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Musty moist air assaulted Dawn as she peeked into the bedroom. Dim light filtered around the edges of faded curtains, drawn closed decades ago. She inched over the threshold, chest tightening as hot tears prickled her eyes. 

The room was just as she remembered. Untouched. When she slammed the door on this memory and ran away, she never expected to unlock it again ... ever. 

But now, the case surrounding her brother’s suicide was finally reopened as a suspicious death. Now, she might be able to find Fraser’s killer—but it wasn’t her case. In fact, she was warned ‘stay well clear!’ But anyone who knew Dawn, knew she would never back off.

‘We should open a window.’

The deep voice jolted her from dark memories lingering in the recesses of her mind. She opened the door wide and welcomed Detective Ryan inside. 

Striding across the room, he drew the curtains aside and turned the window lock. The weathered timber and textured vintage glass groaned as he pried it open. 

Dawn scanned the wall of boxes, worn Star Wars bedspread and flaking paint. Empty shelves, once full of swimming carnival trophies and ribbons ... now covered in a blanket of dust. 

‘It’s just how we left it when we packed Fraser’s things away,’ she whispered.

‘You okay if I go through these?’ Ryan’s voice was soft, like his blue eyes silently asking questions she didn’t want to answer right now. 

She was okay with the investigation being reopened. She was even more okay now she knew Detective Clint Ryan was lead on the case. She trusted him, more than she liked to admit. 

But she preferred being in charge. More than anything, she wanted to find whoever killed her brother and staged his suicide. She needed to make them pay for what they did.

‘I’ll help you.’ Dawn’s hand drifted over Fraser’s desk as she considered what to do with  his things. 

‘You sure?’ 

‘Yep. This room has been full of old memories too long.’ She opened the first box she reached. ‘Time to purge some demons and find a killer.’ 

Ryan joined her, his hand resting lightly on her forearm.

‘Don’t get your hopes up too much Dawn.’ His use of her first name suddenly made this all too personal. ‘It’s a twenty-year-old cold case and we are running blind.’

Dawn shrugged his hand away. 

‘I know. But this is Fraser’s entire life.’ She waved her hand to encompass the cramped space. ‘We must be able to find something in here.’

She reached inside the box and pulled out a trophy. Her heart skipped a beat when she realised it was one of hers, not Fraser’s. Memories flooded back like wildfire. She shuddered. 

‘You okay?’

‘Yes. And please don’t ask me again.’

Ryan tipped his head, turned and ripped open another box. Tiny pieces of the aged packing tape lifted into the air and danced on the sunlight streaming in through the window. 

Ryan retrieved a faded brown album.

‘So you haven’t dug into all this stuff before?’ 

Dawn shook her head. 

‘I’ve only been back in Cooktown six weeks, and I’ve been a little busy with the renovations, and our last case.’ 

It wasn’t true. As much as she wanted to solve Fraser’s case, rummaging through his belongings was like rebreaking a poorly healed bone.

Ryan glanced her way. 

‘House is looking good. Are you planning on renovating this room?’ 

Dawn reached for another trophy. Her fingers lingered on the engraved nameplate a moment before she could find the words to answer. 

‘Bella is staying with us now. We need more space, so yes. It’s time.’ 

The lonely, widowed woman who intruded into their previous case had somehow wheedled her way into Dawn’s sister’s heart. Lisa had invited Bella to move into the decrepit old homestead she was once again calling her home. 

From the corner of her eye, she watched as Ryan carefully considered her. Finally, she saw him nod, then open the photo album in his hand. Relief washed over her.

Mainly because it was Ryan going through the photos, not her. The idea of seeing Fraser with friends, happy, and content, tore at her heart. Returning to Cooktown was the hardest thing Dawn had ever done. 

When her sister went missing, there was no other choice. Thankfully, the dark memories were fading. Fraser’s case the only demon left from her past. Her sister was safe. And she was back with what was left of her family.

Blonde ringlets flew through the doorway, dragging Dawn from her thoughts.

‘Auntie Dawn! Auntie Dawn, have you seen Cherry?’ 

Dawn grinned at the dramatic tone and tiny tiara perched askew in the little girl’s mop of curls. 

‘No, sorry Abby.’

The ginger cat was likely out hunting field mice or trying to avoid Abby’s next dress up tea party. The animal certainly had a mind of its own.

Abby pouted as her hands leapt to her hips.

‘What about Greta?’

The quiet quintessential Queenslander homestead recently became a refuge to Bella and her bad tempered Chihuahua. The cat Dawn liked, but she wasn’t a fan of little yapping dogs and Greta yapped ... a lot.

‘No, but I think Rusty is on the veranda.’ 

Another rescue they adopted. 

‘Okay.’ The little girl’s eyes scanned the room with curiosity. ‘Whatcha doing?’ 

‘Detective Ryan is helping with an old case.’ 

Abby put her hands behind her back and swung her hips. The bright pink tutu swooshed.

‘Uncle Fraser’s case?’ 

Dawn wondered exactly what her sister shared with Abby about their brother. The little girl’s ears were always open. She never missed a thing. No doubt she knew everything they ever discussed openly. 

‘If you get some food, I’m sure Cherry and Greta will come running.’ 

The little girl’s bright blue eyes sparkled as her finger flew into the air. 

‘Good idea Auntie Dawn.’

Thudding feet thundered down the worn timber hallway. 

‘Hey.’ 

Dawn turned at Ryan’s tone. He pointed to a photo of Fraser with his swim team. 

‘Check this out. Do you recognise him?’

Dawn shuddered at the sight of her old coach. Fortunately, he was one of the nightmares she put to rest, but it wasn’t Fairweather that Ryan’s finger rested on. 

‘I don’t know.’ She squinted, trying to focus on the group of people huddled together in front of the town pool. ‘It’s after I left the team.’ She scanned the faces. ‘Looks like he’s too old to be a swimmer. A coach’s assistant maybe?’ 

Ryan turned so the sunlight reached the photo. 

‘Look closer Dawn.’

Dawn’s stomach convulsed. 

‘Is that Senior Constable Rick Constable?’ 

Any other time the man’s unfortunate surname would elicit a snigger from Dawn, but not today. Not when she could see him standing alongside her brother with his arm over Fraser’s shoulder, and a smile on his lips. 

‘What the hell is he doing with Fraser? And why didn’t he ever mention he was involved with the swim team?’ 

‘Something we could ask him if he hadn’t taken extended leave when Fraser’s case was reopened. It was suspicious enough at the time, but now ...’

Ryan’s phone buzzed in his pocket, interrupting her new partner mid-sentence.  

He handed the album to Dawn. She pulled back the cellophane hanging limply—the adhesive long expired. She heard Ryan sigh as her fingers touched the photo.

‘This is going to have to wait.’

Dawn pulled the photo out and dropped the album on the bedspread. Dust puffed into the air. 

‘What’s up?’ 

‘We’ve caught a fresh murder case.’ 
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The scent of lemongrass and tea tree oil drifted on the moist, warm air. Dawn swatted a mosquito, shoved a stalk of Melaleuca aside and raced to keep up with Constable Reynolds. 

The young officer led the way with enthusiasm Dawn wasn’t sharing. Sweat collected under her bra band and armpits. Her tight tee was dripping wet, and it was only ten in the morning.

‘How far is it?’ She tried to keep the whine from her voice. 

The constable slowed, turned and regarded Dawn with knowing brown eyes. 

‘Another hundred metres or so. Just over the other side of this rocky outcrop.’

Ryan drew up alongside Dawn, not even puffing.

‘Do we have an ID yet?’ 

Reynolds carried on, talking with her back to them.

‘No. The crime scene techs haven’t found anything yet.’

Dawn scrambled over a slippery rockface.

‘Of course not. That would be too easy.’ She slipped. Ryan reached out and grabbed her arm, steadying her. ‘Thanks.’ 

She gently eased her arm away. Ryan studied her a moment, then turned his attention to Reynolds’ back.

‘Anything on her at all?’ 

‘A phone, but the keypad is locked, and she hasn’t set up emergency contacts.’ 

‘Great.’ Dawn tried to remain optimistic, but it was unlikely they’d be able to get access. There were thousands of combinations, and most phones shut down if you didn’t get it right after a limited number of attempts. 

‘Who found her?’ Ryan continued.

‘An older couple. Parked their caravan at the end of Mount Amos Road, just off the highway and came in with their four-wheel-drive. Went to the falls, decided to bushwalk a bit further, got a little turned around and wandered along this trail.’ 

Dawn picked her way through a flat section of granite before beginning the descent on the other side. 

‘Have you interviewed them yet?’ 

‘No. They couldn’t get a phone signal to call it in. They drove back to town, and stopped into the station. I got their details. Driver’s licence numbers, car rego. They’re staying in town. I’ll interview them when I’m finished here.’ 

Reynolds stopped as they entered a flat clearing, surrounded by granite boulders, spotted with gum trees and palms. A clump of white disposable overalls huddled below a jagged overhanging rock. 

‘Detectives. Just in time.’ A masked figure rose, stretched his back with a groan and smiled with his eyes over an N95 medical mask.

Dawn picked her way through the scene. ‘Greg. I’d say good to see you again, but that would be a little out of taste considering.’ She waved at the body being lifted onto a plastic bag. 

A horde of flies buzzed over the corpse undeterred. 

‘Too true.’ 

The pathologist’s eyes lingered on Dawn.

‘What you got for us Greg?’ Ryan interrupted. His tone curt.

Dawn didn’t need to wonder over her partner’s attitude. Last time Dawn spoke to Greg Mayfield, he was hitting on her big time. 

‘Caucasian female. Likely over twenty-five but, barely. I can’t give you more until we conduct an autopsy.’

Dawn studied the body. An infestation of flies covered the woman’s head. She stepped forward, waving her hand over the area. Flies lifted, but didn’t retreat from their feast. 

‘What the hell?’ She gaped at Greg. ‘That’s one heavy duty calibre weapon used there.’ The woman’s face was unrecognisable, making identifying her even more difficult. She wondered if that was the killer’s intention. 

‘I’m not committing to a gunshot at this stage. It could have been a rock.’ Greg pointed out the array of loose rocks in the clearing. ‘Except I can’t find one with any brain matter or tissue on it that doesn’t say gunshot splatter to me.’ 

A short, stocky woman in white overalls approached. Dawn grinned. 

‘Tammy. Glad we’ve got you on the case.’ 

The woman gave a half salute, half wave, then turned her hand to point at the body. 

‘I can’t find a round yet, but I’m calling gunshot. Possibly a Magnum .44 or similar.’

Dawn turned to Greg to concur. 

He shook his head as though deliberating what to say next, then rolled his eyes. 

‘You know I don’t like to speculate, but Gleeson is likely right.’ 

Dawn slowly turned full circle, taking in the remote location. 

‘A common pig-shooting gun and this is definitely wild boar country.’ 

‘So where is her vehicle, and the gun?’ Ryan asked.

‘Hunting accident?’ Dawn offered. ‘Whoever did it, took off?’ Dawn continued to scan the area. The tall rocks made an accidental long distance shooting unlikely and a Magnum .44 wasn’t an accurate weapon at long range anyway.

Ryan pointed to the shorts and sandshoes visible below the swarming flies. 

‘She’s not exactly dressed for hunting.’

Dawn nodded. Her instincts agreed with her partner. 

‘A remote location. Close range shooting with a high calibre weapon. I think you’re right. This isn’t an accident.’ 

‘Can I get that on record?’ Ryan grinned. 

Tammy’s eye-roll was visible through her goggles as the body bag was drawn closed over the victim. 

The sound of flies hitting the plastic made Dawn shiver. 

Tammy held up an evidence bag with a phone. 

‘Other than a few pieces of jewellery, this is all we found on her. Maybe it will help with an ID.’ 

Dawn slipped on a glove and reached inside the bag for the phone. Pressing the home button, she saw two young women smiling back at her. The cracked screen distorted their features, but it was something. Dawn turned to the constable. 

‘Reynolds. Do you recognise either of these women?’ 

The slim officer’s long ponytail bounced as she jogged over. Her brow creased as she studied the photo. 

‘No sorry. Vaguely familiar, like I’ve seen them at the Top Pub or Sovereign Hotel, but I don’t know them personally.’ 

‘So possibly local then?’

Reynolds shrugged. 

‘Maybe.’

‘We need to check for missing persons.’ Dawn turned to Greg. ‘Do we have a time of death?’

The pathologist slipped his face-mask down around his neck, screwed up his nose, pulled his gloves off with a snap and rubbed his chin as he contemplated the body bag. 

‘Rigor has passed, and liver temp is ambient, so she’s been dead more than twenty four hours, but there’s no decomp yet, so less than forty eight.’ 

Dawn nodded, then glanced at her watch. It was later than she expected. She did a quick count back.

‘So she died sometime between Friday late morning and Saturday midday?’

Greg nodded. 

She retrieved her notepad and scribbled down the details.

‘Any signs she was restrained?’

Greg shook his head. 

‘Too early to be sure, but if she was, it wasn’t for long or with anything coarse enough to leave abrasions.’

‘Thanks.’ Dawn turned to Reynolds. ‘As soon as you’re finished here, get back to the station. Take a statement from the couple who found our victim and check if anyone has been reported missing in the past two days.’

Reynolds pulled a notepad from her utility-vest pocket. 

‘I’ve not seen a report come through. Maybe no one knows she’s missing yet. It is a Sunday.’

‘Good point. If she lives alone, we might not get a report until she fails to appear at work.’ 

Ryan pointed to the body bag.

‘And we can’t exactly circulate a victim-photo in the media’  

Dawn reached for her phone. 

‘We’ve got the screensaver photo. The crack isn’t ideal, but we can assume our victim is one of the women, or they are close to her.’

She snapped a shot, then passed the evidence bag back to Tammy and turned to the constable. ‘Reynolds, are Jamison and Chung on duty today?’

‘No, been a bit quiet since the rain started. Sergeant Martin has kept a light team on over the weekend. Do you want me to get them in?’

Dawn considered the scene. 

‘I think we need to canvas properties in the area, particularly on the road leading here. The Trevathan Falls are at the end of the track. They see a lot of visitors when in full flow. Perfect spot to swim without crocs. Locals and tourists come here a lot. Someone might have seen something.’

Reynolds scribbled notes. 

‘Do you want me to circulate the photo from the phone through media yet?’

Dawn shook her head. 

‘Not until we’ve exhausted other avenues, and I’d like a cause of death first.’

Her gut told her this wasn’t an accident, but the last thing she wanted to do was panic the local community. Cooktown was a small place and like most remote country locations, the idea of a murder got tongues wagging and hearts fluttering. 

‘If we don’t get an ID early in the week from a missing person’s report, we might have no other choice. But if our victim has been murdered, we don’t want to let the killer know we’ve found her. Let’s try to keep this quiet for now.’ 

Reynolds flipped the notepad closed with a nod. 

‘You got it Detective. I’ll get the boys out here to canvas the neighbours.’ 

‘Detectives.’ Tammy waved from across the clearing. 

‘What you got Gleeson?’ Ryan reached the forensic tech first. 

‘Bullet casing.’ She held up the brass cylinder on the end of a pen, slipped it into an evidence bag and used the same pen to label it.

Dawn drew up alongside Ryan. 

’.44 cal?’

‘Yep, and that’s not all.’ Tammy waved another evidence bag in the air. 

Dawn squinted to see the contents. 

‘It’s just a cigarette butt. Any camper could have left it out here. But we might get lucky. Maybe our killer is a smoker and he left his DNA on it.’ 

‘Their DNA,’ Tammy corrected. 

Dawn nodded agreement. Their killer wasn’t necessarily a guy. This was the bush. Remote Queensland. Women from all walks of life hunted out here.

‘Now we need to answer the question of whether it was an accident or not.’

Tammy shoved the evidence bag into a box, picked it up and strode toward her van, but not before calling over her shoulder. 

‘That, Detective, is thankfully your job, not mine.’ 
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Dawn gripped the handle above the window as Ryan navigated the rutted road from Trevathan Falls. The narrow track traversed bushland, more arid than the thick tropical forests of the nearby Daintree. 

Native grass, mixed with introduced pastoral species dotted the landscape between gumtrees. Hills hugged the coastline, undulating yet rugged—somehow looming over the scene like unhappy spirits. 

She shivered. Someone blew a woman’s head off, at close enough range to see the colour of her eyes and the fear on her face before pulling the trigger. Nothing about the scene read like an accident. 

As much as Dawn wanted it to be just that, her instincts insisted they were out to find a murderer. But why? What did this woman do to warrant an up close and personal killing? 

Ryan spoke into the silence.

‘It’s a long way from nowhere out here? Where’s her car?’ 

Dawn glanced out the window, noting a thin, two-wheel track running off to the right at a forty-five-degree angle. 

‘It could be anywhere out here. This area is part National Park, part private property. There are likely fifty or more rural properties bordering the Park.’

Ryan braced as a rut threatened to grab the steering wheel and rip it from his hands. 

‘Is it worth getting a chopper up to fly around and search for an abandoned vehicle?’

Dawn adjusted her grip on the handle and repositioned herself for a shallow creek crossing.

‘Not until we know what kind of car we’re looking for. Maybe the constables will get lucky in the door knocking.’

‘We’ve got the photo. You sure you don’t want to put it out to the media?’ 

Dawn shook her head. 

‘No. I’d rather keep this on the downlow for now. This woman will be missed. Soon. I’d prefer to dig into who she is, get a list of possible motives and suspects and do some interviews before the media get a hold of the story and start putting their own spin on it.’

Ryan nodded, dropped the automatic transmission down a few gears and rolled the police vehicle over another eroded riverbed. Brush scraped along the sides as they wound through a narrow section between dense gums and a thicket of undergrowth.  

Something caught Dawn’s eye. She reached out and touched Ryan’s hand on the wheel. Her fingertips tingled. She assured herself it was adrenalin.

‘Wait up. Over there.’ She pointed into the undergrowth where two sandy wheel-tracks disappeared into shrubs.

Ryan slowed the police Landcruiser. 

‘What?’

‘There’s a vehicle parked back there.’ She hoicked her thumb over her shoulder. ‘In the scrub.’

Ryan put the four-wheel-drive into reverse, drove back a few metres and stopped. 

‘See. Down there.’ 

Ryan’s brow creased as he focussed on the bushes. 

‘It’s tan, like the sand colour. Hard to spot.’

‘I see it. How the hell did you make that out?’

‘I don’t know. I think there was movement. Someone’s down there.’

They were in a marked unit, one borrowed from Cooktown Police Station. There was no way Ryan’s fancy unmarked Mustang was making it down the main dirt road, let alone this track.

‘Park up here. We’ll go down on foot.’

‘I can drive down there. This thing will go anywhere.’

‘I don’t want to spook anyone.’

Ryan nodded, turned the car off the track and undid his seatbelt as Dawn stepped out of the car. The pop of gunfire made her heart skip a beat. She ducked back inside to see Ryan reaching for the switch to fire up the lights and sirens for a split second. 

The shrill noise bounced around the trees and another few shots were fired. Then silence. Dawn licked her lips, wondering if the gunshots were aimed in their direction. This side of the road was National Park. No one should be out hunting in state forest or national parks. 

‘Put your belt back on. I’ll take the Landcruiser in.’ Ryan started the car, then shoved it into drive as Dawn buckled her belt. 

The vehicle bounced down the narrow track, drawing closer to dense bushland. A rusted Jeep became clearly visible amongst the grey and green foliage. Ryan flashed the lights once more as two men, carrying rifles scurried toward the Jeep. 

‘They’re doing a runner,’ Dawn warned. 

Ryan grunted, flicking the sirens on as Dawn lifted the radio handset from the dash.

‘All units. This is Detective Grave. In pursuit of a tan-coloured Jeep on the access road to Trevathan Falls. Two male suspects. Armed.’

‘Detective. Chung here. We are on route, halfway down Mount Amos Road.’ 

The Jeep lurched forward through dense bush. Ryan followed, siren blaring. 

‘Why the hell are they running?’

Dawn ignored him. Pressing the mic, she gave instructions as their vehicle bounced in pursuit. 

‘On it Detective.’ 

Ryan’s eyes were fixed on the terrain. 

‘Where are they going?’ 

Dawn wasn’t sure if he was talking to himself or expecting an answer. She decided to give him one anyway.

‘There’s a row of properties backing onto this section of the forest.’ Dawn gripped the window handle and grunted as the Landcruiser left the ground, then landed heavily. 

‘Sorry.’ 

Ryan’s eyes stayed focussed on the retreating vehicle.  

‘I’ve got Chung waiting in case they go back to the main road, but I’ve got a suspicion...’ another rut threw Dawn’s butt from her seat. She braced a hand on the dash. 

‘What suspicion?’ 

The vehicle slowed ahead. Brake lights flashed. 

‘That’s my suspicion. Damn!’

The police vehicle slid to a halt as a heavy metal gate locked into place in front of them. The plate steel was rusted, but solid and featured a sign with a clear message roughly hand painted in red lettering.  

Keep Out! Private Property.

Beyond the fence line, more signs with raised fists and anarchist slogans were dotted amongst wrecked car bodies. A burnt-out bus with no windows, featured a striped flag with the letter A inside an O insignia. 

Dawn stifled a shudder and slumped back into her seat, blowing out her cheeks before speaking. ‘I saw the signs on this property on the way in, from the other side. Should have known.’

Ryan thumped the steering wheel. ‘Bloody rednecks, shooting everything that moves.’ 

Dawn shrugged. ‘I’ve got nothing against shooting. Whatever floats your boat, but it’s not right to shoot in a national park.’

Ryan shoved the Landcruiser into reverse and watched over his shoulder as he backed around in front of the gate. 

‘Cocky little bastards. They know we can’t go in without a warrant.’ 

He slammed the car into drive and spun the wheels on the dirt.

Dawn saw the sliding hatch open in the thick metal gate. A one finger salute sent them on their way. 

‘And we won’t get one without probable cause.’ Dawn lifted the radio handset. ‘Chung. You read me?’ 

‘Loud and clear Detective.’ 

‘We’re out of luck, for now. Join Reynolds on scene.’ 

‘Roger that.’ 

Dawn clipped the mic onto the dash and gripped the window handle once more. 

‘They were probably just out illegally shooting. But....’

Ryan glanced her way. ‘A bit of a coincidence don’t you think?’

Dawn ran her tongue over her teeth. ‘I don’t know. Our victim might have seen something? But more importantly,’ Dawn pointed behind them, ‘they could have seen her killer.’

‘We won’t know unless we ask them, and we can’t get access to the place without due cause.’

‘Then let’s go back and see what they were shooting at.’

Ryan stopped as they reached the rutted road. 

‘Left or right? I think we should head back to town and chase our victim’s ID first.’ 

Dawn contemplated her new partner a moment. They weren’t officially partners. Ryan was based in Cairns, but Dawn was new to the Queensland Police Service and Detective Ryan usually handled rural and regional cases. 

It was only sheer luck he was in town when this murder landed in their lap. It made sense for him to stay and assist. Ryan recently started staying in town on the weekends, working on her brother’s case. Or at least the case was his excuse. Dawn hoped in her spirit that he was staying for more than his work. 

Shaking the thought aside, she focussed back on his last few words. 

‘You’re right,’ Ryan chuckled. 

‘Twice in one day. Must be a record.’ 

Dawn smiled good naturedly. They hadn’t exactly been the best of friends at first, but now...

‘I’ll ask Michael about those guys. See if he can do a little recon where we found them shooting.’ 

‘Ranger Michael. Good idea. Is this in the Yuki Rangers’ jurisdiction?’ Ryan waved his hand at the surrounding bushland as the Landcruiser loped up over another rut on the Trevathan Falls access road.

‘I don’t know, but if it isn’t, he’ll know who to call.’ 

‘Let’s hope these guys have a long rap sheet. With any luck we’ll be able to bring them in for questioning after all.’

‘I don’t know Ryan. These anarchy guys tend to have hot heads and itchy trigger fingers. I’m not inclined to go there unless we can link them to our murder victim.’

Ryan was unusually quiet as he steered the Landcruiser from the track to the Mount Amos gravel road leading back to the Cook Highway. 

‘You know we can use first names.’

Dawn opened her mouth to refuse but stopped herself. She knew his first name. Her sister Lisa insisted on calling him Clint in the family home, but something about him asking her now made her uncomfortable. 

Was she ready to move from work relationship to personal after only six weeks? He knew too much about her disastrous past already. Even her short-lived marriage to an abusive cop was out in the open. So why did she feel the need to remain guarded? 

He must have read something in her eyes. 

‘It’s okay. Grave and Ryan it is then. Has a nice ring to it.’ 

His blue eyes sparkled. Dawn let out a slow breath. 

‘Let’s ID our girl and find a killer.’ 

Ryan nodded, then pressed the accelerator. Dawn watched the lush fields whizz by. Her mind drifting back to dark times. 

Ryan’s voice snapped her out of her memories. 

‘You’re welcome to keep staying at the apartment while I’m helping with this investigation.’ He grinned and lifted his hands off the wheel for a split second in mock surrender. ‘No strings. I promise.’ 

Dawn stayed at Ryan’s very expensive apartment overlooking the Endeavour River because, until she finished her renovation, Bella was using her room. The Cairns-based detective used his family money to purchase the apartment even before he started investigating Fraser’s cold case. 

He usually only stayed on the weekends, when he wasn’t working in Cairns, but now he was going to be there every night. They’d be working together and living together. 

Her mind wandered as she fixed her gaze on the side mirror, absently watching the grey dust rise behind them. She knew she could trust him. He’d been the perfect gentlemen since the very first night she stayed at his apartment. It was herself she was worried about.
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They rode in silence. As Ryan drove the Landcruiser over the Annan River bridge, Dawn peered at the gushing water below. Despite the recent heavy rain, the low tide exposed sand banks. She craned her neck in search of a sunbathing crocodile. But the warm water and overcast sky meant the crocs were likely in the water, hunting prey. 

Giving up on one of her favourite childhood games, she checked her mobile phone for a signal. As they drew closer to Cooktown, two bars appeared. 

She dialled, then spoke to Ryan while she waited for the call to connect.

‘I’ll just try Michael now.’ 

Ryan nodded. His expression hard to read. Was he still thinking about their earlier conversation?

‘Dawn.’ Michael’s voice was smooth, calm and deep. For some reason, talking to him always settled her. She knew since he started dating her sister, he was the stable point in Lisa’s life. She only hoped he didn’t break her heart like Abby’s father had.

‘Hey Michael. Got a few questions.’

‘Shoot.’ 

‘Funny you should say that.’ She glanced at Ryan who still wasn’t making eye contact. ‘We’ve got a case and while on scene, we noticed a couple of guys out shooting on the National Park side of Trevathan Falls.’

‘Not good.’

‘No. But even worse. When we tried to catch up to them to talk, they took off and drove into the property with all the anti-government graffiti all over the place.’

‘Yeah. Know the place. And the family. Neil Scheer is a piece of work.’

Dawn sighed. It wasn’t what she hoped to hear, but it was what she expected.

‘Do you have anyone who can check out what they were shooting at? We’d love to have enough to bring them in for questioning.’

‘Over shooting in the park?’ Michael sounded dubious.

‘No. That would be the excuse, but...’ She wondered what she should share with him. He might end up being her brother-in-law one day, but police business was just that. Not for public consumption. 

‘Case related.’ Michael spoke into her pause.

‘Could be.’

‘Easy done. I’ll make a few calls. Not my patch, but I know a few of the rangers who work out there. I’ll see what we can do.’ 

‘Thanks Michael. Keep me posted.’

‘Actually. I was gonna call you.’ The ranger’s indigenous accent was stronger than usual. 

‘What’s up. Abby okay?’ 

‘Fine. I think. Why?’

She heard the hesitation in his voice, then remembered he hadn’t seen Abby this morning. 

‘No reason. Sorry you go on.’ 

‘I’m working in Hopevale this weekend.’

‘Yeah. Lisa said.’

‘I’m doing training with the young rangers, but Auntie just told me the nurse who usually runs the clinic here hasn’t turned up.’ 

‘A Sunday clinic?’

‘No,’ Michael chuckled softly. ‘No one does anything much in the community on Sunday.’ His tone turned serious. ‘Dawn, she was supposed to be here Friday afternoon.’ 

Dawn’s heart skipped a beat.

‘Does she usually attend the clinic on her own?’

‘Yeah. She checks up on the locals. A few diabetes tests and mental health checks.’

Dawn turned to face Ryan who was glancing her way out the corner of his eye. 

‘Michael. I’ve got a photo I’m going to send  you.’ Dawn placed her phone on speaker and scrolled through her image gallery.

Finding the picture of the victim’s cracked phone screen, she clicked and forwarded it to Michael’s number. 

‘What’s going on Dawn?’ 

She drew a measured breath, glanced at Ryan who nodded she needed to tell him. 

‘We have a suspicious death, but no ID. This photo has two women in it. So far nothing has popped with missing persons. So can you show it to Auntie and see if she knows either of the women?’ 

Silence hung a moment. Dawn heard Michael’s phone ping and the sound of fabric touching the speaker. A few seconds later he spoke. His voice made Dawn jump. 

‘It’s her. The nurse.’

‘Do you need to ask Auntie?’ Dawn glanced Ryan’s way. He seemed as surprised as her. 

‘No. It’s her. It’s Hannah on the left. What happened Dawn?’

‘How do you know her?’ 

‘You first.’

‘Sorry Michael. You know it doesn’t work like that.’

‘Yeah. I remember. Ongoing case.’ 

Dawn bit her lip a second. It was what she told Michael when Lisa went missing. He forced his way into her investigation of Lisa’s disappearance anyway. She thought he was helping because he had the hots for her. It turned out Michael was keen on Lisa but too shy to ask her out. He stuck to Dawn like glue through the whole case to make sure Lisa was found and safe.

Cooktown was a small place. It wasn’t surprising Michael knew the woman in the photo too. Especially since she was a nurse who visited the community. But the knot forming in Dawn’s stomach told her it was more than passing knowledge. 

‘I’ll tell you what I can, once I can.’

‘Where did you find her?’ 

‘We don’t know it’s her yet Michael. What’s Hannah’s last name and how do you know her?’

Dawn left the phone on speaker. She could hear rustling, then a car door slammed shut. She assumed Michael was distancing himself from anyone who might overhear. 

‘Hannah is an English nurse. I met her when she first came to live in Cooktown. We dated a while.’ 

Dawn kept her tone neutral, but her pulse quickened.

‘What’s her last name?’ 

‘Paddock. Hannah Paddock.’ 

‘And she’s a nurse here in Cooktown?’

‘With Queensland Health, yes. She works at the hospital, but also runs the clinics in the community.’ 

Sweat trickled down Dawn’s back despite the air-conditioning working overtime. She was dreading the next question more than anything in the world. There were too many implications for Michael, Lisa and her case. 

She drew a slow, measured breath and was about to ask it, when Ryan interrupted. 

‘Mate. It’s Clint. You’re on speaker.’ 

‘Hey mate.’ 

The tone was friendly, but sombre. The relationship between Ryan and Michael started out tense, but they were quickly becoming good friends. Despite Ryan’s jokes about Michael being a Dudley-Do-Right, Dawn knew he liked the ranger.

‘I gotta ask you. When was the last time you saw Hannah?’ 

The silence spoke volumes. 

Michael puffed out a breath. 

‘Friday morning mate. Had coffee with her before she was due to head to Hopevale.’ 

Dawn pressed her head back in the seat, holding the phone out for Ryan to tell her sister’s boyfriend what he needed to do next. 

‘You’re gonna have to come back to town mate. We need to formally interview you and get a statement.’

‘Do I need to bring a lawyer?’

Dawn shook her anxiety away and did what any good future sister-in-law cop should do. She interrupted Ryan’s answer. 

‘Absolutely. Just to be safe.’ 

Ryan frowned. Dawn opened her eyes wide in a What? expression, then switched the phone from speaker. 

‘I know you didn’t do anything, but when you come in, we are going to have to question you about every second of your movements since you last saw Hannah. A lawyer is a good idea. Trust me.’

‘Thanks Dawn. If someone hurt Hannah, l want to do everything I can to help you find them.’

‘Thanks Michael. And chase up those shooters if you can. See you soon.’ 

She hung up, slipped her phone into her pocket and turned to her partner. 

‘We have a name.’

Ryan flexed his fingers on the steering wheel, then turned to face Dawn. 

‘But we might have a suspect too.’ 

She didn’t say a word. It wasn’t a new thought. But it had to be a wrong one. It just had to be. 
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Dawn didn’t stop to relish the cool air as she rushed into the station, crossed the foyer and waited at the internal door for the duty officer to hit the button and release the security lock. A buzz sounded. She shoved the door open, then turned to speak with the constable in reception.

‘Is Sergeant Martin in?’

‘Yep. He’s expecting you Detectives.’

‘Thanks Burger.’ 

She held the door for Ryan, then gave the new officer a quick smile before stepping through and letting the door close behind her.

Ryan waited, a frown on his face. 

‘Is he new?’ 

‘Yeah. Started shortly after the senior constable went on leave. Seems like a good kid.’

The Sergeant’s door opened to their right.

‘Thought I could hear you two. Come through.’ 

Sergeant Martin stepped back. Dawn and Ryan entered, walking straight through the tidy office to the team room on the other side. 

The usual hustle of officers was absent. Dawn leant against an unoccupied desk.

‘You on your own Sir?’

‘Other than Burger out the front, yep. Reynolds was on call, but she’s busy now. Chung and Jamison were on standby. It’s been quiet.’

‘Not anymore.’ Dawn pointed to a whiteboard alongside the Sergeant’s office. ‘You’ve been busy.’ 

Dawn noted the board’s contents. A crime-scene photo occupied the middle. A black line ran along the top of the board with the date and time of the body being found and a printed copy of the screensaver from their victim’s phone was pasted alongside the first photo.

