Another male voice, then another.

‘Oh. Yeah. I don’t know ...’ Jamison hesitated.

The door opened, Ryan crossed the room to intercept the intrusion, but it wasn’t a nurse or doctor forcing their way into Craig’s hospital room.

Ryan’s gun was in his hands before Dawn could react. Two muscle bound guys with tattoos all the way up their arms and around their necks loomed in the doorway. Both wore jeans, white tee-shirts and carried pistols strapped around their waist and tied to the bottom of their thigh.

‘Put your hands up,’ Ryan yelled.

The door opened, hitting one of the men in the back. Jamison stumbled in.

‘Wait up Ryan.’ Dawn yelled and waved her hand to halt her partner. ‘They’re AFP.’

Ryan threw her a look but didn’t lower his weapon. The shorter of the men lifted his hands in the air.

‘Sorry. We called ahead to the station but missed you, so came straight here.’

‘What the hell are you doing here Anderson?’ Dawn glanced at Craig and sighed when she saw the stupid grin on his face.

It seemed he wasn’t as dumb as she thought he was. At least not when it came to saving his own skin.

‘Will someone tell me what the hell is going on?’ Ryan lowered his weapon but didn’t holster it.

‘Your boy over here is coming with us.’ Anderson’s kiwi accent brought back memories that curled Dawn’s toes. His eyes met hers. ‘Do you want to tell your man what’s what?’

‘He’s not my ...’ She shook her head. Anderson hadn’t meant what she thought. He grinned. Ryan frowned.

‘How did you find out we were arresting him?’

‘Union rep contacted us yesterday. Said we needed to come grab him before you did.’

Dawn turned on Craig. ‘You little ...’ She sighed. ‘You told your rep you murdered our victim and let us run around ... and you kicked me ...’

‘We’ll preview your evidence, but Richardson is our target and we’ve been given authority to make a deal.’

Dawn opened her mouth, closed it and threw her arms in the air.

‘He murdered an MP’s stepdaughter.’ She pulled out Tenneson’s name because it suited her. She failed to tell them the very same MP was likely going to jail very soon.

‘He can bury an entire drug operation.’ Anderson crossed the room and uncuffed Craig’s wrist from the side rail before opening the cabinet alongside the bed and pulling out a bag of clothing.

Craig swung his legs over the edge of the bed. Dawn rounded on him and shoved him back down.

‘The war on drugs is a waste of time. Someone else will step up and replace Richardson. But this guy murdered a young woman. We still don’t know why. Her mother deserves closure. She was only twenty-four, with her whole life ahead of her.’

Anderson grabbed Craig by the arm and hoisted him out of bed and shoved the bag of clothes into his chest.

‘I’m not taking you anywhere in that.’ He eyed Craig’s hospital gown. ‘Put on some pants.’

Dawn’s earlier good mood evaporated.

‘You can’t take him Anderson.’ She started toward the AFP officer, but Ryan’s hand landed lightly on her shoulder.

‘Let it go Dawn. He’s caught. We’ve done our job.’

Craig pulled on his shorts, ripped off his gown and shoved on a shirt before Anderson turned him around and pressed the loose cuff onto his bare wrist.

‘Listen to your man there Grave,’ Anderson smirked. 

This time he was insinuating they were a couple, not merely work partners.

‘You really are a bastard you know.’

‘Just doing my job Grave.’ Anderson marched Craig out of the room.

Dawn gaped at his back, reminding herself why she didn’t date cops.
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Chapter 53

The large kitchen bustled with activity. Abby sat on the worn wooden table licking a bowl of chocolate cake batter that was plastered from ear to ear along with her grin.

Lisa handed Dawn a glass of white wine.

‘Here. Take this and get out the way. It’s chaos in here.’

Lisa’s cheeks were flushed. Michael and Clint were on the balcony, talking in hushed voices. Dawn shook herself as she internally referred to her partner by his first name. It’s what Lisa always called him.

But Dawn chose to keep the man at arm’s length, for good reason. The position with the Queensland Police was temporary—to stop the boredom while she renovated the family home.

Dawn crossed the kitchen toward the door leading to the balcony. Lisa put a gentle hand on her arm and nodded in the direction of Abby and Bella.

‘I hope you don’t mind. I’ve asked her to stay with us.’

Dawn was speechless. The idea of Abby having a grandmother figure was good, but confronting.

Not trusting her words, she said nothing and smiled. Lisa let her arm go and Dawn rushed to open the screen door and escape to the balcony before she said something she would regret.

Ryan spotted her, holding his hand up to interrupt Michael.

‘Dawn. You okay. You look like you’re about to throw up?’

Michael laughed.

‘We’ve seen that out here before. Pretty spectacular.’

Dawn suppressed the memory of hurling her guts up over the balcony. It wasn’t a memory worth reliving.

She sipped her wine and shook her head, reminding herself that one was her limit. Especially after Lisa’s news. Did she have a say? Probably not. This old Queenslander was Lisa’s forever home. It was Dawn who left and took twenty years to come back. It wasn’t her place to dictate who lived there ... but Bella?

Turning to Michael, she leant in close. Ryan hovered.

‘Did you know Lisa invited Bella to stay? Where is she going to sleep? My room still?’

‘I’ve still got a room,’ Ryan offered.

‘You rent the place. How is that going to work when you go back to Cairns?’

‘Well, actually I bought the place.’

Dawn gawked. Then shook her head.

‘Of course you did.’

Michael started laughing. Dawn glared at him.

‘What’s so funny?’

‘Your face. Honestly. You’ve spent so long alone. You don’t understand the value of family.’

Dawn frowned, glanced at Ryan for support, and got none.