‘Yep. This all came through from the crime scene team about fifteen minutes ago.’

Dawn rose, lifted the marker pen from the bottom rail on the board and began writing. 

‘We have the victim’s ID.’

Sergeant Martin slid a stack of files to the side of Constable Reynolds’ desk.

‘That was fast.’ He lowered his butt and crossed his arms over his chest like he was settling in for a presentation. 

‘Our victim is a local nurse. Hannah Paddock. She was overdue for a clinic at Hopevale.’

Dawn put the pen down and turned to Ryan, letting him explain about Michael. 

‘Seems the last person to see her alive.’ 

‘Other than her killer,’ Dawn interrupted. 

Ryan nodded. ‘Other than her killer, was likely our very own Ranger Michael.’ 

The sergeant dropped his arms and puffed air past bulging cheeks.

‘Bloody hell.’

‘He’s coming in from Hopevale now, to make a statement. But you and I both know butter wouldn’t melt in the guy’s mouth.’

Ryan’s words relieved Dawn’s anxiety. It was good to know her partner was on the same page as her about her future brother-in-law. 

‘Still. He might have an idea about why she was out near Mount Amos Road.’

Dawn rose and crossed to a desktop computer. 

‘And where her car might be.’ 

Ryan waved a finger. ‘That too.’

Sergeant Martin tapped the image of the second woman in the photo. ‘Have we ID’d her?’

‘Michael didn’t mention her, but I’m guessing a friend. Our victim is from the UK. No family here that we know of.’

‘Okay. Run the registration office for a vehicle, licence details and address. You know the drill. If we can’t find her car at her home, we’ll put out a BOLO.’

Dawn clicked an icon on the closest desktop computer and began typing in details.

‘You got it Sergeant.’ 

‘You know you can call me Ross, Dawn.’ 

‘I’ll try,’ Dawn grinned, but stopped as her eyes fell on Ryan, who seemed to be happy to ignore their earlier conversation about first names.

He drew his broad shoulders back, collected the marker and scribbled the word HOSPITAL on the incident board.

‘We should go to the hospital. Find out who her co-workers were and if someone noticed anyone bothering her. Or anything out of the ordinary.’ 

Dawn noted Ryan’s neat, bold block lettering. She grinned on the inside as she considered how it suited his personality. Ryan was never understated. His suits were pristine, hair well groomed, even his 5’0’clock shadow was stylish. 

A file popped up on the computer screen. Dawn hit print. A second later, the laser printer began warming up across the room. 

Standing, she crossed to a bank of cupboards and pigeonholes along the side wall and collected the printout. 

‘Address is on Ida Street. She has an Australian licence, and a car registered in her name.’

‘Okay. Start there. Keep me in the loop Dawn.’

‘Will do Ross.’ Dawn winked as she folded the printout and shoved it in her pocket. 

The Sergeant’s light laughter followed her down the hall, along with Ryan.

Dawn had known Ross Martin since she was a child. The Sergeant was a constable when her mother disappeared, and her brother died. There wasn’t anything about her past in Cooktown the now Sergeant Ross Martin didn’t know. 

Of course, a lot had happened in the twenty years since Dawn left. A failed marriage, followed by a series of disastrous relationships and a trail of one-night stands.

The job was all she had. Her career was her only focus—until six weeks ago when she returned to Cooktown to search for her missing sister. Since then, her entire world started to slowly unravel, piece by broken piece. 

Her brother’s case was reopened. The predator who assaulted her as a teenager was doing time and her mother’s disappearance was revealed to be homicide, not a case of parental abandonment.

Cooktown was a festering pit of nightmares for Dawn. At least it was. But in the middle of all the mayhem, she’d been reunited with her sister Lisa, discovered she was an aunt and met Clint Ryan. 

She’d decided to take long service leave and spend some time with her sister and niece. There were six more weeks to go. Her role assisting the Cooktown police was temporary. Even if Ross did offer to make it permanent, she wasn’t sure she was ready for domestic bliss, in the middle of the remote town of her childhood. 

She was on the cusp of a promotion before she left Adelaide. Was she ready to give it all up to be close to her family? 

‘You ready?’ 

Ryan’s voice jolted her from her daydream as he swung the hallway door open to reveal the quiet foyer beyond.

‘Yep. Let’s start with the house and car. If she was abducted, we might find something there.’

‘You’re the boss.’ 

Dawn stopped at Ryan’s tone. It was her turn to ask if he was okay? 

She resisted the urge to put her hands on her hips and deliberately tried to keep her tone neutral. 

‘Would you prefer to try the hospital first?’

Ryan waved his hand toward the foyer. 

‘It’s okay. I like taking orders from women.’ His lip curved.  

Dawn glanced into the foyer to see Constable Burger’s mouth hanging open. Ryan’s timing was impeccable as always.

She strode for the exit.

‘See you later Burger.’

‘Er ...’

Dawn ignored his stammer, but saw Ryan stop. Leaning over the counter, he whispered something she couldn’t hear. The constable slammed his mouth shut. 

Ryan followed her out. Dawn let the glass foyer door close completely before rounding on her new partner. 

‘If you have a problem with me taking the lead from time to time, just tell me. Don’t take the piss. Okay!’ 

She didn’t wait for a reply before storming down the concrete pathway toward the car. It was only as she reached it, she recalled Ryan was driving, and still had the keys. She resisted the urge to kick the tyre. Instead, she held the door handle and forced herself to slow her breathing. 

She wondered where her outburst came from and why?

Ryan was known for being facetious. She should be used to it by now. She must have been worried about what happened when her long service leave was up. Was she going back to her job in Adelaide, or should she stay with Lisa and Abby...and Bella and Rusty and...

Ryan reached the driver’s side, keys in hand. The door still locked. 

‘Look. I’m sorry I called you Boss like that. I was a bit pissed you didn’t discuss options before giving orders. But you made the same call I would have.’ 

Dawn tapped her foot. Her eyes on her hand, waiting for him to unlock the door. He didn’t. 

‘Dawn. You’re a great cop. But I’d like us to be friends. Work like friends. I get why you wanted to run the show with your sister’s case. And our last case, well, I knew I needed you to head it up because of my previous connection to the suspects and victim. But this one is different.’

She could sense his eyes drilling her as her fingers flexed on the still locked door handle. Sighing, her eyes finally drifted over the windscreen to meet his. The blue sparkled, even at this distance. 

Was she being bossy to avoid a closer relationship? 

Probably. 

‘You’re right. I’m just...’ she shook her head. She wasn’t going to offload her personal baggage with him. She’d already done exactly that when their last case involved her wife-beating ex-husband. It wasn’t going to happen again. 

Ever!

‘I’ll make sure we discuss options next time.’

He pressed the key fob. The lights flashed. 

‘It’s not the discussion I’m after Dawn.’ 

He mumbled something incoherent before dragging his door open and flopping into the driver’s seat. 

The engine roared to life before Dawn could register what she thought he said. 

It’s the relationship. 

That’s what he wanted. The one thing she swore she’d protect herself from no matter the consequences. 
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The Cooktown Hospital was conveniently located on the corner of Ida and Hope Street, only a minute’s drive from the police station. The long bitumen road disappeared toward the hills separating Cooktown from the east coastline. A handful of houses were built along the road, all only metres from the hospital.

Dawn studied the afternoon sun bouncing from the hillside, but her eye was drawn to two almost identical cement block houses. Both were painted cream and bordered by tall, unpainted, treated pine fences. 

The driveway to the first faced Amos Street. Dawn pointed to the car parked in the driveway of the second, facing Ida Street.

‘That’s our victim’s car.’ 

The late nineties Corolla featured a mismatched door, coated in grey undercoat. 

Ryan steered his police issue Mustang carefully onto the dirt roadside, checked over his shoulder, then performed a U-turn. The engine revved, grass and dirt sprayed into the air as the car pivoted inside the tight two-lane road. 

Dawn rolled her eyes. Ryan grinned, then his features smoothed.

‘If her car is here, how did she get out to the crime scene?’ 

Dawn unclipped her seatbelt. Ryan did the same. As they stepped out of the car, Dawn couldn’t help but ponder the same question. 

‘We should call in the forensic team. See if Gleeson can find something in the car to help answer that question.’ 

Ryan pointed to the humming air conditioner mounted on the front wall of the building. 

‘Maybe see if anyone is home first?’ 

Dawn nodded and crossed the unkempt grass toward a cracked concrete pathway leading from the driveway to the front door. A crystal hung in the window, catching the light as it rotated in a slow circle.

The curtains were thick, blackout style. The kind you’d expect shift-workers to use, but why was the crystal moving? 

The screen door creaked as Dawn opened it and knocked on the timber door beneath. The air conditioner continued to vibrate on the wall. A car roared, tyres squealing in the distance. No one answered. 

Dawn thumped the door with the side of her clenched fist. 

‘Hello. This is Cooktown police. Is anyone home?’ 

Ryan tapped her on the shoulder. She turned as he stepped aside to reveal a black utility slowing. As their eyes fell on the dark tinted windows, the tyres spun and the vehicle sped away.

She glanced at Ryan. 

‘Did you get the rego?’ 

‘Of course.’ He nodded toward the still closed door. ‘We don’t have probable cause to force entry.’

‘No. It’s not our crime scene. Or...’ Dawn pointed to the car, ‘is it? We need Gleeson.’ 

‘I’ll call her.’ Ryan stepped away from the door as the air conditioner shuddered to a halt. 

The sound of keys rattling preceded the door opening. A woman appeared, then stepped back with a gasp, eyes narrowing. 

‘What the hell!’ 

Dawn didn’t give her a second before asking. ‘Didn’t you hear me knocking?’ 

The woman’s grey eyes regarded Dawn, then glanced over to study Ryan as he finished up his call. Her silver-ash hair was tied up in tight bun, enhancing her less than pleased expression.

‘I was in the shower with the music cranked up.’ She glanced over her shoulder and hoicked her thumb toward the front window. ‘And that air conditioner puts out a horrid din.’ 

Dawn listened to the woman’s word choice, reassessing the hair colour as grey-blonde, not a fashion attempt at platinum blonde. 

‘Sorry to disturb you, but does Hannah Paddock reside here?’ 

The woman’s brow creased. ‘What’s this about?’ 

‘Can we come in?’ 

‘No! I’m late for my shift.’ She shuffled from the house to the concrete porch and waved her hand toward her hospital uniform.

Dawn noted the delicately patterned silver pocket-watch hanging over the top pocket. It reminded her of a grumpy old matron in a vintage TV drama she used to watch as a kid. 

‘Under the circumstances, I’m sure the hospital won’t complain. We’ll be heading over there next.’

‘What circumstances?’ The woman snipped the lock and pulled the door closed. 

Dawn sighed. Either this woman had no idea her friend was even missing, or she was disinterested in anything but what was going on in her own little world. 

‘I’m sorry to inform you, but we have reason to believe that Hannah’s body was found this morning.’ 

‘What!’ 

‘We’d like to take a look inside the house.’

‘Why?’ 

Dawn licked her lips, deciding on a different line of questioning. 

‘When was the last time you saw Hannah Paddock?’

The woman glanced at the car in the driveway, then back to Dawn, a strange expression crossed her face. 

‘Hannah was out all weekend. She was in Hopevale Friday and she doesn’t always come home on the weekend, but now I see her car is here.’

‘Yes. We were wondering about that when we arrived. When did you last see Hannah?’

The woman drew a measured breath. Dawn wondered over the delayed answer and the woman’s lack of the usual questions. 

‘I don’t have time for this, but if you must know, I was on night shift last week. I haven’t actually seen or spoken with Hannah since last Monday morning.’

Dawn bunked with night shift staff during her early years as a constable. Although they drifted in and out, she nearly always saw her roommates for a few hours each day. 

‘Do you know of anyone with any issues with Hannah? Anyone who might want to hurt her?’ 

‘So it wasn’t an accident?’ 

‘Our investigation is ongoing. Just trying to piece things together.’ 

‘Look, we share a house provided by Queensland Health. I’m a good few decades older than Hannah. We don’t socialise together much.’ 

‘Cooktown isn’t exactly huge. Surely you know who her friends are?’ 

Dawn retrieved her phone and presented the photo from the victim’s broken screen. A young brunette woman, with chocolate coloured skin and deep brown eyes laughed alongside Hannah. 

The woman glanced at the photo, paying little attention. 

‘Sorry, can’t help you.’ She wriggled the handle on the door to make sure it was locked. ‘Can I go now?’ 

Dawn slipped the phone back into her pants pocket and retrieved a business card from her other back pocket. As a temporary member of staff, she didn’t have her own cards. She scribbled her mobile on the back of a station card.  

‘This is my mobile. If you think of anything that might help. Ms...’

The woman accepted the card, slipped it in the pocket below the silver watch and stepped around Dawn. 

‘I’m late for shift. I’ll let you know if I think of anything.’ 

Dawn stepped into the nurse’s way a moment, then thought better of it. If Queensland Health rented the house for staff, she didn’t need the woman’s approval to enter. She stepped aside and remained silent as she watched the nurse stride across the road toward the hospital, then turned to Ryan.

‘That was strange.’

Ryan nodded. ‘Very.’ 

‘Is Gleeson on her way?’ 

‘She’s finishing up out at Trevathan Falls. Found a bullet she thinks is from the murder weapon, so hopefully we can get a ballistics match.’

‘I wouldn’t hold my breath. Not many murders involve a .44 calibre weapon.’ 

‘True.’ Ryan strolled toward the victim’s car, peering inside the front passenger’s window. ‘Do we get permission to enter the house and see if we can find the keys or let Gleeson break in?’ 

Dawn retrieved her mobile phone from her pocket. 

‘I’ll text Ross and see if we can get a constable down here to keep an eye on it while we go talk to the hospital administration.’

Her fingers tapped keys. 

‘We need to ID Hannah Paddock’s friend anyway. We might be able to get the keys to the house while we are there.’

Ryan pulled his keys from his pocket and unlocked the black Mustang. 

‘And we should find out if there is anyone at the victim’s work she dealt with recently, who might want to hurt her.’

Dawn opened the passenger side door as Sergeant Martin responded to her text.

‘We know someone did. So hopefully her case records give us something.’

Ryan started the Mustang.

‘If the department will make them available.’

‘We’ll get a warrant if they don’t.’ 

‘Let’s hope we don’t have to go down that road. Government departments don’t always like to play nice with each other.’ 

Dawn buckled her seatbelt.

‘Don’t forget, we work for one of those departments.’

The Mustang tyres spun as Ryan dropped his foot on the accelerator. 

‘My point exactly.’ 
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Dawn’s stomach churned as she entered the hospital waiting area. She could have blamed the fact it was two hours past lunch time, but it wasn’t hunger pangs doing summersaults in her gut. 

It didn’t matter how many times she entered the hospital—she was always reminded of when Lisa went missing and she was called to identify a body found in the vicinity of Lisa’s abandoned car. Thankfully, the dead woman wasn’t her sister, but the anxiety still simmered below the surface as soon as the scent of hospital-grade disinfectant hit her senses. 

What would she have done if Lisa was gone? Thoughts of staying or leaving to return to her career, burrowed into the back of her mind. Shaking the issue aside, she focussed on the woman behind the thick glass, typing on a computer with both hands, while the phone receiver precariously balanced between shoulder and cheek. 

The nurse glanced up with tired eyes, lifted one finger in the air to signal she needed a second, then carried on typing a moment before hanging up. 

She reached for a clipboard with a pen attached and passed it beneath the glass. 

‘Fill this out.’ She rose to take in Dawn from head to toe. ‘Nothing life-threatening by the looks Luv.’ Her tone was flat, her Far North Queensland drawl entrenched. 

Dawn ignored the clipboard, flipped open her credentials and waited for the admissions nurse to draw her eyes to it. 

‘I’m Detective Grave. This is Detective Ryan. We need to see your HR manager or administrator.’ 

The woman crossed her arms over her chest and huffed. 

‘It’s Sunday. We are run off our feet.’ 

An argument between two women in the waiting room erupted on cue. The nurse waved her hand at them to make her point. 

‘And on top of that, our community nurse didn’t turn up at Hopevale Friday, so...’ she waved the hand again, this time encompassing the waiting room in general, ‘the entire town has turned up for bloody treatment and we have a skeleton staff on duty.’

Dawn could imagine getting medical personnel to work out in the Communities and Cooktown’s remote hospital wasn’t easy. 

The two women continued to bicker in a mix of English and traditional language. Dawn stepped close to the glass, wondering how much she could share out in the open.

‘Are you referring to Hannah Paddock, by any chance?’ 

‘How the...’ The nurse stopped, suddenly putting two and two together. ‘Is she okay?’ 

‘Can we get the number of your personnel officer or on-duty manager please?’ 

‘She’s alright, isn’t she?’ The nurse placed her hands on the desk in front of her and leant forward to whisper through a circle of holes drilled into the glass.

‘I’m not at liberty to discuss it here.’ Dawn glanced at the woman’s name badge. ‘Natalie. I’d like to speak to someone who can answer a few questions for us.’

Dawn glanced around to find Ryan was no longer standing behind her. Scanning the reception area, she peered past a row of chairs down the side corridor. Then spun to check the overflow area outside in the courtyard. 

He’d disappeared. She returned her attention to the admissions nurse who was mumbling incoherently as she shuffled paperwork on her desk. 

‘I’ll give you his number.’ She scribbled on a piece of paper, tore it from the yellow lined pad and passed it below the glass. ‘The administrator that is.’ Her voice quivered. ‘Trent Goodwood is his name,’ she added with a flustered expression. 

‘Is he on premises today?’ 

‘No. Like I said, admin staff aren’t in on Sundays, but if you message him, he should get back to you.’ 

‘Thanks. Will do.’ 

Dawn turned to go on the hunt for her partner. The woman’s voice stopped her.

‘You’d tell me if something bad happened to Hannah, right?’ 

Dawn wanted to ask more questions. She needed to know if Hannah had any issues with anyone, but telling someone in the foyer of the hospital when she’d not yet notified Hannah’s family in the UK or her boss, or even formally confirmed the victim’s ID through dental records would have been unprofessional.

‘I’m sorry. My hands are tied for now, but if you think you have something to share ... anything I might need to know ...’ Dawn waited, the nurse bit her lip then shook her head. 

Dawn made a mental note to come back to this woman, but there was no guarantee she’d be on the front desk every day. 

‘What’s your last name Natalie?’ 

‘Everett.’ 

The woman’s tone was so strange, Dawn wondered if it was really her surname. 

‘Thanks Natalie. I’ll most likely be back tomorrow.’

She turned, nearly stepping into Ryan who was right behind her once more.

‘Where’d you rack off to?’ 

A tall blonde nurse shimmied past, waved at Ryan and batted her eyelashes. Ryan’s dimple popped.

‘That’s Candice.’ 

Like I care. 

Dawn suppressed the thought, scolding herself. It was none of her concern if a pretty young nurse made eyes at her partner. He was a work colleague, nothing more. 

‘And what did Candice have to say?’ 

‘She identified our victim.’

‘You didn’t tell her she was murdered, right!’ 

Ryan rolled his eyes. 

‘She told me she saw Hannah having a stand-up argument with someone last Monday in the hospital cafeteria. Gave me a description and you’ll never guess who it matches.’ 

Dawn’s stomach convulsed. Ryan wasn’t grinning anymore. There had to be a perfectly good explanation. 

‘Tell me it isn’t Michael.’ 

‘No can do. Sorry.’ 

‘Damn.’ 

She pulled her phone from her back pocket and dialled. ‘I’ll make sure he’s on his way back from Hopevale, or we’ll need to go find him.’

As she punched numbers into her phone all she could think of was her sister. Lisa had been through enough. She didn’t need this. 

Dawn hoped with every fibre of her body that Michael wasn’t the only suspect they could find. She was finally getting to know her sister again, and her niece, and if she put Lisa’s new partner behind bars, all hell was going to break loose in the Grave household. 
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Dawn waited for a dial tone. Michael’s voicemail answered. She hung up and shoved her phone back into her pocket. Rubbing her temples, she tried to ease the headache creeping its way up her neck. She needed coffee. 

She glanced at her watch as she followed Ryan from the hospital foyer to his Mustang. 

‘I need coffee.’

‘That’s good. I need food.’

The lights flashed to tell Dawn the doors were open. She slipped into the passenger’s seat as Ryan fired up the V6 motor. The vehicle thrummed. 

‘Top Pub?’ Ryan waited for her to nod agreement before slipping the car into reverse. ‘You can call the administrator from there.’ 

‘I need to call Lisa first and see if she knows when Michael will be back in town.’

‘Dudley-Do-Right will have a perfectly plausible explanation,’ Ryan assured her as he backed the Mustang from the angle parking and pressed his foot to the floor. 

Dawn licked her lips as the call rang. Lisa picked up as Ryan parked the unmarked police vehicle outside the historic pub. 

‘Dawn. What’s up?’

The sound of water running and Abby talking echoed down the phone line. Dawn’s chest tightened. 

‘I’m still on this case, which means I’ll be busy next week. Can Bella do the school drop off for Abby?’

‘I’m sure she’d love to, but it’s Sunday Dawn and you are seeing me at dinner. What do you really need?’

Lisa wasn’t stupid. Dawn shook her head and drew in a deep breath. How was she going to tell her sister that Michael was a prime suspect in a suspicious death?

She wasn’t!

‘Is Michael around?’

‘No. What’s up Dawn?’

‘Has he rung to say what time he’ll be back?’ 

Dawn could hear Abby asking Lisa a question and hoped it would distract her sister from her growing suspicions. 

Lisa covered the phone and answered Abby. Dawn heard the screen door bang shut and knew her sister had sent her niece out of the room. 

Damn, it didn’t work.

‘He’s on his way. Said he needed to cut his trip short. Do you know anything about that Dawn?’

The clang of dishes told Dawn her sister was fussing in the kitchen while she waited for an answer. The only problem was, Dawn didn’t want to say anything over the phone.

‘He knows our victim, Lisa. He’s coming back to help with our investigation. Can you ask him to phone me as soon as he gets back?’

‘Yes, but...’

‘Have to go Lisa. Flat chat here.’ 

Ryan gave her a side-eye. 

She hung up, dropped her phone in her lap and thrust her head back into the headrest. 

‘How the hell am I going to explain to Lisa that Michael is our only suspect in a murder investigation?’

Ryan’s hand squeezed her forearm. Her eyes were drawn to his hand—the warmth was comforting. 

‘Let’s run his firearms details. We’ll talk to him later, but Dawn,’ Ryan waited for her to make eye contact, ‘he knows the victim. He argued with her, but that doesn’t make him our killer. Whoever took Hannah Paddock out into the middle of nowhere and shot her was ruthless and you and I both know Michael isn’t ruthless.’

Dawn puffed out a breath and nodded in slow motion. 

Ryan patted her on the shoulder. ‘Let’s get food. It’s late and I’m starving.’ He opened his door and slipped out.

Dawn’s fingers fiddled with the handle a moment. She then rolled her shoulders back and reset her head space. As she opened the door, the humidity of the day hit her like a sucker punch. After nearly two months back in Cooktown she thought she’d grown used to the heavy, moist air. 

But as the gravity of the connection between their victim and Michael sunk in, so did the oppressive wet season weather. 

It was like the air was leaning on her. Holding her down. Preventing her from breathing. 

Ryan stopped before entering the open doorway to the pub. Turning, he studied her.

‘You want me to call the administrator while you order?’ 

‘If you can. I’ll ask Mari and Ben if they know our victim or her friend. We still need to ID the woman on the screensaver.’ 

They entered the main bar area. The scent of stale ale and fried chips hung in the air. Dawn’s stomach tightened. The craving for a stiff drink made her palms sweat. She knew it was the stress, but she wasn’t going to give in to it.

‘I’ll have a parmy and a cola then.’ He pointed to the booth on the side wall. ‘Meet you over there.’ 

‘You got it.’ Dawn watched him cross the room and slide into the worn vinyl bench seat, his back to her. 

‘Dawn. What can I getcha?’ The owner’s rust and grey speckled beard jiggled up and down with his lips. 

‘A parmy and cola for Ryan. I’ll grab a chicken pesto salad and double-shot cappuccino, thanks Ben.’ 

The barman rang up the sale on the till, punched the amount into the card machine on the glossy timber bar top and turned it to face Dawn. 

‘You two on a case?’ 

Dawn passed her credit card over the machine. 

‘Yep.’

She could see Ben was fishing for information, but this time he wasn’t going to have  a long wait. She needed to know if either of the women from the victim’s screensaver was in the bar recently. 

‘Maybe you can help?’ Dawn slipped her credit card into her back pocket and retrieved her phone. ‘Have you seen either of these two women in the pub recently?’ 

The kitchen door opened with a bang making Dawn jump. Ben chuckled. His wife Mari appeared with her arms loaded with plates. 

‘You’re a bit jumpy Dawn. Everything okay?’

‘Dawn. How are you?’ Mari’s oriental eyes smiled as she whizzed by. 

‘Great thanks Mari.’ 

Dawn spoke to the woman’s back as she hurried away to deliver meals to a table in the beer garden. 

Turning to Ben she wiggled the photo, ignoring his comment about her nervousness. 

He pointed to their victim. ‘This one, no.’ He pointed to the brunette alongside Hannah. ‘But this is Bridget Smith.’ 

‘You sound sure.’ 

‘I am. She used to work here, but apparently, we’re not cool and hip enough. That bloody smarmy prick from the Sovereign poached her.’ 

Dawn wondered who he was referring to, but Ben seemed happy to elaborate into her silence. 

‘That manager there is a piece of work. He usually employs backpackers. Not sure why he decided to grab one of our waitresses. Mari’s been run off her feet since.’ He waved to his wife who was returning with empty dishes. 

Stopping at the counter, she leant in close. ‘Ignore him. It’s not so busy now and we can do with saving a few dollars in staff costs anyway.’ 

Dawn glanced from Ben to Mari and read the concern in Mari’s eyes. This couple had owned the Top Pub for as long as Dawn could remember. She might have been away for two decades, but now she was back, she couldn’t imagine the place without them. 

Mari must have read her expression. She placed one load of plates on top of the towel runner on the bar and wrapped her arm around Dawn’s shoulder. 

‘Don’t worry Luv. We’ll be right and ready for next season. Just with the early wet weather, tourism dried up a bit quicker this year.’ 

‘Let me know if I can do anything,’ Dawn offered with a weak smile. 

Mari reached for the dishes. Dawn noted the lines and loose skin on her petite hands and realised she and Ben were likely in their sixties now. 

Mari saw Dawn’s gaze fall on her wrinkled hands and smiled. 

‘What were you talking about Bridget for?’ 

Dawn shook herself back to her case and turned the phone to Mari in case the publican knew their victim. 

‘We needed to identify these two women. Ben says the brunette is Bridget. Have you ever seen the other woman?’

‘I’ve seen her around, but not in here.’ 

Dawn nodded. 

‘She’s a nurse, so maybe you’ve been to the hospital or seen her shopping or something?’

‘Not the hospital, but maybe I saw her in the shops.’ 

‘Thanks Mari.’ 

Dawn put her phone away and turned ready to rejoin Ryan. 

‘Is she alright?’ Mari hovered with arms still loaded full of dishes. 

Dawn wasn’t about to announce that Hannah Paddock was dead. Mari and Ben ran a pub and publicans were a great source of town gossip. Which could be useful for the police when chasing information. But unwanted news could spread like wildfire in Mari’s hands. 

Back when Dawn’s mother went missing and her brother was killed, Mari was not the only gossip to spread the word, but Dawn still felt a certain level of betrayal over how vigorously Mari supported the idea her brother might have killed Tracey Warren and taken his own life. 

Mari was apologetic when she found out Tracey’s real murderer was in jail and Fraser’s case was being reopened as a suspicious death, but still, Dawn wasn’t telling them anything she didn’t have to. 

‘Just let me know if you recall where you’ve seen her, thanks Mari.’ Dawn smiled, turned and strolled toward Ryan.

He hung up as she slid into the bench seat opposite him. 

‘Trent Goodwood is coming down to the station in an hour with our victim’s case files and her employment records.’

‘Handy.’ 

‘And...’ Ryan grinned. Dawn waited. He said nothing.

‘And what?’ 

‘And, he told me she doesn’t only work in the Indigenous Communities. She’s also heavily involved in DV cases and relocation of victims.’

‘Domestic Violence? It could be a strong motive to murder her in such a brutal fashion.’ 

Ryan tapped his temple. ‘Great minds.’ 

The tension released from Dawn’s shoulders as she returned Ryan’s grin. Maybe they would get lucky and one of Hannah’s patient’s partners would be easily identified as her murderer, but in the back of her mind she knew it was never that easy. 
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Dawn glanced over her shoulder at Sergeant Martin’s closed door, her mind drifting from the case notes in front of her. She should have been diving deep into Hannah Paddock’s client files, but Ryan was in the sergeant’s office discussing the photo they found in Fraser’s room. 

The affront at being officially locked out of her brother’s case was mildly eased  by knowing Ryan was the lead investigator. She knew he’d keep her in the loop, but that didn’t mean she could sit in on discussions like the one Ryan and Sergeant Martin were sharing right now. 

Dawn wondered if the sergeant knew where the senior constable was, and was he already aware of the close connection between their colleague  and her dead brother?

The doorknob rattled. Dawn shuffled papers earnestly as Ryan stepped out of the sergeant’s office. 

‘Let me know when you do Ross.’ Ryan pulled the door closed and turned to face Dawn. 

Peripherally, she could see him staring at her, but she continued to scan files, seeing nothing, holding her breath, and hoping he’d tell her what they’d discussed. 

As he walked toward her, something in the open file in front of her caught her attention. Flicking back to an earlier file, she double-checked the name and case notes. 

‘I think I’ve found someone worth interviewing.’ Dawn glanced up as Ryan reached her side. 

‘That’s good.’ His tone was distracted. ‘Dawn...’ 

She glanced up at his hesitation. 

‘I showed Ross the photo of Fraser with Rick Constable.’ 

She held her breath. 

‘He knew the Senior Constable was a volunteer with the swim club, but didn’t think anything of it.’

Dawn chewed her lip, then forced herself to ask the question she really needed the answer to. 

‘Has he called him back from leave?’

‘He’s trying. It seems Rick Constable has gone off the grid. No one seems to know where he’s gone and he’s not answering his mobile.’

‘What about his sister?’ 

‘Ross is following up.’

‘We need to find her.’

‘I need to find her Dawn.’

Ryan’s use of her first name always shook her to the core. She didn’t want his sympathy. She didn’t want the personal touch. She just wanted him to do his job and find whoever killed her brother. 

Fraser’s fake suicide was hidden under a shroud for over twenty years and only now were they bringing the possibility of murder out into the open. There was no other explanation for why Fraser was forced to write a confession to Tracey’s murder and have his death staged as a suicide, unless it was connected to Tracey Warren’s death. 

The obvious suspects for such a murder had to be Tracey’s family. 

Ryan leant in over Dawn’s shoulder.

‘What did you find in the files?’ 

The warmth of his body against her back was both comforting and confronting. 

‘The case notes the administrator dropped off are interesting. Our victim made a mandatory DV report on this woman. I cross-referenced it and found two more. So I went back into the patient notes and this lady has been through the wringer with her arsehole of a husband.’

‘Why does this one pop out?’ Ryan frowned as his eyes followed Dawn’s finger. 

She tapped the address on the file. 

‘Mount Amos Road. Could be a coincidence?’ 

‘And look at the surname.’ 

‘Scheer. Isn’t that the name of the guys we chased into the compound?’ 

‘Exactly.’ 

Voices echoed down the hall. 

‘Hey Detectives.’ Chung’s Queensland nasal drawl was mismatched with his smiling oriental eyes. 

‘Hey Chung. Reynolds.’ Dawn nodded to the two young constables. ‘Finished up on site?’ 

‘Yep. Jamison is still out doing a few door-knocks, but basically, no one saw anything.’

‘No surprises there. There is a lot of bush between homes out that way.’ Dawn piled the files on Reynolds’ desk and rose. 

‘Was Gleeson finished up out there too?’ 

Reynolds stowed her backpack on the absent Senior’s desk. 

‘Yep. She’s gone to start processing the victim’s vehicle.’

Dawn glanced at Ryan. 

‘Gleeson or the DV’s interview?’ 

‘Let’s start with Gleeson. Getting to see anyone on that property isn’t going to be easy.’ 

‘DV?’ Reynolds’ dark brown eyes studied Dawn, then Ryan. 

‘Yes. Our victim was a nurse in the Communities, but she also worked closely with DV victims, one of whom lives out on Mount Amos Road, in the very place Ryan and I saw the illegal hunters retreat to.’

‘That can’t be a coincidence.’ 

‘We didn’t think so.’ Dawn adjusted her Glock in the hip-holster as she rose. ‘How about a drink in the Sovereign tonight team?’ Dawn’s eyes scanned the constables’ faces. 

Chung’s smile broadened. 

‘I’m in. Reynolds?’ 

‘Sounds good. Business or pleasure?’ 

Dawn licked her lips. Reynolds was bright. Very bright. It seemed nothing got by her. 

‘A bit of both. We’ll get Tammy to meet us there.’

‘Civvies or uniform?’ Reynolds seemed to be on Dawn’s wavelength. 

‘Lose the vests and weapons, but you can save changing out of uniform until you get home. I want to see how nervous we can make a few people. Our victim’s best friend works there and her manager wasn’t Ben and Mari’s favourite person. Might be nothing. But it might be a thread worth pulling.’

Dawn waved for Ryan to lead the way from the team room. 

‘Let’s see what Gleeson has found.’

Ryan glanced over his shoulder and waited for Dawn to draw alongside. 

‘Hopefully a smoking gun.’

‘I wouldn’t count on it.’ Dawn retrieved her mobile phone from her pocket and began typing a text. 

‘Who you messaging?’ 

‘Lisa. I don’t fancy sitting around a table with Michael tonight playing nice when all I want to do is grill him. So I’m letting her know I might not make it home for dinner.’

Ryan’s eyebrow lifted. 

‘Where are you staying tonight then?’ 

She knew what he was thinking. What he was hoping for. 

With Bella sleeping in Dawn’s room, Lisa suggested she sleep in Abby’s spare bed. Then Dawn could have the main bedroom, but that meant Michael couldn’t sleep over. Until Dawn finished the reno and remodelled Fraser’s room and turned the adjoining dining area into a master suite, Ryan’s apartment was her best option. 

But Ryan would be staying all week to investigate this suspicious death. Sleeping in the room right adjacent to him was going to be hard. 

‘In your spare room.’ She kept her tone as casual as she could, but her stomach was doing flips, and it wasn’t helped when he gently touched the small of her back to lead her down the station hallway. 
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Crime-scene tape fluttered in the light breeze as Dawn stepped from the air-conditioned car into a wave of humidity. Dark clouds loomed over the hills, drifting in from the sea with the promise of more rain. 

A broad, shapely butt wiggled in the rear doorway of the vehicle. Dawn knew the forensic tech’s size shouldn’t be confused with soft or overweight. Tammy Gleeson was short, stout and strong and Dawn had no intention of getting the woman offside. 

Besides, she liked the tech’s warped sense of humour. It reminded Dawn of working with Penny McGregor in Adelaide. The forensic scientists were nothing alike in looks, but their personalities could have been twins. Maybe it went with the work. Digging around dead bodies was morbid and humour was a welcomed relief. 

‘Tammy. What we got?’ Dawn started out calling the woman by her surname, but it didn’t take long for it to seem wrong.

A white-hooded head bobbed out from the rear of the victim’s Corolla. 

‘Wiped clean.’

‘What?’ Dawn peered through the side window into the front of the vehicle. ‘Everything?’

‘Except this.’ She waved a white card in her left hand. ‘One very partial print from the fuel cap lever, but it is probably the victim’s.’ 

‘Damn.’ Dawn sighed. ‘Run it just in case.’ 

‘Never would have thought of that.’ 

‘Sorry.’ Dawn turned to the house. ‘Anything inside?’ 

‘Haven’t gotten to it yet.’

‘There’s no blood.’ Dawn turned to Ryan. ‘Which means our victim most likely died at our primary scene.’ 

‘Was there ever any doubt?’ 

‘No, probably not, but how did she get out there if not in this car?’ Dawn waved her hand at the vehicle. ‘And why is it wiped clean if it isn’t connected?’ She noticed mud covering the wheel arch.

‘Did you sample the mud on the car?’ 

‘Of course. Results will take a few days, but I’ll compare it to our scene. On first appearances, it appears like a textural, colour and composition match, but trace elements will confirm it.’

‘So our victim drove out to Trevathan Falls, died there, and someone brought her car back here and wiped it clean?’ Dawn summarised. 

‘Looks like it.’ Ryan started toward the house where Constable Burger diligently guarded the entrance.

Dawn followed.

‘I’ll get Reynolds to check traffic cameras and see if we can pick up the vehicle coming back into town.’

‘Is that likely?’ Ryan took the clipboard the constable handed him, signed and passed it to Dawn. 

‘No. But worth a try.’ Dawn stepped through the door. ‘Queensland Health have given us permission to search, but we are restricted to common areas and our victim’s bedroom. If we want to search the roommate’s room, we’ll need a warrant.’

‘Got it.’ Ryan scanned the lounge area. 

Dawn did the same, taking in the small living room and adjoining kitchen. A closed door on their left likely lead to the hallway, bedrooms and bathroom. A sliding glass door filled the width of the dining area, a worn and scratched Laminex bar-top separated the kitchen from the modest dining room. 

‘Which room is our victim’s?’ Ryan stepped around the corner sofa, slipping on gloves as he opened the hallway door.

‘The one at the front.’ Dawn lifted a magazine from the chrome and glass coffee table. ‘I’ll check the bathroom.’ 

‘I doubt she’s left anything in there. Shared house and all.’ 

Dawn wondered what a private school boy like Ryan would know about sharing a house, but thought better of it. She didn’t know anything about Ryan’s past. Only that he was related to the former MP Tenneson and came from money. Lots of money. 

Did he board at the boy’s college or live at home? Did he share a house when he was at university? There was so much about her new partner she didn’t know. She told herself it didn’t matter, unless she decided to stay. 

She filed the thought for another day. Then realised, another day was rushing up to meet her. With less than six weeks of long service leave left, she was running out of time. 

‘I’ll join you in a second then.’ Dawn opened the door to the left of what was likely the toilet. A laundry greeted her. She closed the door and opened the right-hand door to a bathroom, with chipped beige tiles and a reinforced glass shower screen out of the eighties. 

She opened the single vanity unit door and rifled through the contents. Ryan was right. Other than a stack of toilet paper, the cupboard held out of date body lotion, a rusted can of near empty hairspray, and an opened box of condoms, Dawn was sure were well past their use by date. 

Closing the door, she examined the mirror for a shaving cabinet but found only glass. Satisfied, she left the bathroom to join Ryan.

‘Bathroom is clear. Did you find anything here?’ 

Ryan lifted the mattress—the pillows already strewn around the floor.

‘Nothing yet.’

Leaving her partner to continue making a mess, Dawn circled the bed and opened the mirrored door of the wardrobe. Peering inside, she rummaged through the hung clothing. Pushing aside a cocktail dress, three cleaned and pressed work shirts and various shorts and shirts, she stopped. 

Crouching down, she lifted up a hiking boot, noticing the same colour mud on the sole as she’d seen moments before on the victim’s car. 

‘Bloody hell you two know how to make a mess.’ 

Dawn spun around to find Tammy standing with hands on hips. 

‘Don’t touch anything you want printed.’ The forensic tech opened a metal case in the hallway and started to unpack her fingerprinting equipment. 

‘You got an evidence bag there?’ Dawn lifted the tan coloured shoes in one hand. ‘I need to bag these. Looks like the same mud is on them.’ 

Tammy rummaged inside the case without a word. Then produced a heavy paperbag, flicked it open, doubling the size and crossed the room to accept the evidence. 

‘Anything else in there need bagging?’ She peered over Dawn’s shoulder. 

‘Only this.’ Dawn pointed to what could only be described as animal droppings, but Dawn wasn’t a nature expert. In the back of her mind, she wondered if Michael might be able to help, then shoved the thought aside. 

As much as she hated to consider it, he was still a suspect. 

‘Looks like your garden variety possum poop, but if you think it could be linked in some way.’ Tammy plucked the samples from the carpet and dropped them into a fresh evidence bag. ‘I’ll run some tests when I get it back to the lab.’ 

‘It’s probably nothing. Seems our victim might have clashed with a DV perp, but I want to cover all bases.’ 

‘You got it.’ Tammy returned to her case, placed the samples in a cardboard box alongside and picked up her printing equipment.

‘Okay. If you two are done trashing the place.’ She hoicked a thumb toward the front door. ‘Time to leave it to the experts.’ 

‘You done Ryan?’ 

Her partner was distracted, eyes focussed on something inside the bedside table drawer. As he turned toward her, Dawn’s stomach knotted. 

Silence filled the room as Ryan side-stepped the bed and met Dawn at the door, a photo between his gloved fingers. 

Dawn didn’t want to see the photo. She didn’t need to. Ryan’s eyes were telling her she wasn’t going to like what she saw. There had to be a sensible explanation. The photo must have been old. It couldn’t have been a recent one, because if it were, she was going to have to break her sister’s heart—again!
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Dawn studied her phone screen. The copy of the photo revealed Michael’s bare chest and his brown skin glistened with water. Hannah’s strawberry blonde hair dripped down over her chest, leaving damp streaks on her bright yellow tank top. 

They were smiling at one another with a glint in their eyes usually associated with a relationship deeper than friendship. 

‘We can’t interview him yet.’ Ryan’s voice snapped Dawn from her daydream. 

She nodded. 

‘I’ll get someone to run him for a record.’

‘I’m surprised you haven’t already, being your sister’s boyfriend and all.’ Ryan was smiling, but there was nothing funny about the comment. 

She was way off her game. Usually, that’s exactly what she would have done, but this time was different. This time, she knew Michael, or at least she thought she did. 

‘Never too late.’

Ryan’s eyes glanced her way as they parked outside the police station.

‘You don’t think he did anything, do you?’

‘I don’t know Ryan. I’ve been a bit off my pace lately.’

‘Bullshit! You’ve helped solve three murders and contributed to a major federal drug bust.’

She meant personally but chose not to try and clarify her point. Ryan was right smack bang in the middle of her recent poor judgement. 

At least her love affair with alcohol was under control. Mostly. And she hadn’t succumbed to Ryan’s broad chest and dimple the first time they met. To do so would have risked her involvement in her sister’s case. 

Now she was glad she’d not slept with him. At least not in a hot and heavy one-night-stand kind of way like she usually would have. She shook herself back to the moment.

‘We’ll have drinks with the team tonight, avoid dinner with the family and get Michael in first thing in the morning.’ 

‘Drinks with the team?’ Ryan’s eyebrow lifted as he parked the Mustang. ‘Sounds official.’  

‘Yeah. Well. I’ve been here six weeks. I’m officially on the team. For now...’ she added quickly. 

Ryan grinned.

‘It’s been a full-on Sunday in any case. Let’s wrap it up for the day.’

‘Isn’t that what I just said?’ Dawn kept her face deadpan. Ryan gaped a moment before his smile returned. 

Chuckling to herself, she slipped her phone in her pocket and opened the door as a marked Landcruiser pulled up alongside them. 

‘Reynolds.’ Dawn greeted the young Constable as she slipped from the vehicle. ‘Debrief. Then drinks. If you’re still up for it?’

‘Abso-bloody-lutely Detective.’

Dawn lifted a finger. ‘On one condition, off duty, in the bar, I’m Dawn.’

‘Except for today. Today, we are making a show, right.’

‘Right.’ 

They strolled toward the station door. Ryan opened it. Dawn led the way through. Reynolds joined her in the foyer.

‘I’ve interviewed the couple who found our victim.’ 

‘Anything interesting?’

‘They found the body at least a day after she died, so I didn’t expect to learn much from them.’ 

Dawn waved to Jamison on the front desk. 

‘Joining for drinks Jamison?’

‘Nah, sorry. I’m on the desk until late shift now. Burger is heading home after he finishes with the forensic team.’

‘Next time then.’ 

‘You got it.’ Jamison smiled as the door buzzed.

Dawn opened it, holding it for everyone to file through, then she turned to Reynolds. 

‘We don’t know for sure if the crime-scene is our primary, so best not to assume the couple was too late to see anything of interest. Maybe the body was dumped out there Sunday and they passed a car or something.’

Reynolds frowned, reached for her notepad and scrutinised her scribbled writing.

‘Well, they did see a dark-coloured, high lift four-wheel-drive? The couple said it was travelling so fast they were nearly run off the narrow track. They put it down to someone who knew the track well.’

‘Did they get a registration number?’ Dawn glanced at Ryan who was rummaging in his pocket for his own notes. 

‘No. Sorry.’

‘But I did.’ Ryan held up his notes. ‘If it’s the same vehicle.’

Reynolds snatched the details from his grip. 

‘I’ll run it now.’ She scurried away to her desk.

‘She’s keen.’ Ryan nodded at the constable’s back.

‘She’s good too. Make a great detective one day,’ Dawn whispered, then turned to scan the office. 

‘Where’s Chung?’ 

Reynolds kept her eyes on the computer screen, but her hand waved toward the hallway.

Dawn turned to see Chung wandering in, mouth full of cream bun. She wondered a moment how Reynolds knew he was there, then the clip of his shoes on the lino floor reached her. 

Was her hearing fading? It was confronting to be surrounded by so many twenty somethings. Anyone would think she was sixty, not thirty-seven. 

‘Chung!’ Dawn’s tone was snappier than intended. 

The Constable nearly choked on his mouthful as he spoke over it. 

‘Detective?’ 

His jaw chewed furiously to clear his mouth. 

‘Have we managed to get the victim’s phone records yet?’ 

His head nodded as he rushed to his desk, swallowing hard. 

‘Yep.’ He pressed a button. The printer hummed. 

Dawn intercepted the printout and scanned the numbers. Ryan loomed up behind her. 

‘Anything interesting?’ 

‘This.’ She pointed to a number they both knew well. ‘But there are no calls between them since Monday when the nurse saw them arguing.’ 

Ryan rubbed his chin. ‘Not even an apology?’ 

‘It doesn’t appear so. But there are a few unknown numbers here. The most recent has me curious.’ She crossed the room, put the printed report on Chung’s desk and pointed to the last number on the call log. 

‘See if you can track down an owner of this number, if not, find out where the SIM was purchased.’

‘Will do.’ Chung shoved the remainder of the bun in his mouth, wiped his hands on his pants and started typing. 

‘Tomorrow.’ She turned to Reynolds. ‘You done?’

‘Yep. The registration belongs to Cesar Garcia.’ 

‘Okay. First thing in the morning. Reynolds, run everything you can on him. Chung. Chase that phone number.’

Dawn tapped on the Sergeant’s door. 

‘For now. We are done and it’s time for drinks at the Sovereign front bar.’ 

The door opened. Sergeant Martin stepped out.

‘And the first round is on the Cooktown Police Department.’ She grinned as the sergeant gaped. ‘We need to see how the staff at the Sovereign, especially Bridget Smith, react to the show of uniforms and the line of questioning to follow.’

The sergeant nodded, smiled, then glanced over to Reynolds and Chung. 

‘You heard the detective. But, the first one is the only one until you clock out and get out of those uniforms.’

Ryan chuckled. 

‘You better put you civvies in the car then team, because it’s the official welcome Detective Grave to Cooktown Station night and no one is getting away with only one drink. 

Reynolds’ usually stern expression brightened.

‘Are you staying then?’

Dawn spoke without thinking.

‘Yes.’ 

The words were out of her mouth before she could even contemplate a reply. Did Ryan lay a trap? A joke? Or was she willingly submitting to a career change? A life change? 

Sergeant Ross Martin dragged her into a bear hug. Dawn held her hands aloft a moment, before embracing the police officer. There wasn’t anything about Dawn’s past this man didn’t know. He was the guy who gave her dad a pass when he was driving home drunk after a night at the Top Pub. He was the officer who investigated Fraser’s death and was now in charge of the freshly opened case. 

Ross saved her from running off the rails when she was young and vulnerable. He was one of a handful of men Dawn knew she could trust.

As she returned the hug, her eyes met Ryan’s. 

Maybe Clint Ryan’s name needed to be added to her list? Maybe.
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Ryan parked his Mustang outside the Sovereign Hotel. Dawn slipped out into hot, moist air rising from the heated bitumen. Stepping over the deep roadside drain littered with debris from the latest downpour, she waited for Ryan to lock up.

The hotel’s fresh white paintwork glistened in the late afternoon sunlight, giving the building an authentically rugged appearance. But Dawn knew the landmark hotel wasn’t original. The historic building was practically destroyed in 1949 by a cyclone—back when no one gave storms a name.

Since then, the remnants were demolished, and a new, Federation Queenslander-style hotel put in its place. The attached resort was one of the few large scale accommodation options in Cooktown.

Dawn pulled her phone from her pocket. 

‘I better confirm with Lisa that we aren’t coming to dinner.’ 

Ryan nodded. 

‘I’ll grab a seat, and a drink.’

Dawn waved at her partner’s back, dialled the home number and waited for the call to connect. Her sister was new age. The holistic clinic she ran was very popular with locals and visitors, but Lisa took the health kick to an extreme level.

She avoided her mobile phone as much as possible. The kitchen didn’t have a microwave and there was definitely no chance of convincing her sister to bring internet onto the property. The only way Dawn could access her emails was on her mobile phone. 

She’d be lost without it. 

‘Hey.’ Lisa’s voice was light and cheerful. 

Dawn dreaded the coming conversation. 

‘Hey to you.’ She hurried on. ‘Really sorry but Clint and I won’t make it for Sunday dinner.’

‘Oh come on. You have to eat. You can’t work all night.’

‘No. It’s not that.’ Dawn didn’t mention Michael, or the case. She wasn’t about to explain over the phone what would happen tomorrow. Her sister needed a good night’s sleep. She didn’t need to know right now.

‘I’ve kind of accidentally agreed I’ll be staying on in Cooktown and...’

‘You what!’ 

Dawn held the phone away from her ear as Lisa squealed. 

‘That’s so good Dawn. Oh my God why didn’t you tell me you were planning on staying? Luckily Bella’s house has sold and we’ll have more money to get those renovations done quicker, unless you’re moving in with Clint, but even so, another bedroom might be handy in case Michael and I decide...’

‘Lisa!’ Dawn’s tone was curt.

‘Oh sorry. You were saying.’

Dawn sucked in a breath, willing herself not to say anything about Michael. It wasn’t the right time. 

‘The team has decided to shout me a drink and I’ll be working late, so I’ll stay at Clint’s after dinner.’ 

‘You okay to pick Abby up tomorrow after school? Bella can do it otherwise.’ 

‘I’ve got her.’

Picking Abby up was one of the things Dawn loved about living back in Cooktown. Her confident little niece was intelligent, warm, funny and filled a hole in Dawn’s heart that nothing else could. 

‘All good then. See you after work tomorrow. Don’t work too hard.’

‘I won’t.’ 

Dawn ended the call, slipped her phone into her pocket and jogged up the stairs to the alfresco dining area. 

Ryan crossed the polished timber floor to the concrete patio area, a beer in one hand, a white wine in the other. 

Dawn met him at the table, reached for her wine and downed half the glass before she sat. 

‘Tough call?’

‘Not so bad. I was careful what I talked about. I’m more unsettled about what I said at the station.’

Ryan dragged the chrome chair out with a scrape, tossed her a coaster, then sat. 

‘Have you changed your mind?’ His brow creased. 

Dawn bit down on her top lip, mind racing. She couldn’t exactly go back on it, could she? But she hadn’t even spoken to her Chief in Adelaide, or Jack or Max or anyone else on the team. 

‘I hadn’t really made my mind up. The words just slipped out.’

‘Subconscious talking.’ Ryan swigged his beer. 

‘Maybe. But I’ll be giving up a promotion, a chance at making Chief Inspector or Superintendent one day.’

Ryan handed Dawn a menu. 

‘Is that what’s most important to you?’ 

Dawn browsed the laminated card in her hand, eyes not absorbing anything. 

‘Hey.’ A voice dragged Dawn’s attention away from Ryan’s question rolling around in her head.

She glanced up as Tammy Gleeson dragged out a chair, plonked into it and sat back with a sigh.

‘Heard there were free drinks on offer.’ 

The woman’s dark brown eyes twinkled. 

‘One.’ Sergeant Martin arrived behind her, tapped her on the shoulder. ‘Only one Gleeson. I’ve heard how much you can pack away and Cooktown Police Station isn’t footing that bill anytime soon.’ 

Tammy dismissed the sergeant’s comment with the wave of her hand. 

‘One will do.’ She turned to Dawn. ‘What’s this about you staying on in Cooktown?’ 

Dawn lifted her wine to her lips and any thought of restricting herself to one, flew out the window. She’d opened her big mouth and now she was going to have to make it work. 

Ryan plucked the now empty glass from her hand and rose. 

‘This is definitely a two-drink conversation.’ 

Ross grabbed the glass from Ryan. 

‘I’ll get this round.’ He turned to Tammy. ‘What are you having Gleeson?’ 

‘Beer, full strength. None of that watery crap. And nothing craft. That stuff always tastes like shit. Seriously. Mango beer. Who makes beer out of mangoes?’

A state with tons of mango trees, Dawn thought but remained silent. It wasn’t her drink of choice either. No more than mango wine.

She shuddered.

‘Actually ...’ She rose. ‘Hold that thought.’

‘What, the mango beer?’ Tammy grinned, knowing full well which thought Dawn was referring to.

Ignoring her, she joined Ryan.

‘We are still on duty and here comes the show.’ Dawn nodded toward Reynolds, Chung and the new officer Burger, mounting the steps to the deck in a wide line. 

The sergeant waved his credit card in the air. 

‘Good. I can swipe this card once and pack it away for the night.’ 

Dawn waved the three uniformed officers toward the bar, then turned to scan the bar staff. A dark-haired woman with thick black liquid eyeliner and cropped peasant blouse eyed them as they approached the counter. 

Ross approached the waitress, card in hand, then turned to the three officers. 

‘All beers team or...’ He left the question open. 

Three heads nodded. 

‘Except Dawn’s white wine,’ Ryan offered. 

‘Okay.’ Ross turned to the waitress again. ‘Two jugs of Four-X Summer and six glasses thanks, and a...’ He turned to Dawn.

‘Pinot Gris, thanks.’

‘Okay.’

The woman’s accent was South American or Spanish. Dawn wasn’t sure. She was far from an expert, never having travelled to either destination. 

Ryan nodded toward the end of the bar where a waitress appeared with an armful of meals. 

Her eyes scanned the assembled uniforms, baulking for a split second, before clearing her features and carrying on. 

There was no doubt she was Hannah Paddock’s friend Bridget Smith. Her brunette hair was tied back in a long low ponytail, her dark eyes, features and skin colour were easily recognisable. 

Two beer jugs appeared on top of the tall bar. Sergeant Martin waved the young officers in to collect the drinks. 

‘Pour one for Gleeson, thanks Reynolds.’ 

Ryan collected a chilled glass from Burger’s hand and waved Reynolds to a stop, glass outstretched. She grinned, poured him a glass of beer and carried on. Ryan sipped, then waited while Ross and the constables stepped away. 

Dawn collected her wine and smiled over the rim.

‘Is the manager in?’ 

The waitress’s eyeliner wavered as her eyes widened. 

‘Is there trouble? The drink, it is not good?’ 

‘No. It’s fine. I just wondered who the manager was and if they were in.’

‘Cesar is upstairs, in restaurant.’ 

‘Cesar.’ Dawn eyed Ryan as she clarified the manager’s name. 

‘Does he drive a big black ute?’ 

‘Ute?’ The woman’s brow creased. 

‘Truck. Like American’s call a pickup.’ 

‘Ah. Si.’ She was nodding with a wide smile now. ‘I get him for you?’ She cocked her head to one side. 

‘No.’ Dawn waved her hand. ‘It’s fine. Thank you.’ She raised her glass in a cheers motion, then turned to rejoin the table. 

Ryan stepped in close. 

‘Do we interview Bridget now, or wait until she finishes shift?’

The waitress was on her way back from the alfresco area, hands loaded with empty glasses. Her eyes darted from the uniformed officers to Dawn and Ryan, then snapped to a long table by the wall where two men sat quietly drinking beer. Finally, her eyes focussed on the floor as she scurried toward the bar.

‘I say we leave her to sweat for now. We’ll order dinner and when she comes to serve us, we can show her the photo from our victim’s phone and break the news.’

‘She’s skittish,’ Ryan whispered as they crossed the polished timber floor. 

Dawn scanned over her shoulder as the waitress disappeared behind the bar. 

‘Something has her spooked, but what I can’t work out is whether she wants to speak to us, or avoid us?’ 

‘I was wondering the exact same thing.’ 
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Dawn noticed the Senior Sergeant glance her way as they rejoined the table. His smiling eyes made her uncomfortable. 

‘What’s up?’ She scanned the faces across from her as she shuffled her chair in. 

The three young constables sat opposite, wide-eyed. Dawn glanced to her left where Tammy relaxed back in her chair at the end of the table. 

The forensic technician was assessing Dawn. Her eyes drifted up and down, taking in Dawn’s bare shoulders.

Dawn slid her aviator sunnies from the top of her head and smoothed her hair self-consciously. It was growing longer than she liked, especially in the humidity. The curls were returning, but in a frizzy, uncontrolled kind of way.

Suspicion washed over her as she noticed Ross’s wide smile.

‘What did you tell them?’

He waved one hand dismissively, raised his beer with the other and drank deeply. No one spoke as the sergeant casually replaced his glass on the cardboard coaster. 

‘Sorry Dawn. I couldn’t help myself.’

Dawn’s stomach churned. Ross was smiling, Tammy was scrutinising her and the constables all appeared shocked. But this couldn’t be about her family. Ross knew how her past cut to the core and no one could possibly find any merriment in her mother’s murder, her father’s early grave from drink and her brother’s fake suicide. 

He seemed to register her concern and softened his expression. 

‘I was sharing how you still hold the state swimming record for the hundred metre freestyle.’

Dawn was stunned. 

‘Why didn’t you go to the Olympics?’ Reynolds interjected. 

Dawn shook her head gently, not wanting to ruin the moment with stories about her coach and why she quit the swim team. Instead, with the man behind bars, she finally felt a sense of pride in her achievements. 

She realised, for the first time in twenty years, she could think about swimming without focussing on what her coach did to ruin any joy she found in the pool. 

‘I wasn’t very competitive.’ 

Tammy scoffed. 

‘Oh I find that hard to believe.’ 

Dawn grinned, then shrugged. 

‘I had other stuff going on back then, but...’

‘Do you still swim?’ Chung’s eyes drilled Dawn as he reached for the beer jug and refilled his glass. 

Dawn shook her head. 

‘No. Not for a long time.’

‘Didn’t think so.’ Tammy drained her glass and grabbed the jug from Chung.

‘What does that mean?’ Dawn tried not to sound offended. But failed.

‘The shoulders are still broad, but the muscles.’ Tammy nodded to Dawn’s slim, toned shoulders. ‘Too small for a swimmer.’ 

‘What are you saying?’ Dawn sat back and crossed her arms over her chest.

‘Touchy isn’t’ she?’ Tammy refilled her beer, directing her comment to Ryan, a grin creeping at the corners of her mouth. 

‘You should try working with her.’ Ryan accepted the jug from Tammy and topped his beer off. 

The constables sniggered. 

‘Really. Dawn was a town hero. Put Cooktown back on the map.’ Ross nodded for Ryan to top his beer up too. 

Chung fidgeted excitedly in his seat. 

‘We should have a swimming carnival. Us against the rural fire service and state emergency crew.’ 

Dawn held her wine at her lips, her mind racing about how on earth she was going to get out of this sideshow. The last thing she wanted to do after twenty years, was get back in the pool and race. 

Sure, she swam for fitness occasionally, but competitive swimming was a whole different thing. For all she knew, half the rural fire service was on the swim squad. 

But what was she afraid of? Losing? Or the attention?

‘Not a bad idea Chung,’ Ross offered.

Dawn reached for a menu, scanning it more seriously this time. 

‘Time to order some food. I’m starving.’ She changed the subject. 

A murmur carried round the table as menus were distributed. Ryan leant in close. 

‘Don’t think you’ll get out of it that easy.’ 

‘They’ll forget about it,’ she whispered. ‘We need to focus on the case. On Bridget.’ Dawn nodded toward the waitress rushing back to the kitchen with more dirty dishes. 

‘Let’s order.’ Ryan slid his chair out. ‘What are you having?’

‘I’ll decide when we get there.’ She pulled out her credit card and waved it in the air. ‘I’ll get this one.’ 

‘No. It’s on me.’ 

‘If you are so desperate to foot the bill, I’m happy if one of you pay for me.’ Tammy lounged back in her seat with her menu held aloft. ‘I’ll have the fried calamari, with chips, no salad. Waste of space if you ask me.’ 

Dawn reached for the menu automatically, then Tammy’s words sunk in. The grin on the tech’s face was full of mischief. 

‘Okay. I’ll get yours too, but the next drink’s on you.’

Tammy grunted, but she was still smiling. The more Dawn got to know the forensic tech, the more she liked her. 

She reminded Dawn of Penny in so many ways. Both were straight-talkers, focussed, and good at their job. Thinking of Penny reminded Dawn she was going to have to ring her boss in Adelaide to officially resign. 

She was still torn over her decision to stay. Adelaide was where her career thrived and for twenty years, she’d avoided Cooktown and its dark memories. But in doing so, she’d lost all those years with her sister, and Abby. 

Now, as she thought about staying, a sense of peace seeped into her soul. Even Ross talking about her swimming days was less painful than it once was. 

There was a time when even getting into a pool with lane markings triggered a panic attack. Dawn realised, she hadn’t experienced a panic attack, or any serious anxiety since they put her coach and her mother’s murderer behind bars. 

The waitress’s voice drew Dawn from her thoughts. She needed to decide on food, not daydream.

‘You order.’ She waved for Ryan to go first.

Ryan gave his order for a fisherman’s basket, then added Tammy’s calamari while Dawn scanned the menu, dismissed the pasta and rested on the salad options. 

‘I’ll have the fisherman’s basket too.’

The waitress rang up the total. Dawn lifted her card, then tussled with Ryan to get to the credit card machine first. 

The waitress giggled as Ryan cursed and Dawn’s card pinged on the scanner. As she placed her card into her pocket with a smug expression, she noticed Bridget exit the kitchen and round the bar. 

Nudging Ryan she retrieved her ID and crossed the room. 

‘Bridget, isn’t it?’ Dawn ducked in front of the woman, drawing her eyes from the floor to her face. 

‘Yes?’ 

‘I’m Detective Grave. This is Detective Ryan.’ She presented her ID. ‘We have a few questions.’ Dawn scanned the large room. Bench seats and tables lined one wall, the bar spread across the back wall and the front was open to the alfresco area—bi-folding doors stacked up either end. There was little privacy. 

‘Is there somewhere we can talk?’ she asked.

‘Out here.’ Bridget scurried past the bar to the side door, scanning over her shoulder as they left the main bar area. Dawn exchanged a look with Ryan as they followed. Was she worried about getting in trouble with her boss, or did she not want to be seen talking to the police? 

Bridget rushed down the stairs, around the corner into a paved area with ferns and tropical plants. Large, bright coloured foliage rustled in the light breeze. A long bench lined the side, a row of empty stools tucked under. Ash trays and a sign designating the smoking area.

As soon as they were out of view, the waitress rounded on them.

‘What’s this all about? Cops never drink here. They drink at the Top Pub.’

‘You should know. You used to work there,’ Dawn countered, forcing herself to keep her tone neutral. 

‘We have some sad news.’ Ryan tried to break the rising tension.

‘What?’ Bridget focussed her attention on Dawn’s partner, visibly relaxing a little. 

Adjusting her tone, and posture, Dawn tried again. Reaching into her pocket, she retrieved her phone and showed the photo from their victim’s screensaver to Bridget. 

‘We are sorry to inform you, your friend, Hannah Paddock was found dead this morning.’ 

Bridget wavered, clutched her hand to her chest and gasped. Ryan dragged a stool out from under the nearby bench and eased the woman into it.

‘We are very sorry for your loss. We assumed you were close when we found this photo.’ Dawn presented the screensaver photo to the waitress. ‘This is you and Hannah together, right?’ 

The waitress scanned the picture, tears forming at the corners of her eyes. 

‘Yes. What happened?’ She pushed the phone away.

‘We don’t know exactly. But what we do know is Hannah’s death wasn’t an accident.’

‘Oh god no. He threatened her. He must have gone through with it.’ 

‘Who? Who threatened Hannah?’ Dawn edged closer, desperate for any suspect other than Michael.

‘I don’t know his name. He was stalking Hannah. She told me about it, but she didn’t tell me his name.’

‘Was it a boyfriend, or former boyfriend?’ Ryan’s question surprised Dawn. Was he trying to implicate Michael?

‘She didn’t have a boyfriend, not that I know of. There was a guy, a while back, but I don’t know if it was him, but she was really scared.’

‘When did you first notice she was getting anxious about something?’ Dawn used her phone to take notes. 

‘Monday night. We caught up for drinks and she was rattled.’

‘And she didn’t say why?’

‘Not specifically. I asked her what was up, but she didn’t want to talk about it.’

Dawn glanced at Ryan. He nodded he understood. Monday night, after Michael was seen arguing with Hannah. It didn’t do anything to clear her sister’s boyfriend. 

‘Did she say if the stalker was related to her work?’ Dawn was being hopeful, but eliminating Michael as a suspect was high on her priority list. 

‘I don’t know. Maybe. Hannah worked in the community and it can be tough for a white woman, but she was on a personal crusade about domestic violence too.’

‘We heard about a particular case. Did she discuss her work with you?’

Bridget shook her head. 

‘No.’

Ryan handed his card to the waitress.

‘If you think of anything that might help, even if it seems unimportant, call and let me know.’ 

Bridget accepted the card, slipped it into a pocket on her apron and rose. 

‘I have to get back to work. The manager will be on my case if I’m missing too long.’ 

‘About your manager.’ Dawn recalled the black utility driving slowly by their victim’s home. ‘Did Cesar know Hannah at all?’ 

Bridget shrugged. 

‘Only in passing. Hannah and a lot of the hospital staff drink here, so he’d have to know her on sight. Hannah was lively, never one to hold back. He likely knows ... knew her by name.’

‘Did she have any arguments with anyone in particular?’ 

‘Nah. No one took offence. Hannah could rant. I think it was the whingy pom thing.’ Bridget’s attempt to lighten the mood failed. ‘I have to go.’

‘Thanks for your time. And once again, we are sorry for your loss,’ Dawn offered. 

Bridget nodded, then scurried away.

Dawn watched her disappear, then turned to Ryan.

‘So we are back with Michael, unless the domestic violence case goes somewhere tomorrow.’

‘As much as I hate DV cases, let’s hope it does, for Michael’s sake.’
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The front bar grew rowdy as locals and a handful of tourists filled the Sovereign Hotel. 

Reynolds slid her chair back. 

‘I’m done.’

Chung rose to join her with a grin in Dawn’s direction.

‘I’ll let you know how the swimming carnival plans go.’

She sighed. 

‘Told you.’ Ryan placed a fresh wine on the soaked coaster in front of her and sat. 