‘He’s right you know.’

‘For crying out loud!’

Michael patted her shoulder.

‘It’s only for a few weeks. She’s a lonely old lady who virtually witnessed a murder. Give her a break.’

The screen door creaked. Lisa appeared with a wide smile.

‘Michael. Can I borrow you a minute?’

‘Sure.’ He stepped away and disappeared inside.

Dawn rubbed her hands over her face.

‘You look tired.’ Ryan’s tone was gentle.

She shrugged.

‘I am, but this is good.’ She waved her hand toward the kitchen where a hum of activity filtered through the screen door.

‘Any word from AFP?’

‘Fortunately. Yes. At least we can give Lorraine some closure.’ Ryan clinked his beer bottle with her wine glass. ‘Craig got the cocaine from Richardson. I don’t think he realised what the idiot planned to do with it. AFP are still digging, but Tenneson might face a few more charges before the investigation is over, but I digress.’

She swilled her wine, trying to make it last.

‘Do you need a refill.’

‘No.’ She shook her head. Her relationship with alcohol was a conversation for another day. ‘Craig took Jane to the Lagoon because of its convenience. He had no idea Tenneson opened it. He was simply looking for a secluded site, close to the road and not far from town. The marshy, deep, croc-infested waters were just there.’

‘He really isn’t a bright spark.’

‘Bright enough to get his rep to call AFP in.’

‘We don’t know he thought of that.’

‘True.’ She sipped another tiny mouthful.

‘Did they find the green cord?’

‘It was a lanyard from the retreat. Jane would have already had it around her neck.’

‘So she went with him willingly, like you said.’

Dawn shrugged and drained her glass.

‘He was a cop. She trusted him.’

Ryan sculled the last of his beer.

‘Did he say why he killed her?’

‘Not for Tenneson, or Richardson. He said he did it to protect Tina.’

‘The dumb shit. He killed her best friend. Her only friend.’

‘Yep. Apparently, he did it to prevent Jane from confronting her stepfather and ruining Tina’s business arrangement with the politician. You were right. It’s always sex, love, power or money. Seems this time, it was love.’

Ryan shook his head as the screen door creaked, then slammed against the wall. Abby flew onto the balcony, chocolate cake batter still on her lips.

‘Mummy says it’s dinner time and we’re celebrating.’

Dawn glanced at Ryan who shrugged.

Abby rushed forward and grabbed Dawn’s free hand.

‘Come on. You get the best seat.’

Dawn glanced over her shoulder, her eyes meeting Ryan’s before Abby hauled her inside.

‘What are we celebrating Abby?’

‘Bella is selling her house and giving us the money to finish the renovations. We can put a new room on for her and finish the new kitchen and you’ll have that thingy bathroom you wanted and...’

Dawn didn’t hear the rest of Abby’s prattling. Her head was spinning. Just over a month ago she was living alone in Adelaide. Working crazy hours. No social life. Few friends except work acquaintances and now...here she was in Cooktown.

A place she swore she’d never return to, and living with her sister in the house that haunted her childhood.

‘Here.’ Abby pulled Dawn down into the seat at the head of the table. ‘You sit here and you, Detective.’ Abby reached for Ryan’s hand and dragged him to Dawn’s left. ‘Sit here and you.’ Abby helped Mrs Lundstrom into a chair at Dawn’s right. ‘Sit right here and make plans with Auntie Dawn.’

Abby stepped back with hands on hips, a wide grin and sparkling eyes like she’d created a masterpiece.

Dawn sighed. Ryan leant over.

‘The spare room offer still stands.’

Dawn was about to take him up on the offer, but a cold hand touched hers. She turned to see Mrs Lundstrom’s shy smile. For a second, Dawn wondered if it was the same expression which convinced Lisa to let the woman stay, but as Bella squeezed her hand, she understood what had occurred.

‘Thanks for letting me stay Luv. I know it isn’t what you planned.’

‘What about your house, and garden and your family? I saw all the photos on your walls.’

Bella was silent a moment. The bustle of plates and cutlery faded into nothing as Dawn watched the older woman swallow hard.

‘They are gone Luv.’

Dawn was about to ask more, but Bella plastered a grin on her lips.

‘Besides, if you go back to Adelaide, you know I’ll be here to look after them this way.’

Ryan leant across Dawn with a mouth already full of mashed potato.

‘She’s not going back to Adelaide Mrs Lundstrom.’

Bella waggled her finger at Ryan.

‘I told you to call me Bella and that’s fabulous news.’

Dawn glanced at the two people either side of her, one then the other and sighed.

‘Do I get any say in any of this?’

The answer didn’t come from Clint or Bella alone. Every voice in the room echoed the word.

‘No!’

Dawn gaped, then grinned.

‘In that case. Where the heck am I sleeping tonight?’

∗∗∗∗∗∗∗∗

Join Dawn when her investigation into a local woman’s death could make her the killer’s next target in Grave Mistake, book three in the Dawn Grave Crime series.

Stay up to date with every new release, every cover reveal, and every opportunity to join my advanced reader team. You’ll also receive a free deleted scene from book 1 in the Opal Fields series, and learn a little bit about me along the way.

Join my readers club here!

Want something to read while you wait for the new Dawn Grave novel?

Her Buried Bones is book 1 in the bestselling Australian Crime series —Opal Fields. Best of all, there are six books ready to read right now.
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Thank You!

I hope you enjoyed reading the latest release in the new 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’d have never 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 1, is Her Buried Bones and available on Amazon, in paperback or in 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 2, 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 new Dawn Grave series, but I’ll be writing more in the Opal Fields very soon.

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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