Her vision blurred. Four wines were more than she’d drunk in months. So much for swearing off alcohol. 

She lifted the glass to her lips, vowing it would be the last. She knew drinking too much, coupled with staying at Ryan’s apartment was a bad idea. 

They were attracted to one another from day one. But working on her sister’s case meant keeping the man at arm’s length. Now, Ryan claimed his weekend visits were to follow up on her brother’s case, but Dawn knew it was more than that. She wondered if staying permanently meant it was time to take a risk on more than a working relationship?  

She scolded herself for even considering the idea. She wasn’t ready to ruin their friendship or their working relationship by stepping over that line anytime soon.

Dawn returned her attention to the retreating constables.

‘See you all bright and early tomorrow. We’ve got a lot of leg work to do.’ 

Dawn sipped her wine, then pointed to Constable Burger. 

‘Except you Burger. You’re off the back of a double, so see you for the late shift.’ 

The new officer’s expression showed his gratitude. Chairs slid under the table as the three constables said their goodbyes. 

Tammy plonked a fresh jug of beer on the table. 

‘What. You’re all piking on me?’ 

‘Sorry. I’ve been on my feet all day and I’m done.’ Reynolds stepped away and missed Tammy’s mumbled response. 

‘No stamina these young pups.’

Dawn laughed. 

‘You’re hardly a veteran.’ 

Tammy filled her glass, then topped up Ryan and the sergeant’s. 

A grin split her lips. 

‘In this, I certainly am.’

‘Dawn.’ Ross’s tone sounded official. She turned to see his furrowed brow. ‘Technically, this is for Ryan, but we are off duty, so no harm in you hearing.’

Ryan glanced her way and they both knew what this must be about. 

‘I’ve tracked down Karen Warren. She’s living on her late parents’ banana plantation at Lakeview. She and Rick inherited it a few years ago.’

Ryan wiped the beer froth from his top lip.

‘Does she know where the Senior is?’

‘No. But she said Rick visited her a few weeks ago and asked where her ex-husband might be.’

‘So they are divorced?’ Dawn wasn’t surprised. The death of a child often tore marriages apart. 

Ross nodded, sipped his beer then focussed on Ryan once more. 

‘Apparently they split shortly after Tracey’s death. But what was interesting was Karen’s tone. I didn’t know her very well back then, but something about my enquiries made her touchy.’

‘We need to talk with the Senior anyway. Does she know where Rick Constable is?’ 

‘She told Rick she didn’t know exactly where her ex was, but he’s a professional pig shooter getting rid of vermin in the parks.’ 

‘And Rick went looking for him?’ Dawn’s stomach clenched. 

Was it the wine or the fact that the uncle of Tracey Warren, the girl her brother was accused of murdering, was now tracking down the girl’s father? Right after the case was reopened. 

Ryan glanced her way.

‘I’ll go visit Mrs Warren Tuesday, after I’ve helped with the interviews tomorrow. Dawn can manage the case without me.’

Dawn shook her head.

‘I’m coming with you.’

‘Dawn, you can’t interfere in Fraser’s case.’ The Sergeant’s tone was pleading.

‘I won’t say a word, but I need to read this woman with my own eyes. Her brother knew my brother, better than he lead us to believe. The swim team picture confirms it. He took an instant dislike to me, then got aggressive when we thought we might be able to prove Fraser was innocent. When we did, he was shocked. Mortified in fact.’

‘What are you saying? That Rick killed your brother?’ Ross slumped back hard in his chair. ‘I can’t believe he’d do that, then join the force like he did.’

‘Maybe he didn’t. Maybe he knows who did. But it isn’t a coincidence he’s taken off to find his ex-brother-in-law now the case is officially reopened.

Ross leant forward, fingering the condensation rolling down his beer glass.

‘You can’t investigate the case, Dawn.’

‘I’ll only be there to observe.’ 

Ross nodded, gripped his glass and emptied it in one long gulp. 

‘I’m out of here team.’ He wiped his lips with the back of his hand. ‘See you in the morning.’ 

‘Thanks Ross.’ Dawn half rose. 

‘Just don’t mess up. Okay.’ He slid his chair under the table. ‘And welcome aboard, officially.’ He slapped her on the shoulder before striding away. 

Dawn watched him jog down the steps to the roadside and start walking home. Dark clouds filled the sky. The setting sun streaked through gaps, creating a halo of purple, orange and red as daylight faded. 

A crack of lightning jolted Dawn from her thoughts. 

‘I’ll call Lisa and let her know I’ll be around for school drop off after all. We can interview Michael at the station, after I drop Abby to school. Then chase up this DV case. We’ll need uniforms with us for that one, or at least on standby. I don’t think the anti-government compound is going to be too welcoming.’

‘We’ll be lucky to gain any entry.’

‘Depends on who’s home I guess.’ 

Tammy lifted the beer jug over Ryan’s glass.

‘Enough work talk, you two.’

His hand slipped over the top of his glass.

‘Actually. I need an early night too.’ Ryan shook his head. 

As Tammy placed the jug back on the table, he drank the last of his beer and turned to Dawn. ‘You good to go soon? I think we should walk back to the apartment. I’ve definitely had too many to drive.’

‘Not you too,’ Tammy whined. ‘You can’t leave me all alone in this place.’ She scanned the front bar, her eyes falling on a solo guitarist setting up his mic and equipment ready to play some sunset tunes.

The corners of her mouth lifted. ‘Or...’ She glanced back at Dawn. ‘You could be right. An early night might be in order. See you two tomorrow, before I head back to Cairns. I might have some updates on tests and a preliminary PM report.’ 

She didn’t wait for a reply. Lifting her glass, she flicked her long, dark, wavy hair over one shoulder, rose and strode to the far corner. Everything about her body language screamed woman on the prowl.  

‘You ready?’ Ryan asked again. 

She nodded, finished her wine and turned to him. 

‘I’ll get Fraser’s room emptied out this week and move Bella into it so you can have your apartment back and rent it out during the week.’

Ryan reached across the table, placed his palm over hers and squeezed. 

‘No hurry. I don’t exactly need the money and now that you’re not going back to Adelaide...’ 

He lifted his hand free and rose, leaving the thought to linger. 

As Dawn joined Ryan on the steps, her stomach knotted. She wiped her sweating palms on her shorts, knowing the perspiration had nothing to do with the growing storm. 

She liked Ryan. A lot. Maybe too much. Did they have a chance, or did working together over-complicate things? 

Dawn pointed as lightning split the dark, stormy sky and thunder rolled around them. 

‘We better get moving.’

‘Up for a jog?’ Ryan picked up the pace before Dawn could reply. 

As she caught up to him, his bright blue eyes sparkled in the fading light. Her stomach tossed like a schoolgirl’s. She scolded herself.

Her history with men was abysmal. And like her, Ryan was a player. They were damn good detectives. A good team. She could be satisfied with that. Couldn’t she?
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First thing in the morning, they walked to collect Ryan’s car, stopping for coffee at the best café Dawn knew in town. The old stone building sat between two vacant lots of land. 

A rough, live edge bar-top lined the front deck, overlooking the waters of the Endeavour River. Dawn wondered how much longer the vacant land would remain empty. The location was ideal for waterfront accommodation. 

‘Coffee’s up!’ The waiter placed two cups on the servery. 

Dawn collected and paid, then followed Ryan down the front stairs.

‘I need to grab some clothes for the rest of the week, and I’ll chat with Bella about moving into Fraser’s old room. Michael might be there, otherwise we’ll track him down for an interview today.’

She handed a coffee to Ryan, who lifted the lid, tossed it in the bin and half drained the cup.

‘You sure you want to lead that one?’ He wiped the froth from his lip.

Dawn left the lid on her cappuccino, sipping tentatively in case it was hot, as she contemplated her answer. 

‘I think I should.’ 

Ryan nodded, drained the remaining coffee, deposited the empty in the bin and strode to his car. 

‘How on earth do you drink that fast?’

‘I like my coffee hot, not tepid like you.’ He grinned, unlocked his car and fired the motor up before Dawn could put her belt on. 

They rode in silence. Dawn continued to sip her coffee, enjoying the aroma, flavour and slow rise of energy that came with the surge of caffeine in her system. 

The vehicle slowed to navigate the rutted track leading to the family homestead. Puddles from last night’s downpour splashed over the sides and windscreen despite Ryan’s care. 

‘I thought we were going to wake up to a river in the main street this morning.’ 

‘It poured most of the night, but the ground isn’t saturated yet.’ 

As the Mustang reached the clearing, the weathered Queenslander came into view. Dawn drew in the repaired boards and freshly painted siding with a sense of pride. Something about doing the hard work on the family home herself was cathartic. 

Finally, some of the good memories in the home were replacing her dark and tumultuous past. 

Ryan seemed to sense what she was thinking. 

‘You’ve done a great job.’ 

‘Thanks.’ She smiled, then jumped at a deep throaty bark. ‘Anyone would think the Labrador was part cattle dog with the way he chases cars.’ 

The dog’s deep brown eyes smiled in greeting as Dawn exited the vehicle. She was usually a cat person, but Rusty made her smile with his innocent enthusiasm for anything and anyone. 

‘He’s a Labrador. They think they are people, not dogs.’

‘True.’ Dawn rubbed the top of Rusty’s head as yapping erupted from the balcony. 

Blonde bobbing ringlets appears seconds later. 

‘Auntie Dawn. Just in time. Are you taking me to school?’

‘That’s the plan Abby. Is your mum still here?’ 

Abby darted down the stairs. Greta, Bella’s Chihuahua right on her heels.

Dawn met her on the first landing. 

‘We are going to be late if mummy doesn’t stop arguing with Michael,’ Abby tried unsuccessfully to whisper. 

Dawn glanced at Ryan who lifted an eyebrow. Dawn checked her watch, then reached for Abby’s hand, turned her around, and started to ascend the stairs to the balcony.

‘Let’s go hurry her up then.’ 

Dawn was running out of time to get Abby to school and if Michael and her sister were fighting, she wanted to understand why. The circumstantial evidence was stacking up against her sister’s boyfriend, something Dawn usually got an adrenalin rush about. But not this time. 

Dawn passed Abby’s hand to Ryan. 

‘Why don’t you go with Clint and get your bag ready?’ 

Ryan offered his hand to Abby. The little girl’s blue eyes smiled up at him.

‘You mean Detective Ryan.’ 

Dawn grinned. Lisa might want everyone to call her partner Clint in the family home, but it seemed Abby had no intentions of changing to suit her mother. The little girl was going to be a right handful when she reached puberty. 

Abby dragged Ryan through the front door while Dawn followed the raised voices to the kitchen. Bella intercepted her in the hallway, outside what was usually Dawn’s room.

‘How long have they been fighting?’ 

Bella leant close, put her cool hand on Dawn’s and squeezed. 

‘It started last night after dinner. Lisa wanted to know why you needed to speak with Michael and he wasn’t saying anything.’ 

Dawn sighed, patted Bella’s wrinkled hand and met her grey eyes. There was no doubt the pale colour was once as bright as Abby’s, but the usual mischief found in Bella’s eyes was missing today.  

The woman lost everything. Her husband, children and grandchildren in a terrible bus accident. Dawn knew her family was now Bella’s family, and the concern was evident in the older woman’s posture.

‘It’s going to be okay. I’m sure of it. We just need to ask Michael a few questions about someone he knows.’

‘Knows?’ Bella’s eyebrows lifted. 

‘Knew,’ Dawn clarified. 

Bella nodded. ‘I’ll leave you to it then. I’m off to do some gardening. I think it’s time to plant some vegetables.’ 

Dawn carried on down the hall, following the now hushed argument. Did they hear her talking with Bella? Or were they settling down? 

As she entered the wide, open kitchen, Dawn saw Michael storm out the screen door to the rear veranda. She couldn’t let him go anywhere. Not when it was important they eliminate him from their suspect pool. 

Lisa opened her mouth, but as Dawn stormed by, she closed it and pressed her lips together. Dawn could see her sister was holding back tears. 

‘I’ll be back in a sec. I promise.’ 

Dawn flung the screen door open to see Michael disappearing around the side of the veranda. Was he trying to avoid her? She stepped out, letting the door slam shut and rushed after her suspect. 

Her heart raced as she rushed around the corner in pursuit. She drew to a halt when she saw Michael slumped down, back against the balcony railing, head in his hands. 

‘Hey.’ Dawn crouched down next to him, arm around his shoulder. ‘What’s going on?’ 

Michael’s thick mop of dark brown hair, tinged with blonde and red, shook from side to side. 

‘She doesn’t believe me.’ 

‘Believe you?’ 

Michael’s chest heaved. 

‘I told her why you wanted to talk to me, and she doesn’t believe there was nothing going on between me and Hannah.’ 

Dawn patted his back, drew a slow, steadying breath as she formulated her response. Her sister had been through a lot. Michael only knew a little about who Abby’s father was and what he’d done. 

‘She’s been let down before Michael. Abby’s father wasn’t only a serial sex offender. He groomed Lisa from a young age. Then, when she was an adult, he struck up a fresh relationship. Cheated on his wife. Cheated on Lisa.’ 

‘I’d never cheat on Lisa.’

‘I know.’ 

Deep down she did know. That’s why she was doing everything she could to clear him, but he wasn’t making it easy. 

‘I’ll talk to Lisa, after we do a formal interview. I’m sure we can sort this all out.’

Michael’s brown eyes lifted from his hands to fix on Dawn. The colour so dark it was hard to tell where the pupil turned to iris. She patted his shoulder, released him and rose with an outstretched hand. 

‘Come on. Let’s go to the station and let Lisa get Abby to school and go to work.’ 

Michael nodded. 

‘I’ll wait by the ute, if that’s okay?’ 

‘Sure.’ Dawn waved him on and strode back to the screen door leading into the kitchen. As she entered, she found Lisa peering through the kitchen window onto the veranda anxiously. 

‘Is he okay?’ She stepped toward the door. ‘I should apologise. I’ve been so...’

Dawn stepped up to her sister and drew her into a hug. It wasn’t her usual go to. Lisa was the touchy kind of person and in that moment, Dawn understood exactly what her sister needed. As she held her firmly, she physically felt the tension ease. 

Maybe Lisa’s hippy dreadlock receptionist Emily was right. The first day Dawn met her, Emily claimed a hug needed to last for thirty seconds so that energy could pass between two people. As she held her sister at arm’s length, she could see Lisa was more relaxed. 

‘I’ll let you know how it goes, but we’ll sort this out Lisa. Michael is not a person of interest.’ She lied. ‘He’s a witness, with information that might help us find a killer.’ 

Lisa met Dawn’s eyes, nodded, and stifled a sniffle.

‘Take Abby to school. I’ll pick her up, but Bella might need to tomorrow. I’m following a lead in Fraser’s case with Ryan out at Lakeview and we might be gone all day.’

‘Oh Dawn. I hope we find out what happened to him.’ 

Dawn patted her sister’s arms, then released her. 

‘We’ll keep digging until we do. Same with this case involving Michael. Okay?’ 

Lisa stepped forward, squeezed Dawn in a quick hug and left the kitchen without another word. 

Dawn followed Lisa down the wide hallway and out the front door to find Ryan sitting on a chaise lounge under the cover of the veranda. Abby was huddled in his lap, a school reader in her hands and the tough Detective Ryan hovering over her shoulder, eager to help sound out difficult words. 

Lisa grabbed Dawn’s arm as she strode toward her partner. 

‘Abby adores him you know.’ 

Dawn smiled. There was no doubt Ryan thought the world of Abby too, but she knew what was going to come out of her sister’s mouth next and waved her hand to stop her. 

‘Don’t say it.’ 

Lisa shook her head and suppressed a grin. 

‘Ryan. Time to go.’ 

Abby bounded from Ryan’s lap, snapped her reader closed, shoved it into her bag as Rusty came careering over with the sudden flurry of activity. 

Cherry, Abby’s ginger tabby cat stalked along the veranda railing, eyeing the Labrador like prey. The dog’s ears lifted as he sensed the looming predator. His head spun round to see what was behind him. The cat stopped as still as a statue while Rusty scanned his surroundings. 

Abby ran to Dawn, jumped up, trusting her aunt to catch her in her arms. Dawn obliged, gave her niece a kiss on the forehead and lowered her to the ground. 

‘See you at dinner Auntie Dawn and don’t be late this time.’ The little girl’s face grew stern, her eyes squinting, finger waggling.

‘Of course Abby. See you tonight.’ 

Abby raced down the stairs, her mother a few steps behind. Rusty was about to join the mass exodus, when Cherry leapt from the balcony railing onto the dog’s back, sending the Labrador into a frenzied panic. 

Rusty spun in circles, Cherry stalked away, and Greta began yapping like the house was on fire. Dawn laughed so hard tears sprang to her eyes.

‘Mad house,’ Ryan commented with a grin as he led the way down the stairs. He waved to Michael, standing in solitude by his four-wheel-drive as they reached the last few steps.

The dugong emblem of the Yuki Ranger’s service shone in the morning sunshine on the side of the door. Steam rose into the air as the warm ground fought to evaporate the previous night’s downpour. 

Dawn wiped her sweating hands down her linen pants, then crossed the yard toward Michael. Each footfall squelched as mud and water rose through the carpet of thick green grass. 

‘I’ll go with Michael to the station. See you there soon.’ She didn’t wait for her partner’s reply. 

Instead, she lost herself in the promise she made to her sister. That Michael was not a suspect. But her gut was squirming as she plastered a smile on her lips and coaxed the ranger into his vehicle. 

She loved her job, most of the time. But in times like this, she wished she could find a hole and crawl into it, but then again, she was a control freak and letting someone else run the show wasn’t going to happen. They might have taken Michael as an easy suspect and thrown the book at him. That wasn’t happening on her watch. 
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Dawn observed Michael from the adjoining interview room as she gathered her thoughts. He scanned the mirror, likely knowing she was on the other side. The muscle at his jawline flexed, then quivered, telling her he was nervous, anxious even. 

But who wouldn’t be?

She noted the vacant chair at his side. No lawyer, despite her recommendations. 

‘We go easy. Okay?’ Dawn glanced at Ryan, whose expression reflected Michael’s.

‘You want me to lead the interview?’ 

Dawn drew a deep breath, set her shoulders back and shook her head. 

‘No. I’ll do it.’ She turned, opened the door to the hallway, and waited with her hand on the door handle of the next room. 

Her mind ran through her line of questioning. She wanted to let Michael go. She needed him to be innocent of any wrongdoing, but so far, he was their only suspect. The evidence was circumstantial though. 

A photo of Michael that indicated their intimate relationship. A recent argument. But no motive. No physical evidence to tie Michael to the murder and no motive. 

She shoved the door open. Stale, humid air washed over her. It put a whole new slant on sweating a suspect. She tutted to herself, reached for the air conditioner remote and cranked up the cold and fan speed. 

‘Bloody hell. Sorry about this. Can’t get good help these days,’ Dawn chuckled. 

Michael didn’t. Instead, he waved at the four walls closing in on him.

‘Am I under arrest Dawn?’

She rounded the interview table, sat and waited for Ryan to join her. 

‘Of course not. This is only a formality, Michael. I did suggest you bring a lawyer though. Why didn’t you?’

He shook his head.

‘I’ve done nothing wrong, so I shouldn’t need one.’ 

If only that were true. He was their prime suspect, despite the fact Dawn was confident Michael wasn’t guilty of anything. He identified the victim after all. 

Still, he knew the Aunties in the community would if he didn’t. Was he covering his butt?

She shook the negative thoughts aside. There was only one way to know the truth. 

‘Thank you for identifying our victim.’

‘What happened?’ Michael’s dark brown eyes drilled into Dawn’s as he leant forward on the table. 

Dawn shuffled the manila folder in front of her, resisting the urge to pull the photo of their victim out. Michael’s eyes followed her finger as she stroked the folder. His brow furrowed. 

She could see he wanted information, but the crime scene photos were gruesome. The last thing she wanted to do was harass Michael. Frighten him. But he was her best chance of finding out why anyone would want to kill their victim. 

‘So what was your relationship with Hannah Paddock?’  

‘Hannah is,’ he hesitated, ‘was, a good friend, like I said on the phone.’

Dawn retrieved the photo of Hannah and Michael from the victim’s bedside drawer. Pressing down on the tabletop, she rotated it so Michael could see. 

‘You look very cosy in this photo?’ 

Michael focussed on the picture. His eyes grew sad. His lips thinned. Leaning back into his chair, his eyes fixed on Dawn’s. 

‘The reception wasn’t great when you called me. The details you shared were sketchy. And I didn’t hide anything. I told you I dated Hannah when she first arrived in Cooktown. I’m here willingly. I want to help, Dawn.’  

Dawn glanced at her partner as he scribbled notes on a spiral pad. He didn’t make eye contact. She turned her attention back to Michael.

‘How long did you date?’ 

‘A few months. Didn’t take long for us to realise we were good friends, but not great as a couple.’

‘Why? Did you fight a lot?’ 

Ryan’s pen stopped moving. Dawn held her breath. Michael shook his head, crossed his arms and drew a slow breath through his nose. 

‘That was the problem.’

Dawn stiffened. Michael lifted a hand, palm first. 

‘Not like that. We didn’t fight because there wasn’t any passion. Hannah and I were great mates. Not great ... There was no spark.’ 

Dawn nodded understanding. Spark or no spark, they’d been seen arguing. She needed to know why. 

‘When was the last time you saw Hannah?’ 

‘We had coffee Friday morning.’

‘If you weren’t dating, why did you meet up?’ 

‘I told you. We are, were friends. Hannah was going through stuff.’

‘What stuff?’

Michael didn’t hesitate. 

‘Hannah was worried about a patient and wanted my advice.’ Michael leant forward. ‘Dawn, you said suspicious death on the phone. I need to know what happened.’  

Dawn tongued her teeth a moment before responding. 

‘Hannah’s body was found out near Trevathan Falls.’ She kept the injury details to herself. ‘Her car was found in her driveway, wiped clean.’

Michael rubbed his hand over his mouth and down his chin. 

‘Shit. I told her not to go see him.’ 

‘Who’s him?’ Dawn shuffled forward in her chair. 

‘The patient she wanted to talk to me about was a domestic violence victim. Hannah was so worried about her she gave her phone to the woman, to call for help if she needed it. But when she called to check last time, she got one of the guys. Probably the husband.’

‘What was the woman’s name?’

‘Fay Scheer. They live out on Mount Amos Road.’

‘We know about the DV case. We were planning on interviewing them as soon as we are done here.’  

Michael frowned, then shook his head.  

‘Sorry. I forgot to tell you. I got a few of the fellas to check out the spot you told me the Scheer boys were shooting yesterday. They were killing roos, not boar.’ 

‘That’s illegal.’ Dawn glanced at Ryan for confirmation.

Ryan nodded.

‘Unless they are Indigenous.’ 

Michael sat back and sighed. 

‘They aren’t. And even if they were, we can’t shoot roos in the National Park any more than you can.’ 

‘So they were shooting illegally. What’s that got to do with Hannah?’ Dawn brought them back to the subject of their victim.

‘Hannah filed a DV report for Fay Scheer. She lent her phone to her until she could buy a burner, but when she tried to check up on Fay, she got one of the Scheer boys. She told me she was going to go out there and get her phone back and check on Fay. I told her to call you, or Ross.’ 

‘And when was this, Friday?’ 

Michael shook his head. 

‘No, Monday. I had coffee with her at the hospital cafeteria and she told me what she planned to do. I told her not to be stupid and we argued.’ 

Dawn relaxed her shoulders. It was a perfectly plausible explanation, but something was still niggling at her. 

‘So why didn’t you stop her from going out Friday?’

‘I didn’t know she was going to. She promised me she’d report the issue to you. Get you or Ross to get her phone back, and check on Fay, but she must have changed her mind.’ 

‘Okay. I hate to ask this, but we need all the details about the last time you saw Hannah. Where you met for coffee and where you were after you left Hannah on Friday morning and all-day Saturday.’ 

‘You don’t honestly think I would hurt Hannah?’ 

‘I don’t, but we need to get your alibi sorted Michael. You were seen fighting with the victim by hospital staff so it makes sense we should eliminate you from our investigation first.’

Michael threw his weight back in the plastic moulded chair, which creaked under the sudden load. 

‘Then you’ll interview the Scheer boys.’ He crossed his arms over his chest. 

The thought of entering the compound of anti-government extremists and asking questions about wife beating didn’t appeal to Dawn one little bit, but she knew it was their next strongest lead. 

‘We will certainly try.’ 
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Dawn escorted Michael down the wide hallway and out into the foyer. She held the internal door open and watched as he crossed to the glass front doors, then stop and turn back. 

‘There was something else the rangers out at Travethan mentioned.’ 

Dawn held the door and her breath. 

‘It might be nothing, but it might be related. Not far from where the Scheer boys were shooting roos, the rangers found a damaged goanna nest. Could be the Scheer boys ran over it, or kicked it to bits for fun, but...’ Michael shrugged. ‘Thought you might need to know.’ 

‘Thanks Michael.’ She waved as he opened the station door and disappeared.

Dawn’s mind churned over the information like an outdated PC. She didn’t have time to worry about goanna nests right now. First she needed to check out Michael’s alibi and clear him or she likely wasn’t going to be able to share dinner with her family tonight. 

She let the door click shut behind her, strode down the hall and entered the main team office where Ross stood, whiteboard marker in hand. 

‘Techs couldn’t crack the mobile, so we are pulling phone records as we speak.’

‘Great. Seems Hannah lent her phone to Fay Scheer in case of an emergency.’ Dawn turned to find the first officer she could. 

Reynolds’ dark brown eyes fixed on hers. 

‘Can you run the Scheers for registered weapons?’ She turned. ‘Chung. You go over those phone records as soon as we get them. We need to know who Hannah spoke to, and when the phone ended up in Fay Scheer’s possession. Then we need to know if she called anyone.’ 

‘You got it.’ The officer’s eyes glistened with excitement. 

Dawn turned to Sergeant Martin hovering by the whiteboard. 

‘Okay, our preliminary window of death is Friday lunch, until Saturday lunch.’ She turned to Ross. ‘Has that been updated yet?’

He shook his head. 

‘Pathologist won’t be finished the postmortem until later today, but I’ll update the whiteboard if the TOD window is narrowed in anyway.’

‘Great. Thanks.’ Dawn spun around to see Jamison lying against his elbows on his desk.

‘Jamison.’ The officer jolted upright. Dawn stifled a grin. ‘Appreciate you coming back in after only a few hours’ sleep.’ 

The tall lanky officer nodded. His tired eyes focused on Dawn. She didn’t think his lethargy was from a lack of sleep. He was a reasonably shy guy, didn’t say a lot, but this was something different. She made a note to ask him later, if he was okay.

‘We’ll need to check out Michael’s alibi. He said he had coffee with Hannah at the café on the corner of Hill Street. You can confirm what time he left there Jamison?’

The constable jotted details in his notepad. 

‘He was then on shift in the ranger’s office until four. Check that out Reynolds.’ 

‘Will do Detective.’ 

‘He said he met Lisa for dinner, then drove to the Community at Hopevale, arriving there around 10.00 p.m.’ She pointed to Chung. ‘Call the Hopevale station and ask them to confirm with a few Aunties what time he arrived.’ 

Ross dropped the whiteboard marker on the rail below the board.

‘I’ll call Lisa and confirm what time Michael arrived home and left.’ 

Dawn studied her new boss’s expression and saw sympathy barely masked. They both knew working in a small town was going to be fraught with days like this. Times when family or friends would come under scrutiny. 

‘Thanks Sergeant.’ She watched him retreat to his office, then turned toward the three young constables who were now officially under her leadership. 

The conversation she had the previous night with her boss in Adelaide stirred emotions in the pit of her stomach. Was she making the right decision?

Ryan cleared his throat. Dawn shook herself back to the present. 

‘Okay team.’ All eyes fell on her. ‘Finish up with Michael’s alibi, then we’ll need extra uniforms on standby in case we run into trouble talking to the Scheer boys. It seems they’ve been shooting roos in the park, and, according to Michael, Fay Scheer has been in possession of Hannah’s mobile most of last week.’ 

‘So, we need to find out how it ended up with our victim.’ Reynolds’ eyes didn’t leave her computer screen as she spoke. ‘And...’ She punched a few more keys, then whistled under her breath. ‘These boys have an arsenal out there. We might need tactical on standby.’

Dawn shook her head. 

‘No. We need them talking, not clamming up and if they have firepower, the last thing we want is to spook them into using it.’

Ryan rounded Reynolds’ desk and peered at the firearms list. 

‘I don’t know Grave. Even if they don’t have illegal guns, and chances are they do, this list.’ He pointed to the computer screen. ‘It’s enough to fit out the local army reserves.’ 

‘Then let’s not antagonise them.’

‘We are cops. They’ll be agitated the moment we enter the property that clearly says, KEEP OUT. Ryan used air quotes to make his point. 

‘We can’t call tactical out without due cause and so far all we have is some possible illegal roo shooting on National Park land. What do you propose? We just leave them off the suspect list despite the obvious link to Hannah?’ 

Ryan shrugged from his jacket, hung it over the back of Reynolds’ chair and joined Dawn alongside the whiteboard as she attached photos from the file she’d taken into Michael’s interview. 

‘No, but we need to think carefully. We need a plan and telling them there’s a gas leak isn’t going to cut it out in the bush.’ 

Dawn smiled as her mind raced with scenarios. Ryan was right. They needed a ruse to get them onto the property. One that wouldn’t see them shot before they reached the front door. 

‘We could share the good news.’ Ryan wiggled his eyebrows like Groucho Marks. 

Dawn snorted.

‘Neither off us look anything like Mormons or Jehovah’s Witnesses Ryan, although that suit of yours in this climate does stand out like the proverbial.’ 

Ryan ignored the jibe. Dawn racked her brain. 

It was too wet for bushfire season so they couldn’t order an evacuation. Posing as council workers or rangers was never going to work. There was no way the Scheer family would welcome anyone from local government onto the property. 

‘What about SES volunteers searching for a missing person?’ Jamison’s quiet suggestion surprised Dawn.

‘That could work Jamison. They don’t know we found a body out there, or at least, nothing has been announced.’ 

‘That won’t give us much scope to ask questions about the domestic violence issues Hannah told Michael about.’ Ryan retrieved his jacket ready to leave despite his scepticism.

‘We can scope out who’s home. If Fay is alone, we can ask her questions. If not, we can take a look around and still ask them if they’ve seen Hannah. We should be able to tell something from their reaction. At the very least, we might be able to see if there is anything to indicate our victim was on the property recently.’ 

Ryan crossed the office toward the hallway. 

‘If she got her phone back, she must have been there.’ 

‘Not necessarily. Fay might have come to town and given it back to her.’

‘Or Neil Scheer,’ Ryan conceded. 

Dawn stopped as they reached the hallway. Turning, she scanned the officers hurriedly following up on the case. 

She was glad to be back in Cooktown... permanently. The desk phone buzzing dragged her from her daydream. 

‘Let’s go get some SES uniforms fitted.’ She spun on her heel but stopped as Chung called out. 

‘Detective!’

‘Yes?’ Dawn doubled back and met Chung. 

‘Bridget Smith’s mum is on the line saying her daughter didn’t come home last night.’

‘Could be she slept over at someone’s place?’ Ryan said what Dawn was thinking but as she returned to the main office, she recalled how unsettled the waitress was with all the police presence last night. Well before they mentioned Hannah was dead. 

‘I’ll take the call Chung.’ Dawn reached for the handset Jamison held aloft. 

‘Mrs Smith. This is Detective Dawn Grave. Can I get your address? We’ll be right over.’ 
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A gnarled mango tree with a monstrous girth and scarred branches laden with immature fruit shaded the driveway of the modest cream brick home. A woman in her late fifties fidgeted in her pocket as Dawn stepped from the Mustang and closed the door. 

Dark eyes regarded Dawn as she approached the concrete porch, Ryan at her side. Her partner wore his fully lined Ralph Lauren suit jacket, leaving Dawn wondering how on earth he handled the heat. 

She felt underdressed in her cut off tee and linen pants, but it was so muggy, she was prepared to live with a less than professional look. As they stepped onto the porch, the overhanging roof provided momentary relief.

‘Mrs Smith.’ Dawn retrieved her ID. ‘I’m Detective Dawn Grave. This is Detective Clint Ryan.’

‘Detectives.’ The woman stiffened a moment, before pulling a packet of cigarettes from her pocket. Her hand shook as she lit one and drew back a long, hard drag.

‘We are here to take your report Mrs Smith.’ Dawn kept her tone calm.

The woman’s cheeks drew inward as she sucked hard on her smoke.

‘I thought you’d send over a uniformed officer.’ She blew smoke into the air, then pressed her lips close. Smoke continued to drift from her nostrils as she pursed her lips for another drag. 

Dawn didn’t want to explain more than she needed to, but she understood why the mother might think the worst when two plain-clothed detectives arrived to follow up on an enquiry. 

Dawn tried to distract the worried mother. 

‘Can we come inside? It’s getting pretty sticky out here.’ Dawn indicated the grey clouds overhead.

‘Ah. Spose so.’ Mrs Smith hesitated a moment, then dropped her almost finished cigarette to the pavement and stamped it out. 

A cool wave of air greeted Dawn as they stepped inside, directly into the living area. A bright blue vinyl sofa separated the hallway from the lounge. Throw rugs covered tears on the armrests. Fawn coloured plush pile carpet lay flat and threadbare. 

Mrs Smith crossed the lounge area to a round laminate walnut coloured table and dragged out a seat.  

Dawn retrieved a pen and her coiled pad from her back pocket, then sat across from the woman. Ryan remained standing and Dawn watched as he strolled past a wall of photographs adjacent to the dining area.  

Mrs Smith studied his movements, until Dawn broke her focus. 

‘When did you last see Bridget?’ 

Mrs Smith’s eyes drifted to Ryan a moment, then snapped back on Dawn. 

‘Yesterday mid-morning, before she started her shift at the bar.’ 

Dawn began taking notes.

‘And she didn’t come home after her shift ended?’ 

‘No. I didn’t think anything of it at first. Her door was closed when I got up, so I left her to sleep in.’

‘So when did you notice she was missing?’ 

‘When I got back from shopping. I always shop on Monday because the bloody supermarket puts the prices up on pension day. Damn sharks.’ 

‘So when you got home...’ Dawn prompted. 

‘Yeah, well, it was mid-morning and even after a big bender, Bridgey is back on deck by ten. So I checked on her and found the bed made.’ 

‘Could Bridget have left before you got back from shopping?’ 

‘Sure, that’s what I thought. She was due on lunch shift today, so I called the Sovereign and she’s not turned up for her shift.’

Dawn’s stomach tightened. First Hannah was brutally shot and now her best friend is missing. 

Victim or perpetrator? She needed more information to know for sure.

‘Do you mind if we take a look in Bridget’s room?’ 

‘I don’t know.’ Mrs Smith hesitated. ‘She could be taking a sicky from work. I don’t want to get her into any trouble. I just thought I better report her missing, in case.’ 

‘In case of what Mrs Smith?’ Dawn glanced at Ryan who’d lost interest in the photos and was now inspecting the television and stereo system. ‘Has Bridget said anything to make you believe she could be in trouble?’ Dawn’s pen hovered over the notepad. 

‘No. It’s just the way she’s been acting. All paranoid like.’ 

Dawn’s mind was churning information now. One girl dead, the other missing after acting paranoid. At home, and with the police at the Sovereign Hotel last night. Now, as she observed what Ryan was focussed on, she realised getting into Bridget’s room was paramount. 

But she didn’t want to link Bridget’s disappearance with Hannah’s death yet. 

‘Did you ask her about the paranoia Mrs Smith?’

‘I tried, but she just shrugged it off.’ 

‘It would be very helpful if we could inspect Bridget’s room. We might discover something that could help explain where she’s gone or what has happened.’ 

Mrs Smith bit her deeply lined lip, then shook her head. Mousy grey curls jiggled a moment then stopped.

‘No. I don’t think that’s a good idea.’ 

Dawn held her breath, forcing the brash comment on the tip of her tongue to remain unsaid. Why on earth would a mother not want them to search her missing daughter’s room?

‘Alright. I understand. Does Bridget have any friends we can call to check and see when they last saw her? Obviously, we’ll interview the people she works with.’ 

‘Hannah, Hannah Paddock. They are thick as thieves those two.’

Every fibre in Dawn’s body tightened. The woman was going to find out soon enough and maybe it would give them the access to Bridget’s room that they needed. And, they still hadn’t tracked down their victim’s family in the UK. Maybe Mrs Smith would know more.

‘Mrs Smith. I’m very sorry to inform you that Hannah’s been found dead.’ 

‘Dead?’ The woman snatched her cigarette packet from the table and fumbled for a fresh smoke. 

‘Yes. We are trying to track down her relatives overseas. Do you happen to have their contact information?’

‘Dead!’ Her hand shook as she lit the cigarette, despite there being no ashtray inside. ‘How?’ 

Dawn let the silence linger as she wondered over how much information she should share. 

‘The case is ongoing. Do you have Mr or Mrs Paddock’s information?’ 

‘You think my Bridgey is dead too?’

‘There is nothing to indicate that’s the case Mrs Smith.’ Dawn reached across the table and squeezed the woman’s hand. 

The distraught mother ripped her hand free and rose abruptly, sending her chair crashing to the floor. Ryan crossed the hallway as the woman’s complexion turned pasty grey. 

Instead of fainting, she placed both hands on the table. The cigarette between her fingers sent acrid spirals into the air like smoke signals. The woman glared at Dawn. 

‘You weren’t going to tell me. Were you?’ 

‘We should be notifying Hannah’s parents first Mrs Smith.’ 

‘That’s bullshit. You think my Bridgey has something to do with it, don’t you?’ 

‘It’s an ongoing investigation, and there is no reason to suspect your daughter was responsible for Hannah’s death but it’s interesting that you should jump to that conclusion Mrs Smith.’ 

‘Get out and don’t come back unless you find my daughter.’ 

The woman’s hand pointed to the door. The cigarette smoke floated from her suspended fingertip. Dawn rounded the table and joined Ryan in the hallway as the mother sucked the cigarette down to the filter, then coughed. 

Dawn opened the front door, then turned back to see Mrs Smith trying to butt her cigarette out in a long-dead pot plant. When the door remained open, the woman’s eyes found Dawn’s.

‘We’ll find her Mrs Smith, but you’re not exactly making it easy.’ She yanked the door wide and stepped through, then stopped as she noticed Ryan wasn’t joining her. 

‘Mrs Smith. Where did you get the money for that TV and stereo system?’ 

Ryan ducked as the plastic lighter flew across the room and hit the doorframe inches from where his head was a moment ago. 

‘Get out!’ 

The woman’s words echoed as the door closed behind Ryan.

‘Victim or perp?’ Ryan asked as he pressed unlock on his key fob. 

‘Maybe not murder, but it seems Bridget Smith was into something illegal or her mother wouldn’t have jumped to that conclusion.’

‘At least, if Michael’s alibi checks out we have a new, solid lead.’

‘Yes but is that lead dead or alive?’ 
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Dawn sat at Reynolds’ desk, unwrapping a greasy burger as she studied the whiteboard. Her stomach gurgled, breaking the silence lingering in the team room.  

She wasn’t sure if her stomach was protesting or salivating. The burger wasn’t her favourite food, but it was quick, and they were busy. It was becoming evident she wasn’t going to be able to accompany Ryan to Lakeview and interview the Senior Constable’s sister. Not with a missing person right off the back of a murder case. 

Ryan read her thoughts as he perched on the corner of Reynolds’ desk, polishing off his own burger. 

‘I won’t go until later in the week.’

‘We shouldn’t hold up the investigation.’ 

‘Unfortunately, it’s not our choice. Sergeant Martin has prioritised this current case and rightly so.’ 

Dawn nodded, her eyes still scanning the whiteboard as she chewed and quickly swallowed each mouthful. Her holistic naturopathic sister would be waggling her finger right now, but food was something Dawn put into her body to keep it functioning. Nothing more. 

Sergeant Martin entered the main office as Dawn screwed up the dripping wax paper bag and cast it into the closest bin.

‘You’ve got a desk, you know.’ He pointed to the other glass fronted office alongside his. ‘I’ll get your name plaque sorted once all the paperwork comes through from SAPOL.’ 

Dawn nearly slapped her forehead. With everything that was going on, she was yet to formally resign from the South Australian Police. She’d told her old boss, but the paperwork wasn’t filed yet. 

‘Thanks Ross. Might take you up on that.’ She didn’t move. ‘When the team gets back from break, we need to put together phone records. Has anyone tracked down Hannah’s family yet?’ 

Ross shook his head. 

‘We need to keep trying, but in the meantime, let’s check her financials.  Something funky is going on and I’d like to know if Hannah was involved. 

‘Sounds like a plan.’

‘And we need a warrant to search Bridget’s bedroom, so we need to do some digging into her financials. Can we get a warrant yet?’ 

‘I think so. I’ll get Chung onto all the financials, including a dive into Bridget Smith and her mother.’ 

‘Thanks Ross.’ 

Dawn was getting used to calling him by his first name. When she first returned to Cooktown, she’d felt like the little girl who ran away. But with each piece of her history being laid to rest, she was beginning to embrace the future. 

Abby, Lisa, now Bella and maybe even Clint. She shook the thought away. 

She told herself not to get ahead of herself. Nothing good ever came from any of her personal relationships. She was even keeping her sister and niece at arm’s length. It was how she protected herself. How she coped. 

At least the panic attacks were gone for now. And her drinking was mostly under control. But Dawn knew any trauma, any excessive stress and she would likely drown her sorrows in a bottle of white wine. 

‘You okay?’ Ryan’s hand touched her shoulder 

Dawn shook herself. 

‘Sorry. Don’t know where my head was for a second.’ 

‘Did you sleep much last night?’ 

What a question. Having Ryan sleeping in the room alongside was distracting enough. But a murder case always caused sleepless nights. 

‘Not too bad.’ She lied. 

‘I slept like crap.’ His hand was still resting on her shoulder. His fingers flexed, and for a split-second Dawn thought he might massage her neck. 

‘What am I interrupting?’ 

Dawn and Ryan spun to see Tammy grinning widely. 

‘Nothing of interest,’ Dawn cleared her throat. ‘What you got?’ 

‘I’m heading back today, unless you want me to process anything else?’ 

‘No. You finished with the victim’s car?’

‘As much as I can here. It was wiped clean like I said. No blood, no fluids either, but I’ll get it back to the yard in case we need to dismantle it and investigate further.’

‘Did you search the garbage bins while you were at the victim’s house?’ 

‘Yep. Nothing jumped out at me but I’ll know more once I process it all back at the lab.’  

‘So nothing to help us right now.’

‘I did find something that was a bit strange. Maybe it’s unrelated, but...’ Tammy shrugged.

‘What was it?’ Dawn rose and sat on the desk next to her partner. 

‘A claw.’

‘What sort of claw?’ 

‘Reptilian. I’ve sent it to the lab with all the evidence, but I’ve got a friend who’s a herpetologist. He’ll be able to tell us what animal species it came from.’

Ross appeared from his office as Tammy finished. 

‘Got the preliminary postmortem results in too.’ He handed a manila file to Dawn on his way to collect a whiteboard marker. Dawn watched him scribble next to their victim’s photos. 

‘.44 cal is confirmed. The bullet Gleeson found on scene had tissue on it. So we have ballistic evidence. If we find the gun, we might be able to link it to the murderer.’

Dawn opened the folder to scan the report. 

‘The victim had Ketamine in her system?’ She glanced up.

‘She certainly did.’ The sergeant added a note to the whiteboard. ‘Greg also concluded she was in fact bound by her wrists and ankles.’ 

‘I thought he said she wasn’t restrained.’ 

‘Apparently the bindings were possibly cloth, not rope or cable ties so no abrasion. Postmortem bruising gave them away.’ 

‘She was bound, drugged, then shot at close range with a high calibre rifle or pistol.’ Dawn continued to scan the file, Ryan peering over her shoulder so close his breath tingled on her skin. 

She glanced sideways. The curve of his lips told her he knew exactly what he was doing. She jumped as he tapped the file in her hand. 

‘And, Ketamine isn’t your average, everyday over the counter pain killer. It’s used by anaesthetists and for severe pain management like cancer patients.’

A hum of voices echoed down the hall. Dawn pointed to the whiteboard. ‘Make a note of that Sergeant. We need to run all our current suspects and known associates for any possible reason they might be able to get their hands on Ketamine.’

‘I’d check out the hospital staff,’ Tammy offered with a wave. ‘I’m out of here, but as an ex-uni grad I can assure you, at least in my day, med students misappropriated drugs for personal use on a regular basis.’ 

‘Good call. Thanks Tammy.’ Dawn waved as the forensic tech disappeared and Chung arrived with Reynolds a step behind. 

‘Chung. Got some financials to chase up.’

Chung’s eyes twinkled. 

‘Thanks boss. Had a great lunch break.’

Dawn returned the smile. ‘Time for fun and frolicking was last night Chung. We have a dead body and now a missing woman whose mother doesn’t want her room searched.’ 

‘In that case,’ Chung rushed to take his seat, flexed his fingers with a crack and wiggled his mouse to life, ‘what do you need?’ 

Dawn brought him up to speed as his fingers typed rapidly. 

‘What can I do?’ Reynolds squeezed between Dawn and Ryan. They parted to give her space. 

‘Run priors on Mrs Smith, Bridget, Hannah, Cesar at the pub and anyone else you think could relate to this case. And see if anyone owns a .44 cal rifle or pistol.’

‘What about the victim’s roommate? You said the car was wiped clean and in her statement, she claimed she never saw it come back.’  

‘Could be nothing but worth a check. Run her too. Come to think of it, she was cagey when I tried to get her name. Check with Queensland Health or the hospital to get her details.’ 

‘Will do.’ Reynolds rolled out her chair and sat. 

Dawn waved for Ryan to follow. If Ross was offering her the glass-fronted office, she was going to accept it. 

Ryan followed her inside as Dawn scanned the surroundings. An empty shelf on one wall, a filing cabinet and a barren desk with a fabric wheelie chair made the room echo as Dawn spoke.

‘Did you manage to delay the meeting with Mrs Warren?’

‘For now. We need to find Bridget Smith before I follow up on a cold case.’ 

Dawn nodded. Her phone buzzed in her pocket. As she inspected the caller ID, she considered sending it to voicemail, but she was finally settling back in town. The last thing she needed was to upset one of the town gossips.

‘Shaz. Detective Grave. What can I do for you?’ She put the phone on speaker.

‘Oh Dawn. Or should I say Detective, because this is official police business.’ 

She rolled her eyes. 

‘Really. What have you found Shaz?’ 

Ryan hovered but he wasn’t oozing excitement. They knew Shaz loved a good mystery and even though she was helpful when Lisa went missing, the librarian was usually a nuisance caller. 

Every week, at least once, if not more, she begged Dawn to do a talk for the Murder Book Club. So far, she’d managed to be too busy, but she knew she was running out of excuses.

‘Well, I heard a few things...’ Shaz left the sentence hanging expecting Dawn to speak into it, but she wasn’t going to offer the second biggest gossip in town anything. 

The only person Dawn knew who spread misinformation faster than Shaz, was Mari from the Top Pub. 

‘You have a murder case on your hands and if I heard right, someone killed poor Hannah.’ 

‘How on earth did you hear that?’ 

Dawn pulled the wheelie chair away from her new desk and slumped into it. Ryan perched on the edge.

‘That doesn’t matter. What does, is why she’s dead.’

Ryan’s face mirrored Dawn’s confusion. 

‘And you know why?’ Dawn held her excitement in check. Getting a motive for the nurse’s death would save them a lot of time. Maybe even avoid an all-out firefight with the Scheer boys, but Shaz wasn’t exactly a reliable source. Hearsay was her middle name.

‘Hannah used to write in to the paper all the time. Ranting about this and that. But one particular rant could easily have gotten someone’s hackles up.’ 

Dawn resisted the urge to chuckle. Shaz was prone to melodrama, but if the librarian knew anything, even a little bit of information could break the case. 

‘We’ll be down the library in ten.’ 

‘See you then.’ 
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As she stepped from Ryan’s car outside the library, Dawn glanced across the road at her sister’s health clinic. Dinner tonight was going to be tense. Lisa was likely being grilled by Sergeant Martin right now about Michael’s comings and goings over the weekend.

Her sister was a free spirit. Into alternative medicine and spiritual freedom—a vegetarian with a calm nature, for the most part. They couldn’t be more different, but each coped with a childhood full of turmoil in their own way.

Whatever her sister needed to do was alright by Dawn, but she knew bringing Michael in for questioning had cracked her sister’s calm exterior. This morning’s argument was proof of it.

And why shouldn’t it? If someone hauled Dawn’s boyfriend into the station for questioning and then hassled her for an alibi, she’d be ropeable. If she had a boyfriend of course. 

Ryan opened the library door. Dawn nodded at his unusual chivalry and ignored his silly grin. 

‘Have you agreed to do that Murder Book Club talk yet?’ 

‘No and don’t mention it,’ Dawn warned. 

Shaz’s flowing floral dress billowed behind her as she whizzed across the worn commercial carpet to greet Dawn with her signature smile. 

The first time Dawn met Shaz, she found her dancing like no one was watching, with earbuds blaring music only she could hear. This time, it appeared she was heading up the Murder Book Club meeting, no doubt salivating over possibly being able to dissect a local case.  

‘Detective. That was quick.’ Shaz grabbed Dawn’s elbow and steered her toward the tables arranged together near the children’s reading nook. 

One man and seven women focussed on Dawn as she approached. 

‘Everyone. This is Detective Dawn Grave, the one I told you all about.’ Shaz turned to Dawn. ‘When are you going to do that little talk we discussed? We must catch you before you head back to Adelaide.’ 

Nothing like putting her on the spot. Just like Shaz to corner Dawn when there was no way to gracefully decline. 

She scanned eager faces. A collection of grey heads nodded agreement as Shaz continued her interrogation. 

‘Let’s discuss what you called us about first. I can make a time for the club talk with you later Shaz. I’m kind of busy right now.’

Shaz squeezed Dawn’s forearm.

‘Of course you are Luv. Sorry. You’re right, let’s solve this terrible murder before we talk about anything else.’

‘No one said anything about murder Shaz.’ 

The woman patted her forearm. 

‘Of course not, Luv.’ 

Dawn’s patience was wearing thin. Small town gossip and politics were not her thing. She placed her hand on Shaz’s shoulder, steering her away from peering eyes and necks craning to hear every word. 

When Dawn was confident they were far enough away, she turned to Shaz, but spotted Ryan lingering, deep in discussion with a blue eyed, ash blonde. Overly plucked eyebrows lifted, and eyelashes fluttered as the woman hung on Ryan’s every word. Dawn wondered what he was saying. 

Shaking herself, she focussed back on Shaz, now standing with her arms crossed and a mischievous sparkle in her eyes.

Dawn was about to warn her off making any assumptions but decided that would only add fuel to the rumour-mill firestorm Shaz could stir up. 

She needed to get Fraser’s room cleared out and stay back at her family home because it was only a matter of time before everyone in town decided she was sleeping with her partner. 

Guilty until proven innocent was the small-town motto. At least it was when Fraser was framed for murder and killed. 

‘You said you had something to share. What is it, Shaz?’ 

The librarian lifted a finger in the air in a lightbulb moment, before hurrying around the front counter, disappearing, then popping up a few seconds later. 

‘Here it is!’ 

She waved a piece of paper in the air. 

‘What?’ 

Dawn stepped toward the counter, but Shaz scurried around to meet her. 

‘It’s the article I told you about. Well, not an article per se. Hannah used to write letters to the editor, which were published quite regularly. She loved to natter on you know. About this and that.’ 

Dawn forced herself not to point out the hypocrisy of Shaz’s comment.

‘You have copies of the paper on microfilm?’ 

‘I do, but it would be so much faster to ask the paper to supply all her letters. They’ll be able to put their hands on them much quicker.’ 

Dawn glanced over her shoulder at the huddled book club members being entertained by her partner. 

She wondered again what he might be discussing, but knew he’d never say a word about the case. He was a professional—one of the traits she admired about him.

‘Okay. Do you have the editor’s phone number?’

‘No Luv. The local paper was bought out by one of those big news companies a while back. The office is based in Port Douglas now, but they’ll have all the info, for sure.’

‘Okay. Thanks Shaz. Why do you think we need to focus on this particular letter?’ 

Shaz presented the one article she’d obviously printed out with a wide grin on her face. 

‘I think you’ll find this interesting.’ 

Dawn glanced over the article.

‘Is this the only time she sent a letter on this subject?’

‘No Luv. She was on about it every few editions.’

‘Thanks Shaz. I’ll contact the paper directly for the rest, but if I need anything, you’ll have copies, right?’ 

‘Sure will.’ 

Dawn turned to the sound of laughter filtering from the Murder Club.

‘Shush now.’ Shaz scurried over, finger on her lips, eyes scanning the library. 

Dawn chuckled under her breath. The library was empty except for the table load of amateur sleuths. 

Dawn scanned the article in her hands as she joined Ryan, but was interrupted by a rounded woman with purple streaks in her otherwise silver hair. 

‘So you are staying in Cooktown Detective.’ 

It wasn’t a question. Dawn grimaced, glared at her partner and composed herself before answering. 

‘For now, yes.’ 

Her eyes told Ryan that might change if he didn’t keep his big trap shut. 

The woman’s clapping hands snapped Dawn’s attention back to a sea of beaming smiles.

‘Oh, that’s fabulous. You can join our club then.’ The purple-rinse lady seemed to have no idea Dawn was a real Detective who worked real hours. 

‘Sorry, I didn’t catch your name.’ Dawn focussed on the woman. 

‘Violet. And this is Trudy and this...’

‘I’m so sorry Violet. It’s lovely to meet you, but I can’t take time off work to attend a book club.’

Violet’s lip dropped. Shaz rounded on Dawn.

‘We aren’t just a book club Detective, but of course, we understand you can’t do that, being so busy and career focussed and all that.’

Dawn was about to interrupt, but Ryan touched her arm. Was he warning her to tread lightly with the locals? Or was it something else?

Shaz leapt into the gap and soldiered on.

‘But we have  Murder Night once a month where we study local crimes in the paper and put together scenarios. It’s all good fun, but Allen here has solved quite a few local cold cases, at least we think he has. No one takes us seriously, but maybe...’

‘I’m sure Detective Grave can spare a night for your next meeting.’ 

Dawn turned on Ryan, her mouth open, ready to argue.

‘Only the one night, mind you. Not every month,’ he clarified. 

Shaz jumped up and down like a schoolgirl. The table exploded with chatter, all of which Dawn didn’t absorb. 

What was Ryan thinking? She needed to escape, now, before anyone tried to pin her down on a date. 

‘Thanks Shaz. I’ll be in touch.’ She slunk away as the table continued to hypothesize over how good it would be to have a real detective in the Murder Club. 

She flung the front door open, then halted. Storming across the road on a mission was her sister. 

Blonde hair flying, eyes blazing, long floral skirt trailing behind. 

‘Exactly who do I need to speak to?’ Lisa’s finger pointed. 

Ryan was coming through the door, but Dawn saw him come to an abrupt halt as Lisa reached her. She swore under her breath when he disappeared back inside. 

Coward!

‘Lisa. I can explain.’ 

‘You bloody well better. This is Michael we are talking about. You two,’ Lisa waved toward her disappearing partner, ‘call him Dudley-Do-Right. You know more than anyone that Michael couldn’t hurt a fly.’

Dawn considered refuting the fact. Many an animal lover was quite comfortable beating the hell out of a human being. But she knew better than to upset Lisa. Usually, her sister held on to emotions, tightly. 

Lisa’s outburst was a good sign, even though Dawn was going to have to deal with it.

‘You know he knew the victim. He’d been seen with her recently. But he’s in the clear, as long as you confirmed his alibi.’ 

‘Oh my God. I can’t believe you.’

‘We have other leads Lisa. Calm down. I’m just doing my job.’

‘Your job. Your job was to be my big sister. Your job was to stay here with me, not abandon me and piss off to wherever you went.’ 

Dawn held her hand up, trying to find words to reply to her sister. To defend herself. But nothing came out. Lisa was right. When their mother disappeared, her father’s drinking worsened. Dawn did her best to hold the family together, but when Fraser died, Dawn couldn’t hold herself together, let alone her family.

She left. But in doing so, she left her younger sister with her drunken father. Their dad was never abusive to them, but he was damned useless in many other ways. It was no wonder Lisa succumbed to the charms of a predator like Fairweather. 

It was all Dawn’s fault. 

Ryan gripped Dawn’s shoulder. She never even heard him come out of the library. Her mind was numb as he steered her away from her raging sister, one arm around her shoulder. 

‘She’s right,’ Dawn whispered. 

‘No. She isn’t. You were a kid yourself. She’s angry. And afraid. That’s all.’ 

He opened the passenger’s side of the car and coaxed her in. She vaguely heard him saying something to Lisa, but her mind was wandering. 

As he closed the door, her eyes fell on the printout in her hand. All she could see was the heading of the letter to the editor. The one Shaz was so worked up about.

Dawn’s eyes focussed, then drifted back to her sister’s words. As her partner started the engine, Dawn’s mind began to compartmentalise her pain. 

The letter came back into focus. She saw Ryan’s worried expression from the corner of her eye. 

She drew her shoulders back. She wasn’t a victim. She wouldn’t dissolve into pieces because her sister lost her cool. Lisa was right. Dawn abandoned her. But that was then. This is now. 

And right now, she had a murder to solve. Her personal baggage could wait. 

She lifted the printout and began reading through blurred vision. When did she start crying? 

She never cried in public. 

Frantically she wiped all the moisture away, glancing at her partner to make sure he hadn’t noticed. But the expression on his face spoke volumes. 

Rustling their victim’s letter to the editor in her hands, she began reading aloud. 

‘Hospitals should Heal People.’

‘You don’t have to read that right now,’ Ryan offered. 

‘Yes. I do.’ Dawn carried on.

‘The Cooktown Hospital is riddled with sexual harassment issues and no one, not even Queensland Health will do anything about it.’

Dawn stopped reading, turned to Ryan and shook the paper in her hand. 

‘Why is this the first we are hearing about it?’ 

‘Bloody good question. Let’s see if she ever filed a police report.’ 

‘I hope so, but so many victims don’t.’ 

Dawn didn’t need to add that she was one of those victims. 
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Dawn checked her watch as they drove toward the station. 

‘I need to get Abby in half an hour. Did you want to drop me back at my place so I can grab my car?’ 

‘That rust-bucket needs some serious work. I’m surprised you got a roadworthy on it.’

Dawn turned the air-conditioning fan onto full blast and adjusted the vents before turning to her partner with an indignant glare. 

‘She’s vintage. You have to expect a few creaks and groans.’ 

Ryan laughed. 

‘A few! She’s on her last legs Dawn.’

‘I only need to drive to the shops, or the school to get Abby. I can borrow Lisa’s car if I need to travel any further and now Bella has moved in, she’s got her Volvo.’

‘Bella’s Volvo isn’t much better than your Vintage Datsun.’ 

‘Well not all of us are loaded Ryan.’ Dawn wanted to take the words back as soon as they left her lips, but Ryan’s shrug made it unnecessary. 

‘I offered to lend you a few dollars when you started the renovation.’

‘It’s okay. Bella’s house sale will settle in a month or so and the pressure will be off a bit. I’m making progress with the renovation and that’s what’s been eating up all my long service leave. Soon we’ll be back on track. But thanks.’

Ryan’s chest rose. He held his breath, visibly forcing himself to remain quiet on the subject.

She knew he wanted to help, but Dawn didn’t want to accept his offer. Partly because her failed marriage and history with men forced her to become independent when she was barely out of her teens, but more importantly, she didn’t want to owe Clint Ryan anything.

His serious expression evaporated. 

‘I’ll go with you to get Abby.’ His blue eyes twinkled. ‘She likes it when we both pick her up.’ The corners of his mouth twitched. 

‘In that case, we better pick up the booster seat or I’ll have to endure another lecture from a six-year-old.’ 

‘Did you want to check in and see if we can find any record of a sexual misconduct charge?’

‘I’ll call the team now and see where they’re at. We need to get copies of all the letters our victim sent to the paper. If Hannah threatened to expose someone over sexual assault charges, that could be motive, but blowing someone’s head off with a .44 calibre weapon seems extreme.’  

‘Maybe one of the other letters she wrote pissed off someone else in town?’ 

‘That’s what I’m wondering. But we still need to interview the Scheer family. It can’t be a coincidence that they were out shooting the day we found Hannah’s body.’

Ryan put the Mustang indicator on and turned right. 

‘You call. I’ll drive.’ 

Dawn lifted her butt from the seat and pried her mobile phone from her back pocket before dialling. The call answered on the second ring. 

‘Detective. What’s up?’ 

‘Reynolds. I’m on afternoon daycare duty, sorry about that.’ 

‘Family first, that’s the Sergeant’s motto.’

It was true. Ross Martin ran a regional cop shop. Catching bad guys was important, even more so when they were dealing with such a brutal homicide, but family and community always came first in the bush. 

‘Even so, we have a murder and a missing woman. So, can you run a few things for me? Get Jamison to give you a hand.’

‘Sure. What do you need?’ 

‘Our victim was a serial whinger by the sounds of it.’ 

Dawn refrained from quoting the stereotype Aussies often labelled Poms with. 

‘She wrote letters to the editor, prolifically from all accounts. Can you get Jamison to hunt them all down? Apparently, the paper’s office is now based in Port Douglas.’

‘Will do.’ 

‘And, this one’s for you. Check and see if she or anyone linked to her made a formal sexual harassment complaint, either to us, or to Queensland Health. One of her letters to the Editor is about the hospital not being a safe work environment.’ 

‘On it. Anything else?’ 

‘Ask the Sergeant if he ever heard any rumours of sexual misconduct at the hospital and if he did, get him to give me a call.’ 

‘Will do. Are you back in today?’ 

‘After Lisa gets home, probably, but if anything pops, you let me know, no matter what time of day or night.’

‘You got it Detective.’ 

Reynolds’ tone made Dawn smile. She could picture the young constable standing to attention, eyes alert, pen in hand as she took the call. 

‘Thanks Reynolds. I’ll likely be back down the station after dinner, but with Bridget Smith missing, we’ll need to pull some overtime.’

‘I’ve got a BOLO out and Chung has printed a stack of posters. We can get them put up in the major spots around town first thing in the morning.’

‘Good work Reynolds. I’ll head down to the Sovereign later tonight. I think it’s time I caught up with the manager there. Maybe he has some idea where Bridget might be. Ryan and I’ll interview the evening staff while we are there.’ 

‘I’ll let the Boss know and ask him to call you about the sexual harassment stuff.’

‘Thanks. Did we have those background checks on everyone in yet? Including the bar manager and the victim’s roommate?’ 

‘I’ll check and let you know.’

‘Great. Thanks.’ 

Dawn finished the call as Ryan navigated the narrow track to her family home. The ruts were deep and filled with rain that was no longer draining through the soaked soil.

Another job she needed to organise, but getting a grader in wasn’t going to be cheap and there was no money for gravel to fill the ruts. 

Ryan slowed as a deep culvert came into view. He steered the Mustang at an angle, hoping to keep the lowered front-end in one piece. 

‘Sorry about the track.’ 

‘It’s the wet season and I’m not new up here Dawn.’ 

That was the second time today he’d used her first name. She wanted to call him Clint, but something about saying his name out loud scared the life out of her. 

‘Pull up here.’ Dawn pointed to the mustard Datsun 200B parked half under cover, half exposed to the weather.

Ryan drove in an arc, stopping with the passenger’s side door right alongside Dawn’s car as raindrops the size of coins burst onto the windscreen.

Dawn shoved her phone into her pocket and jumped out. Raindrops bounced from her back as she reached her Datsun and levered the rear door open with a groan. She wiggled her butt against the heavy door, holding it open to lean in and unclip the booster seat. 

Rain pinged the car boot rapidly as the bulky seat cleared the rear doorway. Stepping back, she let the door slam closed, then turned and stumbled. 

A yap, followed by a deep bark made her peer around the seat to find the constantly smiling Labrador and nippy Chihuahua bounding and biting in equal measure. 

‘Get to bed Rusty!’ 

The Labrador slunk backward. Greta continued to nip. Dawn gently lifted the little dog with her foot and placed her to the side as Ryan leant across and opened the passenger’s side of the Mustang, flipping the seat forward a second later.

Rusty studied Dawn from the bottom rung of the stairs, ears dripping, while Greta continued to nip at her heels. 

‘Greta. You naughty girl. Get up here right now.’ Bella’s crackling voice rang out from the safety of the veranda as large drops of rain merged into a curtain.

Water ran from Dawn’s hair into her eyes. She wiped it away and shoved the booster inside, flipped the passenger’s seat over and slid it back into place before turning, and waving briefly in Bella’s direction. The woman continued to call the Chihuahua off as Dawn slammed the door closed. 

‘You look like a drowned rat.’ 

‘You say the nicest things.’ 

‘There’s a box of tissues on the back seat.’

‘I don’t think a whole box of tissues is enough to mop up this mess. Let’s get Abby, and I’ll change when we get back.’ 

‘There is an umbrella in the boot.’

‘Perfect.’ 

Dawn resisted the urge to shake like Rusty. 
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Abby nattered from the back seat as Dawn’s phone buzzed. She knew she should ignore the call when her niece was regaling a schoolyard tale, but the insistent vibration won out.

‘Give me a second Abby. I need to take this call.’ 

Abby huffed. Dawn didn’t need to see her face to know the little girl was rolling her eyes. Ryan glanced in the rearview mirror and grinned as Dawn answered the phone. 

‘Ross. What’s up? I’ll be back at the station after I’ve eaten and interviewed the Sovereign Hotel Manager.’

‘I’m not checking up on you Dawn. This is your show. I’m here to facilitate.’

Dawn licked her lips. Why was she being defensive? She knew she deserved a life outside work. And she understood Ross respected that. The problem was, she didn’t know how to live that life. 

‘All good. What’s up?’ She tried to lighten her tone.

‘Thought you might like to know before dinner that we’ve confirmed Michael’s movements during our TOD window and he’s in the clear.’ 

Dawn puffed out a quick breath. 

‘Thanks Ross. That will certainly make dinner conversation a little lighter tonight.’ 

‘Yeah. Heard about Lisa.’ 

‘How did...never mind.’ 

Ross chuckled. 

‘Small town Dawn. Some things never change.’ 

‘Any word about Bridget?’ She changed the subject.

‘Nothing. Her mother isn’t talking. Dad is interstate and he’s not been seen or heard from. Reynolds is chasing up other known associates.’ 

‘And I’ll quiz the manager and staff tonight.’ 

‘No news might be good news in this case.’

‘Not necessarily. The killer botched the first murder, leaving the body in the open...’

Ryan cleared his throat, nodding towards the back seat. 

‘Ah. I’ve got Abby in the car Ross. I’ll see you when I get back to the station.’

‘Not me Grave. I’m off duty. You can run my constables ragged, but I’m too old to do all-nighters. Ring me if you need me.’

‘Will do Ross. Thanks.’ 

Dawn hung up and glanced over her shoulder. Abby was wiping droplets of rain from her Dora the Explorer umbrella, but her posture was alert. She’d heard every word. 

Dawn resisted the urge to grumble at herself. Family was new to her. She needed time to adjust and drawing a line between work and those she loved wasn’t easy sometimes. 

‘What do you feel like for dinner Abby?’

‘Oh you don’t have to worry about dinner tonight Auntie Dawn. Bella said she’s making a pot roast.’

‘A pot roast. But your mum is a vegetarian.’

Abby threw her hands up with a shoulder shrug. 

‘Bella said she had it sorted.’ 

Dawn glanced at Ryan whose amused expression was back. 

‘Well we’ll have to organise dessert then.’

Abby’s eyes widened.

‘Those oozy chocolate cake things.’ 

‘Lava Cake?’ 

‘Them.’ Abby wriggled excitedly. ‘With whipped cream and ice cream and that white sugary stuff on top. 

The menu was finalised as Ryan slowed to turn into the winding driveway. Dawn’s seatbelt dug into her shoulder as the car skidded to a halt. A yellow grader powered toward them, mud and gravel rolling off the blade as the machine occupied the full width of the track. Overhanging tree branches swayed as it drove through.

Ryan backed the Mustang up a few metres and waited for the vehicle to pass. The driver waved with a wide grin, then turned left onto Boundary Street, dropped the grader blade back down and drove away dragging rocks and dirt with him.

‘Did you book him in?’ Dawn’s tone told Ryan he better not have. 

His hands lifted from the wheel. 

‘Nothing to do with me.’ 

He slid the Mustang back into drive and guided the car along the smooth track. Relief washed over Dawn, but she couldn’t help wondering why the council workers would detour on their track.

The question was answered as the double-storey Queenslander came into view. Michael hung from the side of a tip-truck, chatting with the driver. As they approached, he leapt down, waved and watched the tipper lurch forward in a wide circle. 

The driver smiled and waved as the tipper passed Ryan’s Mustang on the way out. 

Michael waited for Dawn to step out of the car. 

‘Hey.’ His white teeth beamed against his dark skin.

‘Hey yourself.’ Dawn was surprised his tone was so casual given the grilling he’d received earlier. 

She flicked the seat forward. Abby climbed out and Michael lifted her, leaving Dawn to retrieve the booster. 

‘Hey Bub. Did you have a good day?’ Michael carried the six-year-old toward the stairs.

‘Sure did, but not as much fun as you making damper and showing us how to throw the boomerang. But we played soccer and I weally looove soccer.’ 

Abby’s chatter was drowned out as thunder rattled in the distance. 

Ryan rounded the car and pointed to the gathering darkness. 

‘Better get inside and get changed before the next downpour hits.’

Dawn’s wet clothes stuck against her skin, but with the lack of breeze, she wasn’t cold. She nodded toward the ranger as he lowered Abby to the staircase and coaxed her up with the wave of a hand. 

‘Michael seems relaxed enough.’

‘I don’t think your future brother-in-law is the grudge-holding type.’

‘No. Maybe he knows he’s in the clear.’ 

‘He is then?’ 

‘Yep. Sorry. That’s why Ross called. His alibi during our window checks out.’

‘So the Scheers, the sexual harassment allegations or maybe the other letters to the editor? Which first?’

‘I’d say the Scheer boys are top of the list. Jamison might find something in the letters, and Reynolds could discover more about the sexual harassment. We’re still running records and financials too. Then we’ve still got to interview the Sovereign bar staff and find Bridget. My gut tells me she could be in danger.’

‘Or she could be our killer.’ 

Dawn shook her head and waited for Abby’s bouncing ringlets to disappear from view on the balcony before talking too much shop.

‘Let’s interview the Scheer family first.’ 

Michael waited at the bottom of the stairs.

‘I’ll grab the booster.’ He held his hand out as Dawn reached the first step. ‘Sorry for eavesdropping, but I heard you mention the Scheer clan. Don’t underestimate that mob.’ 

Dawn started up the stairs but stopped and shot Ryan a look as he engaged with Michael. Discussing the case wasn’t a good idea.

‘The anti-gov stuff is probably all talk.’

‘Maybe, but they have an arsenal of guns out there.’ 

‘We know.’ Ryan glanced past Michael to Dawn, his expression said he wondered how Michael knew about the Scheer’s weapons. Dawn was wondering the same. 

‘We ran the registered weapons list earlier today.’ Why was Ryan still sharing with Michael? ‘So we were thinking of going in as SES volunteers searching for a missing person.’ 

‘Searching for who?’ Michael sounded curious.

Dawn shot her partner a what are you doing face, which he ignored. 

‘It was going to be Hannah. They weren’t to know she was dead.’ 

They reached the landing. Dawn glanced over her shoulder to make sure Abby wasn’t listening, then decided to pick up where Ryan left off. He’d already blabbed enough, and Michael would likely find out the rest soon enough.  

‘But that was before word got out about Hannah’s death. We ran into Shaz at the library today and she already knew Hannah’s body was recovered and was talking murder. But now Bridget, Hannah’s friend has gone missing.’ 

‘Bridget.’ Michael shrugged. ‘Didn’t know her that well. Since I’m cleared of any wrongdoing, I’d like to help.’

‘Out of your jurisdiction mate.’ Ryan patted the ranger on the shoulder, his motive for telling Michael now evident. 

Lure the guy in, then slap him back down.  

‘What if I said I think I can get you onto the property for better reasons than the SES?’ 

Ryan’s face showed his disappointment over the failed trap.

‘How?’ Dawn asked.

‘Noxious weed control.’ 

‘Weed control?’ Dawn crossed the veranda and opened the front screen door, smiling as the door opened without creaking. A few months ago, the screen fell off in her hands. 

‘Yeah. It’s not so threatening as hunting inside the National Park or police questioning. We take the council spray unit in. I have a few mates in the council.’ 

‘We saw.’ Ryan’s tone was impressed. 

‘Yeah, well they were grading the dirt end of Boundary Street, so I asked if they could take a little detour.’

‘Thanks Michael.’ Dawn stopped in the hallway. ‘That saves us a lot of cash for the reno.’ 

‘Least I could do.’ 

A waft of spiced air greeted them as they reached the kitchen to see Bella replace the lid on a bright orange Dutch oven.

Abby sat on the kitchen table, licking batter from a wooden spoon, talking between mouthfuls. Greta lay at her feet on a sheepskin rug, beady eyes closed. 

Bella lifted the pot from the stove as she turned. 

‘Perfect timing.’

‘That smells divine Bella. But how are you going to get Lisa...’ 

Greta jumped to her feet at the sound of Dawn’s voice. A low growl vibrated from the tiny dog’s chest. Dawn sighed. 

‘Greta!’ Bella snapped. 

The dog continued to growl. Dawn dropped to her haunches and cooed the dog. The growling intensified. 

Ryan crossed the room and returned a few seconds later. Dropping down, he handed Dawn a cooked bone. 

‘See if this sweetens the deal.’ 

Dawn glanced up, took the bone from her partner’s hand, and stopped as his fingers brushed hers. The smile in his eyes turned to something else. Dawn averted her gaze. Ryan’s hand dropped away leaving her with the bone. 

She turned to find Greta licking her lips. 

‘You want this then?’ 

The dog pranced on the spot with bulging eyes. 

Dawn wasn’t the only one laughing now. 

‘Then you need to behave little girl.’ Dawn wiggled the bone in front of the dog. ‘Sit!’ 

Greta shuffled back and forth a moment. 

‘Sit!’ Dawn repeated firmly. 

‘That’s a good girl. Now. Here you go.’ Dawn gave the Chihuahua the bone and reached to stroke the dog. Greta backed up with the bone, growled between clenched teeth and scampered out the doggy-door they recently installed for Rusty.

‘That’s gratitude for you.’ 

Dawn sulked a moment, until everyone’s laughter grew infectious. It was only a dog. It meant nothing. 

So why was her heart aching? Did being accepted by the dog matter that much?

Abby dropped the wooden spoon, slipped from the table to the chair and dragged Dawn to her feet with exaggerated effort. 

As soon as Dawn rose to Abby’s eye level, the little girl wrapped her arms around her neck.

‘I still wuv you Auntie Dawn.’ 

The laughter continued, as Dawn fought back tears. Twenty years away from her family. Twenty years without real, unconditional love. 

‘Come on. I’ll get you a drink.’ Ryan slapped her shoulder playfully. 

‘And we need to make those Rava Cakes.’ Abby’s serious eyes drilled Dawn. 

‘Absolutely. Let’s do this.’ 
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Dawn collected Ryan’s plate, placed it on top of her own, then turned to find Lisa’s worried eyes focussed on her.

The discussion surrounding Michael’s plan to help them gain access to the Scheer property didn’t go well.

Her sister’s words echoed in her mind now. 

It’s not safe.

Dawn couldn’t argue with the comment, but Michael’s knowledge that their victim planned to confront Neil Scheer was their only lead—in a case where leads were proving hard to find. 

Dawn reached the sink, Lisa drew alongside. 

‘I get that you enjoy this stuff, but Michael. Really?’ Lisa’s harsh tone wasn’t disguised in her whisper. 

‘I don’t enjoy it, Lisa.’ 

Or did she? Was her sister right? Did she live for the adrenalin? She shook the thought away. 

‘Michael is a grown man. If he wants to help, I’m not about to stop him. Hannah was his friend. He wants answers.’

Lisa ran water into the sink and swilled it around to make the detergent bubble. Sighing, she turned to Dawn.

‘I know, but please. Promise me.’ 

Dawn reached for her sister’s wet hand. 

‘I’ll keep him close.’ 

It wasn’t a guarantee and Lisa’s expression said Dawn wasn’t fooling anyone. Silently, Lisa withdrew her hand from Dawn’s and carried on washing dishes.

Michael ushered Abby to bed. Ryan drew up behind Dawn as she dried a wine glass. For a moment she thought he might wrap his arms around her and for a split second, she realised she would have let him. 

But her partner merely leant in and whispered. 

‘We need to get to the Sovereign before the staff start drifting off for the night.’ 

He stepped back and tapped his watch. 

Bella pressed up, using the table for support, then straightened with a soft groan. 

‘I’ll get those Luv. You’ve got work to do.’ 

The older woman reached out and snatched the towel from Dawn’s hand. 

‘You sure Bella? That was a fabulous meal. You must be tired.’

‘I am, but I...’ She glanced at Abby and Michael leaving the room. ‘It’s my pleasure Luv.’ 

Dawn caught sight of a single tear escaping Bella’s eye and resisted the urge to hug her. When they first met, Dawn would never have considered this woman friendly, or fragile, but now, in this moment, it was obvious how much Dawn’s family meant to the lonely woman. 

Dawn relinquished the towel. 

‘Thanks Bella.’

She gave her sister a limp wave. Lisa was still angry. Angry about their past. Angry about Michael being questioned and now she was angry that Dawn agreed to go along with his plan.

Her heart ached as she followed Ryan from the kitchen, down the hallway and out the front door. 

Shaking herself, she jogged down the stairs and reset her brain for work. It was never necessary when she lived in Adelaide. Her life was work and work was her life. But now...

Ryan’s voice snapped her from her thoughts. 

‘Let’s see what Cesar has to say about Bridget Smith.’ 

‘And his drive past our victim’s house the other day.’

Ryan raised a finger as he opened his door. 

‘That too.’

Ten minutes later, Ryan drew his Mustang into an angle-park out the front of the Sovereign’s front bar. As they strolled inside, Dawn noted a handful of guests finishing meals on the outdoor dining tables..

The barmaid from yesterday glanced up and waved in recognition, a genuine smile splitting her lips. 

‘What can I do for you Detectives?’ Her South American accent made the question sound jovial. 

‘We’d like to speak with your manager now please. Is he in?’ 

The waitressed nodded. ‘Si.’ She stepped away but stopped as Dawn asked. 

‘Have you heard from Bridget Smith since her last shift?’ 

The woman’s luscious lips pursed as her head shook from side to side. 

‘No. Sorry.’

‘Is she close with any of the staff here?’

Another shake of her head. 

‘Okay, can you get Cesar for us?’ 

‘Si.’ She scurried away, stopping by another staff member, whom she directed to watch the counter, then disappeared to find Cesar. 

Dawn strolled around the bar area, taking in the historical pictures on the walls as Ryan chatted to the replacement barmaid.

The woman giggled. Dawn rolled her eyes. Ryan was a terrible flirt, but it usually got the girls talking. She envied him that. Casual chit-chat was not in her skillset. 

Another round of giggles erupted. Dawn glanced over to see Ryan’s dimple out in full force. 

Her eyes were drawn to a short man with dark, grey speckled hair as he stepped around the bar and approached her. 

‘Detective?’

She found it strange he ignored Ryan, but then, her partner was rather busy eliciting another round of laughter. 

‘Mr Garcia.’ 

She opened her ID and showed it to the manager routinely. He drew back his shoulders and visibly composed himself.

‘What’s this about?’ 

Something in his tone told her he was expecting this visit, but was it because Bridget was missing, or because of Hannah’s death?

‘We are investigating a suspicious death.’

‘What’s this got to do with me or the Sovereign?’

The man’s accent was mixed with something Dawn couldn’t quite put her finger on. She wondered how long he’d lived in Australia. Something to check up on when they returned to the station tonight. 

‘The victim was a friend of Bridget Smith and after we questioned Bridget yesterday, she seems to have disappeared. Any idea where we might find her?’

‘None at all.’ 

The answer was quick. No reflection. No consideration. 

‘How well do you know Bridget Smith?’ 

‘What are you implying?’ 

‘Absolutely nothing Mr Garcia. But I’ve got a dead woman, and now Bridget is missing. Her mother is worried sick. It’s my job to find her and these are routine questions.’

Technically her mother wasn’t any help, and Dawn had no idea how worried she really was.

Garcia chewed his lip a moment. 

‘I don’t know Bridget all that well. She’s new here, but if I had my way, I’d sack her. She’s a troublemaker.’ 

Dawn considered Ben’s statement that Garcia poached Bridget from the Top Pub. It didn’t marry up with such a statement. 

‘In what way?’ 

Dawn kept her tone neutral as she glanced over Garcia’s shoulder to see Ryan now speaking with both waitresses. 

‘She kept going on about award wages and pay rates.’ 

Garcia’s use of the word kept turned Dawn’s stomach. Was it a slip, or merely an expression?

‘Why is that an issue? Surely paying your staff correctly shouldn’t be a contentious point?’

‘I employ mostly transient staff. I pay them perfectly fine.’

‘You said Bridget kept, not keeps going on. Why the past tense?’ 

Garcia rolled his lips together. 

‘Because Fair Work audited us twice in the past few months and they found us compliant, so she shut the hell up. That’s what I meant. Look, what is going on?’ 

Ryan approached Garcia from behind. The manager jumped as he spoke.

‘Mr Garcia. We saw your car driving slowly past our victim’s home the other day. It sped off when we turned toward it. Why is that?’ 

Garcia’s expression darkened. 

‘I don’t even know who this victim is so how can I comment on why my car was driving by slowly? I might not even have been driving.’

Ryan drew alongside and rounded on the manager.

‘The victim’s name is all over town. Are you sure you don’t know who we are referring to?’

‘I don’t listen to rumours.’ 

Dawn scoffed. 

‘You run a pub. You survive on rumours, gambling and alcohol.’

‘Look. I’ve got nothing more to say to any of you unless you arrest me or issue a warrant.’

Ryan stiffened. Dawn put her hand on his arm. 

‘Thanks for your time, Mr Garcia. I’m sure we’ll be in touch soon, but in the meantime, we’d like a list of your staff so we can interview them about Bridget’s disappearance.’

Garcia crossed his arms over his chest.

‘That’s against company policy.’

Dawn leant forward, closing the distance between them so quickly, Garcia dropped his arms and stepped back defensively. 

‘Then we’ll contact the Taxation department, Immigration and the Fairwork office to get the details. I’m sure a little comparison between the names on each list could prove enlightening.’

‘No need for that.’ 

Dawn suppressed a grin. 

‘Here’s my card.’ Dawn pointed to the email on the front. ‘This is the station email, please send it through before you finish tonight.’

Without a word, Dawn turned on her heel and strode across the wooden floor to the alfresco area. Ryan a step behind. 
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Dawn popped a packet of potato chips open, reached for two and crunched them into her mouth, savouring the salty flavour. 

Dropping the packet on her desk, she strolled to the whiteboard, picked up the marker and rounded to face her team. 

Her team. 

She may have left her city career behind, but for the first time, she was in charge of her own team. The fact they were all young constables, not experienced detectives wasn’t going to deter her.

Reynolds’ bright eyes focussed on Dawn, alert despite the long shift. Jamison’s head was fixed on his screen. His tall torso hunkered down awkwardly as he tapped keys rapidly. Chung glanced up and stopped typing. 

A quiet settled on the room. Only Jamison’s fingers continued to click keys. The echo drifted a moment until the young constable’s gaze lifted. Scanning the room, he blushed, then folded his hands in his lap. 

‘Okay team. First thing tomorrow, Ryan and I will visit the Scheer family. We might need backup, especially if we want to bring them in for questioning, so we’ll need to finish up, ready for an early start. But before we go,’ Dawn tapped the whiteboard with the marker, ‘Did we get anywhere with the letters to the editor Jamison?’

Jamison rose, his long legs closing the space to the whiteboard in seconds. 

‘A couple of letters popped out. There was the hospital one we already knew about, one about the increase in domestic violence and this one.’ 

Jamison used Blu-tac to stick a printed sheet of paper to the board. Dawn studied the headline.

Poaching is rife.

‘Poaching?’ Dawn glanced at Ryan. ‘Didn’t Gleeson find an animal claw in the victim’s car?’ 

Her partner nodded. ‘She did.’

‘Can we get an update on that? Gleeson was going to ask a friend to help identify the species.’ Dawn pointed to Reynolds.

‘On it.’ 

Dawn studied the printout.

‘When was that letter published?’

‘Two weeks ago.’ Jamison smiled knowingly.

‘So, what? Hannah uncovers a smuggling ring? That’s definitely a motive to keep her quiet. There are big bucks in endangered animal sales. But I’m not ruling the Scheer family out just yet.’

‘I wouldn’t,’ Chung interrupted, ‘they’ve been charged with numerous counts of unlawful shooting in the National Park. It wouldn’t be a leap for them to be involved in smuggling animals out of the country.’

Dawn nodded. 

‘I agree, but are they the brains of the operation? Did they do the killing or was it someone else? We need to nail down the motive. At least we have a few suspects now.’ 

She turned to Reynolds. 

‘What did Queensland Health say about the sexual assault allegations?’

Reynolds lifted a piece of paper and waved it in the air. ‘There was a report. But surprise, surprise. Findings were inconclusive.’

Dawn crossed the room and snatched the paper from Reynolds’ hand. 

‘Meaning?’ 

‘Meaning they couldn’t get anyone to corroborate the report.’

Dawn scanned the paper for details.

‘Our victim can’t have been the only one. Chung, you and Reynolds can be on standby tomorrow at 7.00 a.m. while we visit the Scheer property. Jamison, follow up on this. I want you to interview everyone who ever worked with our victim. In my experience, sexual predators don’t stick with one victim. If Hannah knew about this, someone else will have too and we are assuming Hannah is the victim. She may not be.’

‘You got it Detective.’ Jamison reached for the report. 

Dawn passed it to him.

‘While you are at it, follow up on a list of Sovereign employees. The manager should have sent the details through tonight.’ 

Jamison nodded and scribbled notes on a pad of paper.

‘Good job everyone. See you in the morning. Let’s hope Bridget turns up by then.’ Dawn’s stomach knotted as the words left her lips. 

Hannah was dead, brutally murdered. And now her best friend was missing. The likelihood of finding her alive was slipping away by the hour.

Activity erupted in the room as the constables tidied desks, closed down computers and made their way to the locker-room. 

Dawn lowered herself to the edge of the closest desk with a thud. Ryan strolled over to join her. 

‘What you thinking?’

‘I’m thinking Bridget is either long gone, or dead.’ 

‘We’ve got a BOLO out. If she jumps on a bus, train or plane, we’ll find her.’

‘You saw where she lives. Her financials were clean. She’s barely got a few dollars to her name. How far can she go on that?’ 

‘That stereo at her mum’s place came from somewhere. We have no idea how much cash she might have on her.’ 

Ryan’s phone rang. Retrieving it, Dawn watched him frown at the number before answering.

‘Detective Ryan.’ 

Dawn studied his expression, trying to figure out the nature of the call. 

‘Yes Mrs Warren.’ Ryan rose. Dawn followed.

‘You didn’t have to come all this way.’ 

Dawn tapped him to put the call on speaker. He shook his head. 

‘No of course not. I’ve got time.’

Dawn’s chest tightened. She desperately wanted to know what Karen Warren was saying. Why was Ryan keeping the call to himself? They’d agreed she could join him when he interviewed her.

‘Definitely. I’ll meet you there in fifteen minutes.’ Ryan hung up.

‘Fifteen minutes? She’s in town?’ 

Ryan nodded. ‘She sounds a little rattled too. I’m meeting her at the Top Pub.’ 

Dawn glanced at her watch. 

‘It’s after nine.’

Ryan shrugged. ‘She’s there. She said they’re still open.’ 

‘I’m coming with you.’

Ryan grinned. 

‘Don’t you mean to say, can I come with you Detective Ryan, pretty please?’ 

Dawn slapped his arm and strode to the exit.

‘Let’s go. We don’t have all night.’
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Raindrops slipped from the gutterless roofline as Dawn passed from the beer garden to the main bar area. The pub lights were low, the scent of stale air lingered. Ben waved from behind the bar, then pointed to the far corner where a woman hunched over an untouched glass of wine.

Ryan led the way up the step to the empty dining area, then turned to face Dawn.

‘I’ll do the talking,’ he whispered.

She nodded. As much as she preferred to take the lead, this was officially Ryan’s case and if she interfered in any way, evidence, testimony, it could all be inadmissible if the case went to court. 

Dawn hoped, with every fibre in her body, that the day for a court case would come. Cooktown residents’ memories were long, and rumour had a habit of outweighing facts way too often in small, remote towns.

Even after officially proving Fraser was innocent of Tracey Warren’s murder, many in town still believed he killed himself. And if he committed suicide, old timers tended to ask why. Tracey’s death still hung heavy over the Grave family.

Proving he was murdered would change everything. 

‘Mrs Warren.’ Ryan shuffled into a seat opposite the woman. 

Dawn joined him, admiring Karen Warren’s steely grey hair hanging in long manageable ringlets. 

She absently smoothed her own frizzy mop. Nearly two months overdue for cutting, the short style she usually wore was long gone. Replaced by untamed curls that never behaved in the tropical air. 

‘Detectives.’ Mrs Warren nodded to Dawn. 

There was no doubt Tracey’s mother recognised her.

‘I’m sorry to interrupt you. I know you’re busy.’ 

She knew about the suspicious death they were investigating. It was why Ryan delayed his visit. They were yet to declare it homicide, hoping to keep the media at bay a little longer. But they were bound to get a whiff of the story now that Jamison chased the editor for Hannah’s letters. 

‘The police are always busy Mrs Warren, but never so much that we can’t take a minute. I was going to come and see you later in the week.’

‘I know. But I think you should know something now.’ The woman glanced at her wine, taking a sip for the first time. As she swallowed hard, Dawn could see her holding back tears. 

The past twenty years were tough on her and her family, but how difficult must it have been for Karen Warren? 

She’d lost everything in a matter of months. Her daughter, her marriage, her place in the community. Dawn resisted the urge to reach out and squeeze her hand. 

Ryan retrieved a notepad from his jacket pocket. 

‘Go on. When you’re ready.’ 

Mrs Warren sipped her wine, swilled it around her mouth and visibly swallowed before forcing out a breath and focussing on Dawn. 

‘When Rick turned up the other week, after Tracey’s ...’ She swallowed hard again and waited a moment. ‘Tracey’s real killer was caught, I got worried.’

‘How so?’ Ryan scribbled in his notepad. 

‘He told me the case surrounding the boy’s suicide was being reopened and he needed to talk to Jim.’

Dawn’s stomach turned at the mention of Fraser’s death.

‘Your ex-husband?’ Ryan clarified. She nodded. ‘Go on.’ 

‘When Tracey died, Rick and Jim were furious.’

Dawn’s mind raced over details. Rick having access to Fraser through the swim team. The fact her brother was young and strong, and how that meant he couldn’t be overpowered easily, even if he were drugged. 

‘Rick knew Tracey was seeing the Grave boy.’ 

Mrs Warren glanced at Dawn who was screaming inside her head that his name was Fraser. 

Why wouldn’t she use his name? She must have known it.

‘And you think they put two and two together?’

‘I don’t know. Rick told Jim the police were questioning him at the time. But when Rick turned up trying to find out where Jim was....’

‘You thought the worst?’ 

Ryan closed his notepad. 

‘Do you know where we can find your ex-husband Mrs Warren?’ 

‘Like I told you on the phone. He’s been shooting out near Undara, but I got a text message from Rick this morning.’

‘Has he found him?’ 

She shook her head. ‘No, but the only reception out there is at the Undara Resort, so I don’t know where Jim is, but Rick must have been at the resort this morning.’

‘Thank you, Mrs Warren.’

‘Call me Ms Childs. I haven’t gone by Mrs Warren for over nineteen years.’ 

‘Of course.’ Ryan rose and nudged Dawn to do the same. 

As Dawn shuffled from the seat, Karen rose and reached out for Dawn’s arm. 

‘I am so sorry about your brother. I hope I’m wrong, but either way...’

Dawn squeezed the woman’s hand as it rested on her forearm. 

‘I’m sorry about Tracey.’

Karen patted Dawn’s arm. 

‘You caught the bastard who really did it. If it’s worth anything, I never believed Fraser would hurt Tracey. A mother can just tell these things, but men, they let rage take over. They just don’t listen.’

Dawn was certain she’d let rage take over more than once in her life. Karen’s use of the word they sent a shiver down Dawn’s spine. 

Was Rick Constable a murderer? Did he help his brother-in-law kill Fraser? Or was he trying to find him to bring him in? Or—her stomach churned. Was he warning him to flee? Or worse still, joining him on the run? 
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Sheet lightning lit the sky as Dawn slid into Ryan’s Mustang and clipped her belt in place.  

‘Can you drop me home tonight?’ 

‘Are you sure? It’s still a mad house until you get yourself a new room.’ 

‘I’m sure. Talking with Karen has made me think of Fraser and I’m going to clear out his room enough to sleep there tonight.’ 

‘I’ll miss my breakfast buddy, but hey, if you’re sure.’

‘I’m sure.’

‘Can I help you?’ Ryan’s tone said he knew the answer before he asked the question. 

‘No. I think I need to do it on my own.’

‘I’ll get a BOLO out on Jim Warren and Rick Constable in the morning.’ 

‘This is going to be a mess if the Senior Constable had anything to do with Fraser’s death.’ 

Ryan backed the Mustang out and steered the car up the hill toward the top of Boundary Street. Dawn’s phone rang as they crested the hill. 

The caller ID wasn’t one she recognised.

‘Detective Sergeant Dawn Grave speaking.’ 

‘Dawn, it’s Ross. Sorry, calling from home. Got a buzz from the duty constable. There’s a body.’ 

‘Damn. Where?’ 

Silence hung a moment. 

‘The description sounds like Bridget Smith.’ 

She kept her breathing calm as visions of a .44 calibre bullet wound filled her head. 

‘Where to Ross?’ 

‘On her mother’s front doorstep.’ 

‘You’re kidding.’ 

‘No. I’ve got forensics on the way. I’ll meet Gleeson and the duty pathologist at the airport. Constable Burger is on scene taping off the area.’ 

‘Thanks Ross. We’ll be there in five.’ 

Dawn hung up and turned to Ryan. ‘Bridget Smith’s house.’

He nodded and turned right down Garden Street, then right again onto Ida. Strobing red and blue lights guided them to Bridget Smith’s family home. Mrs Smith sat on the tailgate of an ambulance with a silver thermal blanket wrapped tightly around her shoulders. 

Dawn hopped from the vehicle, pulling gloves on as she approached the shaking woman. 

‘Mrs Smith. I’m so very sorry for your loss.’

The woman stared at her with vacant eyes. Dawn glanced at Ryan who nodded toward the front porch. 

‘We’ll be back soon Mrs Smith.’

Dawn followed Ryan as he ducked under the crime scene tape and held it for Dawn.

‘She’s in shock.’ Ryan dropped the tape behind her. ‘We’ll see if she’s coherent after the crime scene is done.’

‘I wish she’d given us access to the house earlier. Maybe this could have been avoided.’ 

Dawn stepped carefully onto the porch, eyes scanning for debris, blood, or even a footprint. All she could see was flaking Mission Brown paint on the concrete surface. 

Dawn turned to Ryan.

‘She wasn’t killed here.’ 

‘She wasn’t shot in the head either.’ Ryan pointed to Bridget’s closed eyes, pale complexion and perfectly styled hair. 

Her eye makeup was heavy, but intact. No sign of smudging or tears. 

‘Drugs?’ she guessed.

‘Could be, but pretty coincidental that our only link to a brutally murdered victim winds up dead of a drug overdose.’

‘Guilt?’

‘Then why here, on the front doorstep and not in her room, or at a bar or friend’s house?’ 

‘She died somewhere and was moved so that whoever gave her the drugs couldn’t be implicated.’ 

‘Possible.’ Ryan stepped around Bridget’s body. ‘No signs of a struggle. No ligature marks. She’s fully clothed and it doesn’t look like she’s been redressed.’ 

‘Does she seem dressed to go out to you?’

Ryan stood back and studied Bridget’s clothing. Her tight black skirt and patterned blouse didn’t appear to be work attire. 

‘Where’s her purse?’ 

‘This is looking more and more like she was dumped here.’  

‘We’ll need to wait for Gleeson and Mayfield before we can go in.’ Dawn turned to see Constable Burger’s wide-eyed expression. She waved him over. 

‘Burger. Can you organise a crime-scene log?’

‘You got it Detective.’ He half saluted.

‘No one goes inside until the forensic team arrives either.’ 

‘Yes Ma’am.’ 

‘Detective or Dawn, Burger.’ 

He saluted again, but remained quiet. 

‘First victim was drugged, then shot. Second victim dies, possible suicide, or overdose.’ 

‘What are you thinking?’ 

‘I’m thinking Bridget knew too much.’ 

Dawn strode toward the ambulance. Stopping outside the rear doors, she ducked down. ‘Mrs Smith. We know this is a difficult time, but did Bridget seem depressed or upset to you?’ 

The woman’s eyes pressed shut. Dawn wasn’t sure if it was to force back tears or anger, but as she opened her mouth the reason became obvious.

‘You’ve stirred up a friggin’ hornet’s nest. Can’t you let things lie?’

‘Maybe you’d like to accompany us down to the station so we can discuss exactly what you mean by that.’ 

A voice came from nowhere. 

‘I don’t think now is the right time. She’s just lost her daughter.’ 

Dawn spun to find Hannah Paddock’s roommate striding toward the ambulance. She stepped between the nurse and the victim’s mother with a hand raised at chest height. 

‘Excuse me but this is a crime scene.’

‘And this is my friend and her daughter is dead.’ 

Dawn realised she still didn’t know Hannah Paddock’s roommate’s name.

‘And you are?’ 

‘None of your business.’ The nurse dodged past Dawn. ‘Come on Kathy, let’s get you out of here.’ 

‘I’m sorry, but we need to ask Mrs Smith some questions about her daughter.’

Mrs Smith edged away from the nurse as the woman reached for her arm. Her eyes darted to Dawn’s for a split second, before resting on the nurse’s. She rose from the ambulance, tossed the silver blanket aside and let their victim’s roommate lead her away.

‘I want to know who that woman is.’ Dawn could hear the frustration in her own words. 

‘Josie Fitsimmons,’ a deep male voice announced with confidence. 

Dawn turned to see a lean, smooth skinned paramedic with twinkling eyes.

‘And how do you know?’ She kept her tone light.

He shrugged. 

‘It’s a small town. I’m a paramedic, she’s a CNC in Emergency at the hospital.’ 

‘CNC?’

‘Clinical Nurse Consultant. The CNC runs the show on the ground.’ 

‘Makes sense.’ Dawn glanced at his green overalls for a name tag. ‘Wang.’

He stepped forward with an outstretched hand. 

‘Call me Mark.’ 

Dawn took his hand, shook it politely and smiled at his firm grip. 

Ryan cleared his throat. 

‘We need to know more about Josie Fitsimmons. Seems she’s linked to both our victims.’ 

‘Victims?’ Mark stepped closer. ‘Bridget presents like an OD.’

‘One theory.’ Ryan stepped between Dawn and Mark. ‘But let’s leave that up to the Coroner to decide, hey Mark,’ 

Mark glanced past the wide shouldered detective to Dawn. 

‘Might catch you around Detective.’ He winked, then focussed on packing up the back of the ambulance. 

‘Where to now?’ Ryan’s voice drew her attention. 

She shrugged, then started for Ryan’s car. 

‘It will be at least another hour before Tammy and Greg get here.’

Ryan pressed the unlock button. The lights on the Mustang flashed. Dawn glanced back at the ambulance as Mark slammed the door closed. The act seemed to signify the finality of a chapter in Dawn’s life. 

A few months ago, Dawn would have hooked up with the young, attractive paramedic and blown off steam. Then been back on the job of dealing with death like it never happened.

But she sensed that life was behind her now. She had finally shoved her personal demons back to hell and locked the doorway shut.

Ryan leant over the roof of his car. 

‘A nightcap and quick doze at the apartment while we wait then?’

She smiled at the offer in his eyes. 

‘Not tonight. Can you drop me home? I’ll start clearing Fraser’s room and you can pick me up when the forensic team arrives.’

‘You’re not planning to get any sleep tonight then?’ 

‘Not much chance of that. And we have a 7.00 a.m. start with Michael tomorrow.’

‘Let’s see if Gleeson has any idea what the animal claw belonged to in the victim’s car too.’

‘So many suspects, but still, no clear motive.’

Dawn reached out to close her car door but stopped as a cameraman stepped out of a commercial van. The driver appeared a moment later with a mic in hand. 

‘Press. Just what we need.’ 

‘Detectives.’ A tall slim woman in activewear jogged over and pressed her mic between the door and Dawn’s face.

‘No comment.’ Dawn reached for the door handle, forcing the woman to retreat, but she didn’t stop talking.

‘Two deaths, close friends from all accounts. What’s your theory Detective Grave?’ 

The reporter knew her name. That was never a good sign. It also meant they would know her family history. 

‘I’m very sorry, but we can’t comment on an ongoing investigation. You are welcome to speak with the Cairns Public Liaison Officer who’ll be able to give you an official statement.’ 

‘Get a shot of that Tommy.’ The reporter instructed the cameraman to zoom in on the covered body still lying on the front porch. The forensic team would erect a tent over the area when they arrived, but in the meantime, the best the local police could do was create a perimeter around the area to make it difficult for press and prying eyes to see.

Dawn stepped from the vehicle and ushered them both with a flat hand. 

‘I’m sorry...’ She waited for a name. None was given. ‘This is an active crime scene, and you’ll need to step back now.’ She waved for Burger to get some help. 

‘Crime scene. So it is foul play?’ 

‘A crime scene is merely a term to explain this scene is under investigation, now please, leave the area before I am forced to arrest you.’ 

‘No need to get cranky Detective.’ The reporter lifted both hands in the air, one still holding the live mic.

Ryan stepped up to join Dawn.

‘I’m curious. How did you get here so fast from Port Douglas?’ 

The reporter batted her eyelashes at Ryan. 

‘We arrived yesterday after word reached us of your first victim. Hannah Paddock, wasn’t it?’ 

Ryan’s dimple popped. 

‘No comment Connie.’ 

Dawn glared at him. He knew who she was all along. 

‘Oh come on Clint. Surely you can spare a little snippet for the junior news girl?’ 

‘You’re not exactly dressed for a live feed Connie.’

‘I was doing yoga when Tommy heard the police radio go nuts, but I can change if you’d like to give me an exclusive.’ 

There was no doubt what Connie meant. Ryan’s dimple didn’t budge. Dawn’s chest tightened. 

‘Maybe that nightcap isn’t such a bad idea Clint.’ 

Ryan’s eyes left Connie’s and met Dawn’s. 

‘As soon as Burger gets these two out the way, you’re on Dawn.’ 
OceanofPDF.com

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 27


[image: image]


Dawn regretted the words the moment they left her lips, but it was only a drink. They needed to be on standby to attend the scene as soon as the forensic team arrived from Cairns. 

They rode in silence. Dawn studied the quiet streets of Cooktown as the Mustang pulled back onto the main road. The night sky was pitch black. The moon and stars obscured by heavy clouds and building humidity. 

More rain was on the way. She pulled a hair-tie from her jacket pocket and smoothed her hair flat before pulling it into a tiny ponytail at the nape of her neck. 

‘I can drop you home if you like.’ Ryan kept his eyes fixed on the road ahead.

Dawn watched his profile, her mind racing over whether she wanted to take the out he was offering her. 

‘I thought you might need bailing out.’ 

It was a lie. The offer had been instinctive. When Connie batted her eyelashes and Clint flirted right back, Dawn’s mouth opened without thinking.

His eyes drifted to hers, then focussed back on the road. The headlights offered a narrow vision ahead.

‘No need. Believe me. Connie is all talk. A total tease.’ 

‘Like me you mean.’ 

Silence hung a moment. Dawn watched Ryan’s expression in the pale bluish light of the dashboard. A crease on his brow told her he was searching for the right words to say. 

She tensed until the corners of his mouth lifted.

‘We,’ his left hand lifted from the wheel and pointed between them, ‘are complicated Dawn. I get that.’ 

‘That’s an understatement.’ 

‘Having you under the same roof isn’t easy, but I prefer separate rooms over you avoiding me.’ 

‘I’m not avoiding...’ She stopped herself. ‘Okay. I was a bit. But I do want to sort out Fraser’s room and I should be with my sister while Bella and the animals settle in. And I still haven’t spoken with her about our argument. She’s so angry with me. Hiding out at your place isn’t exactly why I decided to stay in Cooktown.’

She watched him focus back on the road and buried the thought that Clint Ryan might be part of the reason she decided to stay.

‘Let’s grab a glass of wine and mull over what we know. Two victims. They are linked by friendship, but what did they do or know that got them killed? 

‘One glass. We are kind of still on duty.’

‘We are always on duty.’

‘True.’ 

Ryan steered the car toward the apartment, pressed the remote to open the garage and drove the Mustang inside. The sound of the throaty exhaust vibrated through the concrete walls before he turned the engine off. 

‘I’ll download the info from the police website while you grab the wine.’ 

‘Deal.’ Ryan stepped out from behind the wheel, rounded the bonnet and unlocked the garage entry door. 

Dawn stepped up behind him. He turned into her. For a moment, she thought he was going to embrace her. When he didn’t, she buried the disappointment. 

His eyes focussed on hers. 

‘Dawn.’ His breath was warm on her face. She watched his lips. ‘This case with Fraser. I’m not going to let it drop. I’ll get that BOLO out in the morning, then I’ll ask a local officer to head out to Undara and see if he can locate Rick Constable.’

The scent of his aftershave lingered on his shirt. She glanced up into his restless stare and smiled. Pressing up on her toes, she brushed his cheek with her lips, then lowered herself back down. 

A tingle flowed from her lips to the pit of her stomach and beyond. They held one another’s gaze a moment, before the spell broke. Ryan turned, opened the door and strode down the hall and up the stairs without a glance back. 

Was he mad? It seemed such a natural thing to do at the time, but was it the wrong thing? Was she sending mixed signals like she did when they first met? 

‘White or red?’ His tone was neutral as he called out from behind the kitchen counter. 

She stepped onto the landing. 

‘White thanks.’ 

Crossing the room, she sat at the kitchen bench, opened her laptop and signed into the police database. She was accessing the case file as Ryan slid a glass of wine toward her. 

He turned back to the fridge and opened the door to put the bottle away. 

‘Food?’ 

‘Yes thanks.’ She scanned the files. ‘Whatever’s going.’ 

‘Hummus and crackers with cheese.’ 

‘Sounds good.’ Dawn answered absentmindedly as she opened the Sovereign Hotel’s employment list, then the Queensland Health report into the sexual harassment allegations. 

A name popped out on both. 

‘How did we miss that?’ 

‘What?’ Ryan rounded the gleaming white stone bench with a bowl of rice crackers and a plate of dip and sliced cheese. 

‘Garcia.’ She pointed to the screen.

‘Roberto Garcia?’ He shoved a cracker in his mouth and spoke as he chewed. ‘Relation of Cesar?’ 

‘That’s my guess. Let’s run them through Immigration and see what pops.’ 

‘Look at this.’ Ryan pointed to another name featured on the Queensland Health harassment report. ‘That’s another name to follow up on. Why’s she on a report into sexual harassment?’ 

Dawn reached for her wine, drew a long swig and shook her head.

‘Mark said she’s the CNC. Maybe they oversee this kind of thing, but it appears Josie Fitzsimmons has a few more questions to answer.’

‘Especially now we know she’s linked to both our victims.’ Ryan shoved another cracker in his mouth.

‘And Doctor Garcia who happens to be the resident anaesthetist at Cooktown Hospital.’

Ryan swallowed hard. ‘I told you Ketamine is an anaesthesia drug.’ He reached for another cracker and loaded it with hummus. ‘Coincidence?’ 

‘Not likely. But what’s Ketamine got to do with Hannah and Bridget other than being involved in their deaths?’ 

Dawn brought her glass to her lips as her phone buzzed in her pocket. Pulling it out, she checked the caller, then showed the phone to Ryan who reached for his wine and sculled. 

‘Tammy. That was quick.’ 

‘Just got here. Mayfield is looking after the vic, but I’m in the house and I’ve found some stuff you might want to check out.’ 

‘Now?’ 

‘Yep. House is clean of anything that might have been connected to cause of death, but while searching for pills in the victim’s room I found some photos you’ll want to see.’ 

‘Thanks Tammy. We’ll be there shortly.’ 

Dawn hung up, reached for her wine, finished it off despite needing to head back on duty and turned to Ryan. 

‘What’s she got?’

‘Photos.’ 

As Dawn closed her laptop, she hoped the photos weren’t linked to the sex trade. A South American doctor and hotel manager could mean drugs and organised crime. She knew to leap to a cartel link was a cliche, but cliches were created for a reason. They were all too common. 
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Red and blue lights strobed over the cream brick house, while a middle-aged woman with curlers in her hair peered over the low hedge between her driveway and the victim’s. 

A Police Landcruiser separated the neighbour on the other side from the scene, but the house lights were out, indicating the place was likely empty. 

Dawn ducked under the police tape and approached the porch, now screened by a sheet of white fabric. The pathologist was crouched down over the victim, a long-pronged thermometer in one hand, the digital read out in the other.

Greg rose as she approached, placed the thermometer into a bag, then turned, stretched his back and lifted his goggles. 

‘Hey Dawn. Sorry to be back so soon.’ 

‘Me too.’ She pointed to the victim. ‘Cause of death yet?’ 

‘I’m sure you’ve ascertained there are no wounds, ligature marks, but there’s no petechial haemorrhaging either, so I’m thinking drug overdose or similar.’ 

‘That was our assumption too, but she’s our murder victim’s best friend. It seems like too much of a coincidence, so we’d like to be sure her cause of death is accidental.’

‘I’ll do my best.’ Greg pulled his goggles back on and returned his attention to the victim.

Tammy appeared in the doorway, covered from head to toe in overalls, goggles and mask, a photo in her hand. 

‘This is what I found in the victim’s room.’

Dawn retrieved a glove from her pocket and used it to grip the photo. 

‘That’s Josie Fitsimmons with Cesar Garcia.’ She handed the photo to Ryan’s gloved hand. 

He frowned at the picture. ‘It’s not illegal for singles to have sex, so what’s with the photos?’ 

Tammy accepted the photo back.

‘There were loads more and I’m trying to get into her laptop files, but it’s all password protected.’ 

Dawn glanced at Ryan. ‘Up until now her mother hasn’t been any help, but maybe now her daughter is dead?’

Ryan pointed to the picture in Tammy’s hand. ‘We can guess Mrs Smith knew something because Josie Fitzsimmons was pretty keen to get her away from us.’ 

‘We’ll need to grab the photos to take to the station.’

Tammy passed Dawn a clipboard and held a pen aloft.

‘All bagged up and ready. Sign them out and they are all yours. You know the drill. Seal them up, keep a log.’ 

‘Why bring us down here if the photos are physical copies? You could have given them to Burger or another officer?’ 

Tammy wiggled her finger conspiratorially and stepped back into the house. 

‘Thought you might like to see this before I send it away.’ 

Dawn and Ryan followed Tammy down a short, narrow, brightly coloured hallway. The geometric purple patterned wallpaper hung limply in a spot over the open bathroom door. Beige tiles and a lime green vanity further revealed the home’s vintage.

Tammy stopped outside a bright blue door. ‘It’s not my thing, but...’ She opened the door to reveal a brightly lit terrarium the size of a fridge in the corner of the pokey bedroom. 

‘What the hell?’ Dawn crossed the room to stare inside the glass box. Movement made her jump back. ‘Is that?’ She pointed, stepped further away and let Ryan take front position. 

‘That’s a python Grave. Nonvenomous. Safe as houses.’ 

‘I don’t care.’ She squirmed. ‘I hate snakes. They give me the creeps.’ 

‘Well, that dear friends,’ Tammy stepped up to the glass with an open palm like she were hosting a game show, ‘is a very rare Arnhem Land Oenpelli python.’ 

‘What’s it doing here?’ 

‘Your department not mine, but I got the report back from my friend on the claw we found in Hannah Paddock’s car. It’s been emailed through. When I saw this, I thought you should see it in the flesh so to speak, so I dragged you down here in the middle of the night.’

‘You can be honest Gleeson. You missed us, didn’t you?’ Ryan teased. 

Tammy rolled her eyes.

‘I missed you two fighting like a married couple.’

‘I’m too tired to fight.’ Dawn started for the door, waving the wad of photos in the air. ‘Thanks for these. We’ll chase them up in the morning and I’ll check out that reptile report too. But for now, I’m overdue for bed.’ 

‘Sorry. Did I interrupt something?’ Tammy wore a wide grin as she stepped closer to Ryan, waved her hand like she was coaxing out a scent. ‘Is that wine I smell?’ 

‘A night cap.’ 

‘I bet.’ She lifted her eyebrows, pursed her lips and glanced down her nose toward Dawn. 

‘See you in the morning Tammy. We have a few things on, but we’ll touch base midmorning.’ 

‘Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,’ Tammy called after Dawn.

Ryan followed her down the narrow hallway out the front door. The victim was now on a gurney, inside a body bag, ready for transportation.

‘You taking her back to Cairns?’ 

‘Not much I can do here. We’ll need toxicology. I’ll get you the results as soon as I can.’ 

‘Thanks Greg. This one is related to the last, so can we run her bloodwork for Ketamine as a priority?’

‘You got it.’ 

Dawn stepped down from the porch and strode toward the Mustang. The lights flashed as Dawn reached the passenger side. As she clipped her seatbelt on, her mind wandered. Pieces were coming together. She turned to her partner as he started the car.

‘Rare snake. Photos of Cesar and Josie. Reptilian claw in our victim’s car, but no money in Bridget’s bank accounts. No cash found under her bed. What’s this all about?’ 

‘I can’t see Bridget, her mother or Josie Fitzsimmons out trapping Australian natives, so I say we start with the Scheer property. We said they probably weren’t the brains. Let’s see if they want to avoid trouble and cough up who might be involved in animal trafficking.’

‘This could still be drugs. Ketamine and the link with the hospital are too strong to ignore.’

‘Ketamine is ideal for sedating animals during smuggling.’ 

‘True. Scheer property tomorrow then.’ 

Ryan backed up, indicated and pulled onto the road. ‘Now, what can we do for,’ he glanced at his watch, ‘six and half hours.’ 

‘Sleep. Seriously Ryan. I need sleep.’ 
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Dawn sipped her travel mug of coffee and rode in silence as Ryan steered his Mustang down the hill toward the Police Station. Yesterday’s frantic run around from suspects to another possible murder made her head throb. 

Sleep didn’t come easily last night despite her fatigue. Having her partner in the room alongside hers was beginning to wear thin. She needed to move back to the house or decide once and for all if she was willing to risk her heart on Detective Clint Ryan. 

When they met, there was no doubt they were players. Sparks flew instantly, but she was unwilling to risk her working relationship by gratifying her addiction to one-night stands. 

She needed to get her life back into shape before attempting a real relationship, but how long would Clint wait for her to get her life together? 

Was he already waiting? She couldn’t be sure, but his weekend visits weren’t only to follow up on Fraser’s case. Were they? 

‘What are you thinking?’ 

She jumped, then blushed. Remaining silent, she fought for the right words. 

‘About the case,’ he clarified. 

Dawn lifted the coffee to her lips, taking a moment to gather her thoughts. 

‘Nothing has lined up yet.’ She puffed out a breath. ‘Let’s see what Neil Scheer has to say about him and his son shooting illegally in the National Park. Maybe we’ll get lucky and find something linked to our two victims.’ 

‘Are you sure you want Michael and his mates to help get us in?’ 

Dawn shook her head. 

‘No. We’ll leave Michael out of it and doorknock in plain clothes.’ 

‘They’ll know who we are.’ 

‘Probably, but I can’t risk Michael getting hurt. Lisa is already angry enough with me.’

Dawn didn’t give up her career in Adelaide to make an enemy out of her only living relative. Lisa and Abby were a constant reminder of a past Dawn wanted to forget, but since returning to Cooktown, she understood—she couldn’t run from that past anymore.

‘She’ll calm down.’ 

‘I hope so.’

Lisa’s words cut deep. But they weren’t anything Dawn hadn’t already told herself many times before. 

‘Have you told Dudley-Do-Right he can’t come play cop today?’ 

‘I sent him a text this morning.’

‘Ouch. Dumped by text.’ 

‘I’m not sleeping with the guy Ryan.’ 

‘That would be awkward.’ Her partner didn’t hide his grin.

‘Not giving that a reply.’

‘You already did.’ 

She slapped his arm. 

‘Let’s get the crew ready to back us up at the Scheer property, check on forensics from last night and see if Jamison has gotten anywhere with Mrs Smith’s or Hannah’s bank records. We know Bridget is clean.’ 

Ryan parked out the front of the station. Dark clouds shrouded the morning sun, moving slowly in the damp breezeless air. Dawn fought the urge to pump her sleeveless tee to cool off. She decided an investment in a loose button-up shirt or two might be in order. How could she forget how damp Cooktown got in the wet season? 

Ryan’s linen suit and cotton shirt were making more sense now.

‘Okay team,’ Dawn called as she strode into the team room. 

Heads spun her way. 

‘Thanks for getting in nice and early. Ryan and I’ll be heading out to the Scheer property shortly. Reynolds and Chung, you park up the road a few ks in case we need back up.’

Jamison stepped forward. 

‘Reception can be patchy out there Detective. Did you need a radio?’ 

He handed her a UHF handheld. 

‘Good thinking Jamison. Thanks.’ 

The tall, lanky constable grinned, then dropped his tired eyes to his feet. 

Dawn handed Ryan the UHF radio which he slipped into his coat pocket before leaning against the closest desk to watch her organise the team.

Dawn turned to Reynolds who was halfway through biting down on a toasted sandwich. The aroma made Dawn’s peanut butter toast seem inadequate.

‘Reynolds. Did we get anywhere on the background check for Hannah’s roommate?’

The constable washed her mouthful down with a sip of coffee and shook her head.

‘I’m still waiting on Queensland Health to give me a name. They are dragging their feet.’ 

‘We got her name last night. Josie Fitzsimmons? She’s a person of interest now, I’ll fill you in later. Jamison, I want you to run her background, family, associates.’

He scribbled notes. Then glanced up. 

‘Bank records?’ 

‘Not yet. We don’t have probable cause.’ 

‘No worries, Detective.’ 

‘Did you get anywhere with Mrs Smith’s financials?’ 

‘Ah, yeah. Sorry.’ Jamison tripped over the wheeled foot of his chair and fell into the seat. Recovering, he sat upright and hit keys in rapid fire. ‘The printout is coming.’ 

‘How far did you go back?’ 

‘Six months, but I think you’ll find that interesting enough.’ 

Jamison waited for Dawn to cross the room and collect the report from the laser printer. 

‘Mrs Smith is on a disability pension, so...’

Dawn’s eyes scanned the still warm printout.

‘So regular deposits of two thousand dollars are interesting.’ 

‘Exactly.’ 

‘Have you tracked where the money is coming from?’

‘Sure did. Cash deposits.’ 

Dawn rolled her eyes. 

‘Locally?’ 

‘Yep. Been processed at the bank in the main street.’ 

Dawn dropped the printout on Jamison’s desk.

‘Get me CCTV footage from the most recent deposits.’ 

‘Already requested.’ Dawn nodded her approval, then turned to Reynolds. ‘Let’s get going. Hopefully the Scheer men are out shooting, and we can catch a word with Fay Scheer and check the place out before they get back. We need to eliminate the domestic violence complaint as motive for Hannah’s murder. After last night’s evidence, it’s looking more like these deaths are related to animal smuggling, but we need to be sure.’ 

‘That’s still only a theory.’ Ryan pressed up from the desk.

‘Morning.’ Sergeant Martin strolled in from his office. ‘You all set Grave? You sure you don’t need tactical?’ 

‘It will only make them trigger happy. If we hit resistance, we’ll back out and get a warrant based on the illegal shooting.’ 

‘Good. I’ll man the fort and wait for Gleeson. She’s processed most of last night’s scene. Greg left with the body early this morning.’

‘Thanks for overseeing all that. I was dog tired.’ 

‘You look like you still are.’ 

Dawn waved as she reached the hallway. 

‘I’ll catch up soon enough.’ 

‘You keeping her awake with your snoring Ryan?’ 

Dawn gaped. Ryan strolled past the Sergeant and said something she couldn’t hear. Ross nodded. His features smoothed. 

The comment was inappropriate to say the least, but Martin was from a different era. She knew he was only joking, but what bothered her more was the fact he thought they were sleeping together. And it didn’t seem to worry him. 

Now, as she led the way from the station, she couldn’t help but wonder what her partner said. 

She stopped and waited for him, waving Reynolds and Chung to go ahead.

Dawn opened her mouth. Ryan waved her quiet. 

‘I already told him to put a sock in it.’ 

‘If Ross could let that slip in front of everyone, the whole town must think we are sleeping together.’

‘I’m sure they don’t, but...’

‘Let’s get through this case, and Fraser’s.’

Ryan nodded, stepped forward and opened the door to the foyer, holding it for her to pass through. His face was calm, but his eyes were studying her in a way that made her believe he was likely thinking exactly what she was. 

There will always be another case.
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A dog’s bark echoed in the still air as Dawn stepped out of the police four-wheel-drive. The idea of going in as Council Weed Control seemed smart enough. It would get the front gate open with less resistance, but as soon as Neil Scheer discovered the ruse, there was no doubt in her mind he’d be angry. 

It was one of the many thoughts running through her head last night when she couldn’t sleep. 

Now, as she approached the farm gate, covered in signs warning them to stay out, her pulse kicked up a notch. 

She jiggled the chain on the gate to find it padlocked. Glancing up, she scanned the overgrown field. Tufts of grass grew out amongst the wrecked cars. A bus, with smashed windows, graffiti and flat tyres obscured the entry to a large shed. 

Conspiracy slogans about micro-chipping and government ID numbers were mixed with KEEP OUT! And peace symbols. All randomly sprayed in multiple colours on every surface in her line of view. 

The sound of agitated barking grew closer as Dawn lifted the padlock and turned to Ryan.

‘It’s locked.’ 

‘Maybe we should have called ahead?’

Dawn shook the gate to check how sturdy it was. 

‘Do we jump the fence?’

Ryan nodded over Dawn’s shoulder. 

‘Between the taipans hiding in the tall grass and those two, I don’t think so.’ 

She turned as two American Bull Terriers rounded the graffitied bus, tongues lolling, eyes alert and tiny ears bent back against their heads.

They closed the gap, fronting the gate in seconds. A low growl rumbled through their bodies.

‘Rex, Tilly. Get to bed.’ 

A rasping voice carried across the field. The dogs glanced behind them, then turned back to Dawn, teeth bared. 

The voice rose an octave.

‘Get to bloody bed!’ 

If not for the floral peasant dress, Dawn would have thought a man approached them. The woman trudged through the tall grass with bare feet. Her expression was difficult to read behind the fringe of light brown hair hanging over her eyes 

The dogs continued to bark one after the other like a practised relay. Dawn cringed as the woman yelled once more. This time, the dogs responded by bounding the twenty metres or so back toward her. 

She grabbed the collars, clipped them on a lead and held them, one in each hand. 

‘What you want?’ 

Her voiced carried over the distance. The dogs sat alert at her feet.

‘Sorry to bother you.’ Dawn found it difficult to project her voice without yelling. 

The woman glanced around Dawn, at the Police Landcruiser. 

‘I said, what you want?’ 

Her wispy hair was pulled back in a ponytail, revealing a bruise above her left eye. 

‘Fay, isn’t it?’

Fay opened and closed her fingers around the dogs’ leads. 

‘You better get on with it missy or I’ll let the dogs go and get back to cleaning the house.’

Dawn wondered if the tall, rusted shed was her home, or if there was a house out of sight. 

‘Sorry, it’s pretty hard yelling across the distance.’ 

Fay didn’t move.

‘You probably heard about the woman who died out here the other day?’

Dawn remained silent, but she could see the mention of Hannah’s death got the woman’s attention. Fay stepped a little closer. The dogs hugging her legs.

‘We were wondering if you’ve seen anyone unusual around here lately?’ 

‘Only the regular steady flow of bloody tourists heading out to the Falls.’ 

‘Your husband in?’

‘No. He’s out shooting. He’s paid to kill the pigs and all.’ 

‘And all?’ Dawn coaxed.

Fay shrugged. 

‘I think you might know the victim.’ Dawn lifted her phone from her back pocket being careful not to move her hand toward her weapon. ‘Hannah Paddock. She was a nurse in town.’

‘Don’t know a nurse.’ 

‘But you were her patient.’

‘Possibly, but I’m not on a first name basis with any nurse. And I don’t socialise much.

Dawn glanced over Fay’s shoulder at the recycled shed material. A rusted shipping container sat alongside. The entire yard was overgrown. No vegetable garden or carefully tended flower beds. Dawn doubted Fay Scheer socialised out here at all.

‘Do you have a key? Can we bring the cruiser in and show you this photo?’ 

‘No.’

‘No. You don’t have a key or No we can’t come in and show you the photo?’ 

‘Both.’ 

‘How did you get that bruise?’ 

‘Not killing a nurse if that’s what you’re thinking.’ 

‘It wasn’t. But Hannah did make a report to police that I’d like to follow up on now. If I can.’ 

Dawn could sense Ryan hovering close by. The dogs were unlikely to jump the fence, and Fay didn’t appear to be armed, but goosebumps covered Dawn’s whole body. Was someone watching them?

Fay glanced around. Maybe she could sense what Dawn and her partner were sensing. She edged forward, the dogs still restrained at her heels.

‘I’ve not seen Hannah since last month.’ 

‘So you did know her? We have a witness who said she was coming out here last Friday. Did she do that Mrs Scheer?’ 

‘She did. But like you, she didn’t get inside the gate.’

Dawn exchanged a look with Ryan. One minute the woman claimed it was a month since she saw Hannah, now she was confirming the nurse was right where they were standing last Friday.

‘Did your husband know she visited?’ 

The woman shrugged. 

‘Didn’t turn up while she was here, so who knows.’ 

‘Mrs Scheer, can I get you some help?’ 

‘I don’t need help.’ 

Fay’s tone was flat. Either she seriously didn’t think she needed help, or she’d lost all hope of ever getting it long ago. 

‘How did you get the bruise?’ Dawn countered. 

Fay glanced around the property once more. Opened her mouth, then closed it as the sound of a vehicle echoed from the rear of the property. 

‘You better get going.’ 

‘Mrs Scheer. Have your husband or son been smuggling native animals?’ 

The woman put both dog leads in one hand, glanced over her shoulder and brushed her fringe aside. Then returned a nervous gaze to Dawn.

‘My husband spends too much time out shooting shit, and he loves killing wild boar. Live catch and release isn’t his thing.’

The woman turned on her heel and dragged the dogs away from the gate. Ending the conversation whether Dawn liked it or not. 

She needed to keep trying. 

‘Mrs Scheer. I can help you.’

The woman didn’t acknowledge Dawn as she disappeared around the back of the bus toward the main shed.

‘No warrant coming our way anytime soon and I don’t think we want to play our hand on the National Park shooting yet. We might need that later.’ Ryan stated the obvious. 

‘She has to shop sometime. Maybe I can catch her when she’s away from the property?’  

Ryan rounded the Police Landcruiser.

‘She’s not talking to anyone, anytime soon. Even if her old man is guilty of murder. That’s likely even more reason to keep her mouth closed. Hey.’ 

It was true. Women who were victims of abuse were either too scared to talk, or if they did talk, usually got punished for doing so. The bruise on Mrs Scheer’s eye was likely proof of that. But did that mean Neil Scheer was home when Hannah visited Friday?

Dawn reached for the door handle. Her window exploded. She ducked instinctively.

‘What the!’ 

Spinning, she dropped to her haunches, drawing the weapon at her side.

‘Grave! You hit?’ 

Dawn’s eyes darted around the paddock, past the wrecked cars to the shed beyond. She saw no one. 

Move! she told herself. You’re out in the open woman. A bloody sitting duck!

Her eyes scanned the wrecks. The shooter could be behind any one of those rusted old cars. 

‘Dawn!’

She heard Ryan’s boots scurrying on the gravel road as he rounded the back of the four-wheel drive.

‘I’m okay.’ 

She glanced at the thin line of blood running down her right arm. The bullet must have grazed her before it hit the window. Shaking her head to clear it, she dived for the tall grass on the side of the road, hoping it wasn’t snake infested. 

The daylight darkened as storm clouds thickened overhead. The rumble of thunder in the distance warned of another looming downpour.

She lifted her head above the grass for a split second. The crack of a shot rang out as the breeze whizzed by her ear. 

‘Damn!’ She ducked down again, turning her head to view her partner hiding behind the back tyre and rear end of the Landcruiser. ‘Can you see him?’

Ryan poked his head around the corner of the Landcruiser.

‘No. I’ll get on the radio and call Reynolds and Chung in for backup.’

‘No. Don’t.’ 

‘He’s got us pinned down Dawn.’ 

‘He’s a bloody good shot. I don’t want two dead constables on my conscience.’

‘We need to call it in.’

‘Okay. But tell them to standby. I’ve got an idea.’
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The crackle of a radio told Dawn Ryan was in contact with the constables waiting down the road. She hoped they did as they were told. 

Ryan stuck his head around the back of the cruiser for a split second.

‘What’s the plan?’

‘I need a distraction.’ 

Dawn expected her partner to want details. Instead, she watched his feet under the Landcruiser as he picked his way toward the bonnet. 

‘Keep your head down!’ She called as his black boots edged forward. 

She noticed the square toe and low heel for the first time. Shaking her head, she focussed. She was going to have to move quickly. Ryan would only get one chance to draw the gunman’s fire. Another shot could find its mark. 

Her heart pounded in her chest as sweat beaded on her forehead. Wiping her gun-hand on her pants, she crouched down on all fours and prepared to spring out of the grass. 

A rustle alongside her foot made her hold her breath. 

Please don’t be a snake. 

She drew a slow, steadying breath, then peeked down to see a frill-necked lizard flick its tongue out at her. 

Easing the breath out, she focussed on Ryan and waited for her moment. The gunman was using a rifle. Her pistol had limited range. There was no way she was going to be able to hit him at this distance. Her only chance was to retrieve the rifle from the gun-stow in the rear of the police vehicle. 

But to do so, she needed to stand out in the open, long enough to get the rear doors of the cruiser open, or dive into the back seat, drop the seat down and crawl through. Ryan was too big to do it without getting his arse shot at. 

It was going to have to be her. 

‘Ready?’ Ryan’s voice was low, but clear. 

‘Yep.’ 

Tension rose in Dawn’s neck as she crouched waiting for Ryan to move. 

The sound of sirens drew her attention as Reynolds and Chung’s Landcruiser came into view. 

Dawn swore under her breath, then jumped into action. The moment of surprise would pass quickly. She’d be the target in a matter of seconds. 

Rising and running, she reached the rear passenger’s side door, flung it open and leapt inside as a gunshot rang out. 

It didn’t strike near her. Ryan must have shown himself as she ran. Scampering inside, she reached to pull the door shut, but missed the handle. Trying again, she flinched as a bullet struck the door a split second after she dragged it closed. 

The vein in her neck pulsed. Her head throbbed with adrenalin as she mentally scanned herself for injuries. Blood congealed on her arm, but there were no fresh wounds. 

Reaching around the side of the seat between the door, she found the lever to flatten the split into the back. Scurrying through, she reached for a utility vest and clutched it to her chest a moment. 

Taking slow breaths, she willed her heartrate to slow down, then rolled onto her back.  Awkwardly, she shimmied into the bullet-proof vest, clipped it at the side, then tightened the straps. Rolling back onto her stomach, she patted the rear floor, searching for the latch to open the weapons locker. 

Muted voices sounded beyond the metal walls. Another shot rang out, but Dawn kept her head down, retrieved the long-range rifle and searched for a pack of ammunition. Strobing red and blue lights told her the constables’ vehicle was drawn up alongside. 

There was no time to be annoyed with the constables for disobeying an order. She knew she’d likely have done the same herself.

Right now she needed to make sure the gunman wouldn’t be a further threat to anyone. 

As she loaded the rifle a noise made her stop. The low moan made the hair on her arms stand on end. 

Someone was hit.

‘Ryan?’ 

No reply. 

She flicked the safety off the weapon, crawled on her belly from the boot to the backseat and reached to open the roadside of the door. It wouldn’t budge. A moan sent a shiver down her spine. 

Was Ryan wearing a vest? She shook her head as she realised neither of them was. Stupid rookie error. How could they be so slack? 

Her mind raced. There was no way she could get a shot off from inside the vehicle. There was nowhere to hide while she found her target. But with Ryan injured, how was she going to draw fire and get a bead on the shooter’s location? 

She forced herself to remain calm. To think. Reaching around the driver’s seat, she found the lever to lay it back. Rising on her haunches, she laid on the seat, trying to make it recline. 

A shot rang out, smashing the back passenger’s window. Dawn lunged forward as tiny fragments of glass exploded through the car. The seat reclined with a thud.

Sliding forward, she reached the driver’s side door, opened it and slid out onto the roadside. Ambulance sirens sounded in the distance. Dawn glanced at the second police vehicle parked directly behind hers, in the middle of the road. Reynolds opened the passenger’s side door. 

‘Stay in there.’ Dawn yelled as she turned to see Ryan leaning against the passenger’s door. 

His colour was good but the sweat rolling down his brow was tainted with blood. She scurried to his side, leant the rifle against the car and checked his head for a wound. Finding the source of the blood, she let out a sigh.

‘Told you to keep your head down.’ 

Ryan rolled his eyes at her lame quip but said nothing. 

Dawn collected the rifle and stalked to the front of the vehicle. Steadying the weapon on the bonnet, she kept her head behind the front door pillar and used the scope to search for her target. 

A sound behind her almost drew her attention away from her frantic search. A figure appeared in her peripheral vision. 

‘I told you to stay in the car.’ 

The ambulance siren drew closer. 

‘Like you’d do that.’ 

Reynolds was right. She wouldn’t have. 

‘You need a distraction.’ 

Dawn glanced down at Ryan whose face was paler now. 

‘That’s what Ryan was doing when he got shot, so no, I don’t.’

A scream made Dawn shudder. 

‘Keep him company.’ 

She didn’t take her eyes from the scope as Neil Scheer came into view. His rifle now slung over his shoulder and a handgun shoved under Fay Scheer’s chin. The woman was pressed against Neil’s chest for protection.  

‘Do we need tactical?’ Reynolds whispered. 

‘No time.’ 

‘He wouldn’t kill his own wife. Would he?’

‘I have no idea. I don’t understand why he started shooting. We were leaving.’

Dawn peered through the scope. Neil’s features were dark, his face red. Tears ran down Fay’s cheeks. 

‘You bloody can’t keep your noses out of stuff,’ Neil Scheer yelled across the distance between the wrecked bus and front gate. His words were surprisingly clear despite the distance.

Dawn judged the range. The lack of wind. She was good with a rifle, but a prize winning marksman she wasn’t. Fay was too close. A clean shot, too difficult.

‘Bloody let a man live the life and stop interfering.’

Dawn fought the urge to call back. They were there about a murder, not his domestic issues. But it seemed the mere presence of police riled him up. 

Why? 

The rifle butt touched her cheek as she hunted for a clear shot. Then a thought popped into her head. 

‘Do we have a megaphone?’ 

Dawn caught sight of Reynolds shifting positions alongside her. 

‘Not that I can get to easily.’ Reynolds’ words were not directed at her. 

She risked a glance at the young constable to see her hunkered down alongside Ryan. 

‘He needs that ambulance.’ 

‘It’s only a flesh wound. I checked.’ 

Ryan moaned in reply to her statement.

‘His pulse is dropping.’ Reynolds lifted Ryan’s suit jacket and peered behind his back. 

Dawn swore, sucked air through her nostrils and focussed back on Neil Scheer who was closer now, gun still shoved under his wife’s chin. 

‘You get the hell out of here or I’ll blow her bloody head off. You got me?’ 

They were trying to leave when he shot at them, and everything changed. Ryan was down. There was only one way this was going to end. Dawn aimed for Neil’s right shoulder and gave a silent prayer for accuracy.

Something she hadn’t done for a very long time. 

As her finger hovered on the trigger, sweat dripped from her brow and gathered under her bra band. She needed him to move just a little...

A shot rang out. Fay Scheer collapsed to the ground screaming. Dawn froze. 

Neil Scheer crumpled to his knees, then fell face first on the ground with a thud. Fay’s screams grew shrill as she crawled to her husband’s lifeless body. The wound in the gunman’s back was wide and angry. Dawn rose from behind the car, rifle still in hand as realisation struck. 
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‘Put the gun down.’ Her voice quivered as she glared through the scope at a young man with ginger hair.

‘Donny. Drop the gun mate.’ Reynolds’ voice was stoic. 

He held a handgun out in front of him, aimed at the dead man on the ground. His wild eyes struggling to focus, then his features smoothed.

‘He was gonna shoot mum.’ 

Fay Scheer’s sobs grew frantic. Dawn wasn’t sure if she was upset about her son shooting her husband or her husband being dead? Or was it shock?

‘It’s okay Donny.’ Dawn was thankful Reynolds knew the kid’s name. 

Dawn studied him over her weapon. Freckles popped on his clean shaved face. He looked like a teenager, except for his tired eyes. 

She sucked in a breath and kept her voice calm. 

‘I need you to gently place the gun on the ground and put your hands up.’

Dawn kept Donny in her sights as she reached the still locked farmgate.

‘But he was gonna shoot mum.’

‘You’re not in trouble Donny, but I need to get an ambulance in here for my partner and we can’t do that until all the guns are secure. You don’t want a police officer to die now do you?’ 

As the words left her lips, a rock hit the bottom of her stomach. She didn’t want Clint to die either. 

‘That’s it. Slowly now.’ 

Donny lowered the gun to the grass at his feet. 

‘Now step back.’ 

Donny did as he was instructed. Dawn lowered her rifle from her cheek and slipped it over her shoulder before climbing the gate. 

With her hand on her pistol, she cautiously approached Donny. 

‘That’s it. Now I need you to get on your knees for me.’

‘But I...’

‘You shot someone mate. I need to secure the scene.’

Donny dropped to his knees.

‘Now put your hands behind your head.’ 

She saw a tear run down his cheek as she reached Fay Scheer, still lying over her husband’s body, her whole body shaking with each heart wrenching sob. 

Reynolds was two steps behind her, gun still raised. 

‘That’s it mate.’ Dawn stepped past Fay and indicated for Reynolds to see to her. As she reached Donny, she grasped his left hand and eased it behind his back before cuffing the wrist, then pulled the right arm down to join it. 

As the cuffs zipped shut, a movement caught Dawn’s eye. Reynolds was holstering her side-arm as Fay Scheer bolted upright, stiff and robotically.  

Dawn’s skin exploded with goosebumps as Fay brought her husband’s rifle to bear down on Reynolds. 

The woman was a victim of abuse. The last thing Dawn wanted to do was shoot her, but Reynolds was seconds away from taking a bullet. 

Dawn’s feet left the ground and her body thumped into the woman, knocking them both to the ground. Reynolds scurried to reach the rifle as it flew through the air, landing beyond her reach. 

‘Mum!’ 

Donny surged to his feet. Dawn eyed the still unsecured handgun on the ground.

The flurry of activity ceased as a deep, demanding voice rose above the fray. 

‘Stop! Now!’ 

Fay stopped squirming beneath Dawn. Donny dropped back to his knees. Reynolds reached the handgun, applied the safety and shoved it inside her utility vest. 

Chung spoke into his radio as Dawn gripped Fay Scheer’s hands together at her back. Every muscle in her body ached, but all she could think about was her partner, lying alone by the car. 

Dawn held Fay’s wrists in her hands. 

‘You got this?’ 

Reynolds nodded, reached for Fay’s hands, and applied cuffs.  Dawn sprinted across the grass, jumped the gate in one bound and rounded the car to find Ryan lying on his side, eyes closed, a pool of blood congealing on the ground.

‘Ryan.’ She dropped to her knees. ‘Stay with me.’ The sound of sirens told her Chung’s radio call was to let the paramedics know they could advance. 

Dawn tore Ryan’s suit jacket from his torso, ripped his shirt open and exposed the wound at his back. She sighed in relief at the dark coloured blood. 

At least it wasn’t arterial. But he could still bleed to death from a kidney or liver shot. Applying pressure, she waited as the siren grew closer. All the time, she prayed to anyone who would listen. 

Please don’t let him die.

The engine stopped, doors thudded, two green clad figures appeared at the edge of Dawn’s vision.

‘We’ve got him Detective.’ 

Mark’s voice seemed distant. But his gloved hand on hers was firm, reassuring. Dawn collapsed back against the car and closed her eyes. The thunderous pulse of blood in her ears began to abate. Replaced by the sensation of warm tears streaming down her cheeks. She opened her eyes to her bloodied, shaking hands.

Sucking in air, she wiped her tears away with the back of her hand and scolded herself.

What kind of leader falls to pieces on scene? Get your shit together girl. 

Reynolds dropped down next to her on the ground. 

‘He’s going to be okay Dawn.’ 

The young woman never used her first name. Dawn swallowed hard, but the tears broke free from the dam. The flood didn’t stop as she watched the paramedics work on Ryan. Their calm pace did nothing to still her fears. 

He better be. 
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Dawn stared at the computer screen, seeing nothing as her mind relived the morning’s events. When the ambulance drove off, sirens blaring, Dawn’s body went numb. 

A voice drew her attention. 

‘Dawn. Bridget Smith’s blood work is in.’ 

She didn’t respond. A figure passed her desk and lowered to the corner. Ross’s arm reached out and squeezed her shoulder. 

‘He’ll be okay Dawn.’

‘I should be there.’ 

‘And do what? He’s undergoing surgery. As soon as he’s awake, we’ll get word.’

Dawn nodded. Her eyes focussed on a point beyond the glass of her new office. She watched Reynolds scanning through phone records. Jamison was typing on his computer, likely finishing his background check on Josie Fitzsimmons and the Garcia brothers.

She shivered, then forced her mind to clear. 

Ross was right. Pacing the waiting room of the Cairns Hospital was a waste of time. She couldn’t change what happened inside the operating theatre. But she could get to the bottom of this case and find out if the Scheer family knew anything about a smuggling operation. And exactly what, if anything, they had to do with the death of her two victims.

‘Okay. What did they find?’ 

Ross’s lip curved. 

‘Ketamine overdose.’

‘So two women are dead, one drugged and shot, the other overdosed on Ketamine and we have a nurse who was very keen to get Mrs Smith away from the scene last night. One who basically runs the ED at Cooktown and could access any amount of these drugs.’ 

She rose so fast her chair rolled back and hit the wall. Ignoring it, she rounded her desk and opened the door to the team room.

‘Jamison.’ The constable’s eyes snapped up. ‘You got anything on Josie Fitzsimmons yet?’

‘Sure have.’ He rummaged through paperwork on his desk. ‘I was about to bring it in but...’

‘Let’s get on with it then.’ She turned to the whiteboard alongside Ross’s office door, picked up the marker and waited. 

‘No criminal record, but you wanted me to check on her employment records. Queensland Health gave me the standard stuff.’ He shook a sheet of paper in the air. ‘Nothing but a list of positions and times of employment.’

‘So nothing useful.’ 

‘No, but I called a few of the NUMs.’

‘NUMs?’

‘Yeah. Dated a nurse once. Nurse Unit Manager oversees all nursing staff. We don’t have one here in Cooktown, but larger hospitals do.’

Dawn tapped the marker on the board. Jamison blushed. 

‘Anyway. Josie Fitzsimmons left her position unexpectedly after an incident at the Royal Brisbane.’ 

‘Did you get details?’

‘Took some serious coaxing, but I hinted at the idea drugs might be involved and the NUM didn’t exactly confirm if the incident involved drug theft, but she didn’t deny either.’

‘Good work Jamison. We can organise a warrant, if need be, but for now, let’s assume the Ketamine has been coming from the hospital. Get down there, see who has been signing off on all Ketamine dispensing. My understanding is drug administration requires two signatures.’

‘Now. Do you want to see the Garcia brothers’ background checks?’ 

‘Anything interesting?’ 

‘Older brother Roberto came out on a working visa in ninety-two and got permanent residency a few years later. Cesar has only been here since twenty-ten.’

‘His accent is pretty watered down. Where was he before he came here?’ 

‘I’ll check.’ 

‘Have we run Fitzsimmons for weapons?’ 

‘No licence. No registered weapons.’ 

‘Okay. Get down to the hospital. Track down every drug log where Ketamine was signed for.’

‘On it.’ 

‘Reynolds. I need you to get to the Sovereign Hotel. Interview any staff we’ve not yet spoken to. We need to know if Bridget and Cesar got along. Show everyone a photo of Fitzsimmons. See if they know of any relationship between Cesar and the nurse.’

Reynolds stood, rolled her chair under her desk and crossed the office toward the locker room, stopping as she passed Dawn. 

‘Do we bring Cesar in?’ 

‘Not yet. Photos of him with Fitzsimmons don’t reveal anything suspicious. We still don’t understand why Bridget was taking them in the first place. Did we get anywhere with Mrs Smith’s bank records?’ 

‘Chung was on that. Do you want me to check his desk?’ 

‘No. I’ll ask him about it when he gets back in.’

Dawn waved the constables from the room and turned to the Sergeant.

‘Who do we interview first? Fay Scheer or Donny?’

‘Fay is a wreck. I think she needs more time. Let’s see what Donny knows.’ 

Dawn dropped the marker at the bottom of the whiteboard, drew herself up and followed Ross down the hallway to the first interview room. 

The sergeant opened the door and held it for Dawn. A shiver ran down her spine as she thought about her partner, lying in a pool of blood. He should have been here with her now. Helping her piece together the evidence which so far was all over the place. 

Ross closed the door. Dawn drew out the seat furthest from the recording equipment. A mop of Donny’s ginger hair was all Dawn could see as the young man buried his head in his arms. 

Cool air drifted from the air-conditioning vent overhead. She let it settle on her, cooling her, relaxing her. 

‘I had to do it.’ Donny’s words were muffled. 

Dawn’s chest tightened. She knew what it was like to be in an abusive relationship. Fortunately, she’d left before things got out of hand, but Donny was born into it. What choice did he have? Walk away and leave his mum exposed? 

‘I get it Donny.’ 

The head shook from side to side, but didn’t look up. 

‘You killed him, Donny. No one can make that go away.’ She let her words sink in a moment. ‘Now it’s up to you to tell us why. Why, is the difference between murder, manslaughter, or...’ 

She let the idea percolate. She wanted nothing more than to let the kid walk, but she needed to know what motivated him to act. Was it the gun at his mum’s head. Did Neil Scheer beat him as well as his mum? 

‘But what I really need to know right now is what you and your dad had to do with the animal smuggling ring operating in the National Park.’

The ginger head snapped up. Donny’s blue eyes drilled into Dawn’s. 

‘What?’ 

‘Two women are dead Donny, and I want to know what you know about that.’

‘Nothing.’

Dawn watched his body language. No defensive arm cross. No sneer. Donny still hadn’t sat back in his seat. But the answer was so quick. The tone an octave from what she’d expected.

‘You and your dad have been shooting illegally in the National Park.’

‘I didn’t have a choice. Don’t do what dad says... said.’ He ran his hand through his wavy hair and slumped back in his chair. Drawing a steadying breath, he shook his head. ‘We shot the wild pigs and foxes but occasionally we’d do a few roos. There’s no big money in it, but a few restaurants in Port like some kangaroo on the menu and they don’t always want to pay full ticket from licensed shooters.’

‘And capturing reptiles. What do you know about that?’ 

‘I told you, nothing.’

Dawn studied Donny a moment, then nodded. 

‘Seen anything odd going on in the park recently?’ 

‘Like what?’ 

‘Any particular vehicle coming and going regularly?’ 

Donny glanced from Dawn to Ross, then back. His posture wasn’t relaxed, but he didn’t seem tense either. Apprehensive was the only description she could think of. But she could understand that. He didn’t know if he was going to prison for killing his father or not. 

‘Look. I know someone who I’ll call to help you out. With the right lawyer, and your history, there’s a chance you might not do time, but I need your help.’

Donny studied her a moment, licked his lips, then nodded his head. 

‘All I’ve seen is a black ute hanging around. We were out shooting the other day and I saw it come out to Trevathan. A woman got out, then the ute drove off.’ 

Dawn suppressed her excitement. 

‘What day was this?’ 

‘On the weekend. Not sure exactly. The days blur a bit out here.’

‘Morning or afternoon?’ 

‘Morning, maybe lunch.’ 

‘Don’t suppose you got a registration number?’

Donny scoffed. 

‘What about make and model?’ 

‘That I can help you with. Couldn’t miss it. One of those brand-new RAM trucks.’

Dawn nodded, turned to Ross who gave a quick dip of his head. They both knew this was what they needed to get a warrant to search Cesar’s utility.

‘Can you describe the woman?’ 

‘It was a bit far away to tell. I don’t think they knew we were there. Dad always parks... parked out of sight when we were shooting in the park.’

‘Anything might help. Hair colour? Height? Weight?’

‘Average height. A bit plump. Hair was kind of blonde.’ 

‘Would you recognise her if I showed you a photo?’ 

Donny shrugged. 

‘I’ll get a few photos together. A constable will bring them in shortly. Just do your best. We’ll need a written statement about today. I’ll interview you again once you’ve finished.’ 

Dawn rose, leaving Sergeant Martin to finalise the recording and supervise the written statement. 

At least now they could place Cesar’s car out at Trevathan around the time of Hannah’s murder. It wasn’t concrete, but it was enough to get a warrant. 

Her mobile buzzed. Her heart skipped a beat as she recognised the caller ID. 

It was Ryan’s mobile. But he was in surgery. How?

‘Clint?’ 

‘Not exactly.’ 

Dawn’s eyes tingled, threatening tears as Tammy’s voice spoke down the line. Why use his phone. Was he dead? 

‘He’s still kicking though.’ 

Tammy words made Dawn stifle a giggle by slapping her hand over her mouth before a sound escaped. 

‘What’s happening? Why are you on Ryan’s Phone? I thought it was Clint.’ 

She knew she was rambling. Her heart was racing. She drew a breath but was met with silence. ‘Tammy!’ 

‘He’s out of surgery. Can’t dial for shit, so I thought I’d do the honours. Not sure he’ll be very coherent, but knock yourself out.’

Dawn heard Tammy say something to her partner, but couldn’t make it out clearly. Only her name. 

A few seconds later, she heard her partner clear his throat. 

‘Hey,’ he slurred.

‘Hey yourself.’ 

Her mind raced. What should she say? Don’t do that again? You scared the crap out of me? Or...

Ryan interrupted her thoughts. 

‘I’m gonna be okay. We need to ...’ he groaned. 

Was he trying to sit up? Dawn heard Tammy’s voice growling at him in the background. 

‘Not now Clint. I’ll get down to Cairns tonight.’ 

‘The case?’

Dawn smiled. It was exactly what she’d say if the roles were reversed. 

‘It’s ticking over. Nothing that can’t wait until tomorrow. I’ll drive down later and fill you in.’ 

‘Dawn.’ 

There was a tone in his voice that squeezed Dawn’s heart. But Tammy was in the room. Now wasn’t the time to bare her soul. Or his. 

‘Not now.’

The interview-room door opened, and Ross stepped out, his brow furrowed when he saw her on the phone. 

‘I’ll see you tonight. I have to go, but you rest. Okay?’ 

‘You got it.’ 

Dawn finished the call. Ross gripped her shoulder and grinned. 

‘Told you he’d be all good.’

‘Not sure he’s all good, but he’s alive.’

‘We’ve got enough to bring Cesar Garcia in, but unless Donny ID’s Fitzsimmons, we’ll need to leave her out of it for now. I’ve got his statement about today though.’

‘Thanks Ross. I’ll call Reynolds. If Cesar is at the Sovereign, she can grab him now. If not, we’ll go find him. He’s got a lot of questions to answer.’
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Bushy black eyebrows lifted as Dawn entered the interview room. The last place she wanted to be right now was here. She glanced at her watch. The day was ticking by and it was a three hour drive to Cairns to see her partner. 

It didn’t matter. Even if she rocked up at midnight, she’d flash her badge and get in to see him, regardless of what anyone said. 

‘Mr Garcia.’

‘What the hell is going on?’ 

Dawn dragged out the chair. The scrape on the lino floors the only sound until Ross closed the door behind them. 

‘Give us a moment Mr Garcia.’ 

Dawn waited in silence, busying herself by shuffling paperwork on the desk while Ross set the recording equipment going. Garcia’s eyes followed her every move as though she was doing a magic trick.

‘You’re not under arrest Mr Garcia, so you don’t need a lawyer, but you can call one if you wish.’

Garcia’s gaze met hers.

‘Don’t you need to read me my rights or something?’ 

‘This isn’t a US TV soap Mr Garcia. You have the right to remain silent, but in doing so, you might give us no choice but to charge you with an offence.’ 

‘What offence?’

‘Murder.’ 

Garcia gasped, flopped back in his seat and crossed his arms over his chest. 

‘I haven’t killed anyone.’ 

Dawn let a smirk creep across her lips before tapping the manila folder on the desk in front of her. Garcia’s eyes fell back to Dawn’s hands. She let the silence linger as Garcia stared at the closed folder. 

‘Then maybe you can explain why your car was seen out at Trevathan Falls on the day Hannah Paddock was murdered?’ 

Garcia’s eyes snapped up to meet Dawn’s, then narrowed. 

‘What day was that?’ 

He wasn’t going to be easily fooled into admitting anything. 

‘Our Coroner’s report is still pending, but it appears they have narrowed time of death down to Saturday before midday.’ 

‘Well, I don’t know where my car was, but I was working all day Saturday.’ 

Dawn nodded. The alibi would be easily substantiated, but Garcia employed a lot of backpackers, some illegally. It would be easy for him to persuade one or two of them to falsify his whereabouts. 

‘Then maybe you can explain who might have been driving your vehicle.’ 

‘No idea. The keys hang up in my office. Maybe one of the staff took it for a joy ride.’ 

Dawn tapped the folder. 

‘We’ve taken your vehicle into evidence.’

‘Where’s the warrant?’ 

Dawn opened the folder. Inside were photos of Hannah Paddock’s crime scene. She deliberately fanned out the documents and photos so that Garcia could glimpse the vivid colour shots of Hannah’s wounds. 

Glancing up, she noticed Garcia grimace, then swallow hard. 

Slowly, she drew the warrant out and passed it to him. 

‘There is no doubt your vehicle was on the scene around our victim’s time of death. We have an eye witness who saw the vehicle stop, drop off a woman and then drive away. We believe that woman drove Hannah’s car back to her home. We are running CCTV footage now to identify the driver.’

‘I told you I was working.’

‘Then, unless you want to face accessory charges, you’ll tell me who was driving!’ 

She slid the photos further apart to reveal one of Bridget’s surveillance photos. Garcia’s eyes snapped to the picture, his arms tightened over his chest. 

‘And maybe you can explain about your relationship with Josie Fitzsimmons?’ 

‘Since when is dating a crime?’

‘So you are involved with the nurse?’ 

‘Casual stuff. Nothing serious.’ 

‘And your brother?’ 

‘What’s Roberto got to do with this?’ 

‘Maybe you can tell us?’ 

Garcia jumped to his feet. Dawn joined him. 

‘Sit down Mr Garcia.’ 

‘If you’re not arresting me, I think I’ll go home now.’ 

Garcia rounded the table. Dawn intercepted him at the door. 

‘Of course, but this is a one-time only offer.’ 

She put her hand on the knob and turned, but didn’t open the door. 

‘If you want to avoid accessory charges, charges that will get you deported, you need to explain who was driving your car on Saturday!’ 

It was fortuitous that Cesar was still on a working visa. Extended because of his brother’s residency and his managerial role in a remote location, but any link to criminal activity would see him sent home on the next available flight. 

Dawn waited. Garcia chewed his cheek hard.

‘I leant my utility to Josie’s son Adam.’

Dawn opened the door.

‘Thank you for your cooperation, Mr Garcia. We’ll get your vehicle back to you as soon as we can.’ 

The hotel manager didn’t wait for the door to open completely before storming out. 

Dawn waited a moment, then peered down the hall to see Chung coming in the opposite direction to Garcia. The constable stepped in front of the man, his eyes focussed on Dawn. 

‘If you can sign Mr Garcia out thanks Chung.’ 

His fingers touched his brow, but his usual smile was absent. Dawn watched him escort Garcia out and wondered if she needed to call in a counsellor. At the very least, she should debrief with the team and tell them Ryan was going to be okay. 

Ross drew up alongside her. 

‘Let’s find Adam Fitzsimmons.’

‘Let’s see if Jamison has finished running him for priors first.’
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Dawn entered the break room. Not willing to brave the instant coffee, and not wanting to waste time running out for a cappuccino, she made herself a cup of tea with a dash of milk. 

Taking a moment, she gathered her thoughts before joining Sergeant Martin and the constables in the team office.

All eyes fell on her as she strode down the aisle between the banks of desks to the whiteboard outside Sergeant Martin’s office. 

‘Okay team. First up. Good news. Detective Ryan is recovering from surgery. I’ll get all the information when I go to Cairns tonight, but for now, he’s out of danger.’ 

Reynolds clapped her hands together, then brought them to her lips, her eyes sparkling with unshed tears. Chung’s expression was a mix of nausea and relief. Jamison smiled from ear to ear, his emotions as always, right there for all to see. 

She returned his smile. 

‘So. Back to work.’ She sipped her tea, placed it on the closest desk and picked up the whiteboard marker before tears could fill her eyes. 

‘Reynolds. What did the Sovereign staff say?’ 

‘I only spoke to a few waitresses before you called for me to bring Garcia in. I need to get back and interview the kitchen staff, but everyone I spoke to said Bridget got on fine with Cesar.’

‘What about a boyfriend? Her mother said she didn’t have one, but I find that hard to believe.’

‘The waitresses I spoke to said she was single for ages, but recently hooked up with a local guy.’

‘Did you get a description?’ 

‘Did better than that.’ Reynolds picked up a picture from her desk and strode toward the whiteboard, placing it next to a photo of Bridget. ‘He was a regular at the pool competition. Seems he won the last tournament.’ 

The picture of a man with full lips and smiling eyes stared back at Dawn, jogging her memory. 

‘He was in the bar the night we ate dinner. I didn’t think anything of him. He was sitting with a guy drinking beer, but Bridget glanced his way when she spotted us in the bar. Did you get a name?’

Reynolds stepped back from the whiteboard. 

‘Unfortunately, not yet.’ 

Jamison put his hand up like a schoolboy. Dawn suppressed a grin.

‘I can answer that.’

‘Go on.’ 

‘That,’ He pointed to the photo ‘is Adam Fitzsimmons. Finished running him a minute ago.’

‘And?’

‘No gun licence, possibly because he has priors for prescribed offences.’

‘Such as?’ 

Jamison’s grin returned. 

‘Drugs.’ 

‘So mother and son, both have links to drugs. I think we’re on to something team. Keep digging. Find Adam Fitzsimmons. We need to know where he was when Hannah Paddock died, and Bridget went missing.’

Dawn turned to scribble down the information on the board next to Adam Fitzsimmons, then turned back as Chung spoke. 

‘I’ve got the footage of those deposits into Mrs Smith’s bank account. I’ll go through them today.’ 

‘Okay. Reynolds, I want you to collect Mrs Smith and bring her in for questioning. Chung, you carry on with the CCTV from the bank. Let me know as soon as you identify who put the money in.’

‘You got it.’ 

Dawn chewed the end of the marker, then forced herself to stop. 

‘Boss.’ She turned to Ross. ‘Can you chase Gleeson? We need to know what they can find in Garcia’s vehicle. We need evidence to tie Adam and Josie to Hannah or Bridget’s death. The Ketamine won’t be enough.’ 

She turned back to Jamison as a thought jumped into her head. 

‘Any update on the hospital Ketamine paperwork?’ 

Jamison shook his head. ‘The hospital wouldn’t give me squat.’

‘I’ve already applied for a warrant,’ Ross offered before Dawn could protest. 

‘Thanks.’ She scanned the board as the constables hovered. 

‘Okay. That’s it. Find evidence. Ask questions until you do.’ 

Heads nodded as the marker pen returned to Dawn’s mouth. 

‘What are you thinking?’ 

Sergeant Martin’s words made Dawn think of her partner. It was what he usually asked when she was trying to put all the evidence together. 

‘Josie steals Ketamine so her son can drug the native animals ready to smuggle them out of the country. But who’s behind the exporting?’ 

‘These kinds of operations are usually fairly extensive, but we’ve not found any links to major trucking routes, so someone is personally delivering the animals somewhere.’

Dawn nodded. 

‘Unless we can get someone to roll, we might not find the money behind this one.’ 

‘We’ll keep digging. All the Scheer’s weapons came up blank so we can eliminate Neil Scheer from the equation.’ 

Dawn sucked in a breath. 

‘Unless he dumped the gun after he killed Hannah?’ 

Ross nodded but remained silent. 

‘That leaves the Garcia brothers. Let’s see who their known associates are.’ 

‘Already in the process.’

‘Roberto has been here for years, so Cesar seems like the likely connection.’

‘Maybe too likely. If his alibi checks out, and we can’t place him in the black ute, he might well be a patsy.’ 

‘Or he’s playing us and putting Adam Fitzsimmons in the spotlight.’ 

Ross shrugged. 

‘Either way, all we can do is follow the evidence.’ 

‘Exactly. But at the moment, the evidence is running us around in circles.’ 

Ross patted Dawn’s shoulder. 

‘How about you leave Mrs Smith to me and the team and head to Cairns to check on Ryan?’ 

Dawn shook her head. 

‘No. I want to interview her, then I’ll head down. I’ll call in and see how Gleeson’s going on the RAM utility while I’m there. I want to know why Mrs Smith was getting money. Was it blackmail or kickbacks? Either way, the money should link her to this smuggling ring.’

‘Bridget had that rare snake. You think she was involved?’ 

‘If she was, why take those photos of Cesar and Josie and why would they kill her?’
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Dawn gazed through the glass at the team room beyond. The desks were empty, like the walls of her new office. The space was bare. Nothing personal. No photos, paintings or certificates. 

If she was staying in Cooktown, that would have to change. In Adelaide, she shared the team room with four other detectives and for the first time in a while, she was missing them. Jack was a great boss, always calm. Max was a walking, talking dinosaur, but he always made her smile. 

Shaking away her melancholy, she flicked through a file on her laminate desk. The scratched and chipped surface was somehow comforting. 

The crime scene photos from the gruesome murder flicked by one at a time, as she spoke softly to herself. 

‘Who killed you Hannah? And why?’ 

Yelling echoed around the team room, loud enough to reach Dawn with her door ajar. She heard Sergeant Martin’s hallway door slam shut, his voice loud and instructive. 

Rising, she rounded her desk and rushed through his office to the hallway, and out into the main foyer to find Josie Fitzsimmons wrestling with Reynolds. Mrs Smith was pressed hard against the reception desk, her face contorted. 

Reynolds held the nurse’s wrists as her arms continued to flail.

‘Ms Fitzsimmons, if Lorraine Smith asks for a lawyer, we will oblige, but this is none of your concern. If you don’t stop, I will arrest you.’ 

Dawn smiled at the constable’s calm tone. 

‘I think arresting her is already a foregone conclusion.’ Sergeant Martin collected cuffs from Reynolds’ utility belt and assisted the constable to wrangle the woman. 

‘Don’t you say anything Lorraine. We’ll have this all sorted out soon.’ 

Mrs Smith opened her mouth, then closed it. Dawn blocked Josie’s line of sight with the bereaved mother, reached out and gently touched her arm. 

Mrs Smith’s eyes left Josie’s, landing on Dawn’s hand. 

‘Why don’t you come with me Mrs Smith? We can get you a cuppa.’ 

The woman nodded in slow motion. Dawn turned to see Constable Burger on his feet, eyes wide, mouth open. She indicated for him to buzz her into the rear of the building. He was frozen to the spot a moment, before shaking his head and pressing the button to unlock the door.

‘With me Burger.’ 

The young constable glanced at the Sergeant who nodded for him to leave the reception desk to him. 

Josie continued to make a fuss as Dawn guided Mrs Smith through. The nurse’s cursing became muffled as the door closed behind them. 

‘What can we get you Mrs Smith, tea or coffee?’ 

The woman shook her head. 

‘We’ll make it a tea then.’ She opened the first interview room door and turned to Burger. 

‘Make that two Constable.’ 

He opened his mouth to protest, but Dawn didn’t need backup with this woman. Mrs Smith’s eyes were vague, unseeing. She was broken and in pain. Losing her daughter must have pushed her over the edge. Would it be enough for her to tell Dawn what Bridget was up to? Where the money came from? 

‘Take a seat Mrs Smith. Or can I call you Lorraine?’ 

The woman’s eyes searched the cramped room. Dawn pulled out a chair and waited but Mrs Smith said nothing as she lowered herself gingerly into the plastic moulded seat. 

‘I’m so sorry for your loss Lorraine. I can’t imagine how you are feeling right now.’ 

That was a lie. She knew only too well the pain, the agony that came with loss.

‘We could use your help.’ 

Lorraine’s eyes flicked from her hands to Dawn’s face a moment, then back. 

‘Josie is right. You don’t have to talk to me, but I think you can help me find out who killed Hannah and your daughter.’ 

‘So she didn’t OD?’ 

The fact they didn’t have the preliminary autopsy report yet made Dawn sidestep a direct lie.

‘You didn’t really believe she did, did you?’ 

Lorraine’s head shook slowly from side to side. 

‘We found photos of Josie Fitzsimmons and Cesar Garcia in Bridget’s belongings. What can you tell me about them?’ 

Lorraine’s eyes stayed on her hand as her chest rose and fell with exaggerated breaths. 

‘Let me tell you what we know and maybe you can fill in the gaps.’

Lorraine’s eyes flicked to the recording equipment. 

‘Is that on?’ 

‘No. You’re not under arrest Lorraine. You are helping us find out who killed your daughter and brutally murdered Hannah Paddock.’

Lorraine swallowed hard, nodded, then finally made eye contact with Dawn. 

‘It wasn’t supposed to go like this?’ 

Dawn waited for more. The only sound in the room was the soft hum from the air-conditioner above, as cool air filtered into the room. When Lorraine remained silent, Dawn continued.

‘What wasn’t supposed to go like this, Lorraine?’ 

Tears sprang from the woman’s eyes, ran down her face and dripped to the table below. 

‘We needed the money.’ 

It was a story Dawn knew only too well. Desperate people were willing to risk so much to make ends meet. She reached for a tissue and passed it to the bereaved mother, then slid the box closer.

‘I’m a single mum. Bridget is stuck in a dead-end job.’ She shook her head. ‘Was.’ 

‘Lorraine. How about we start at the beginning?’ Dawn held her breath and waited. Silence greeted her. Slowly she released the breath. 

‘We know you were getting large deposits into your bank account in cash at the local branch. One of my team is going through the CCTV footage, but maybe you can save us a little time and tell us where the money came from.’ 

Lorraine glanced up, bit her lip, then composed herself. 

‘From Bridget.’ 

It wasn’t the answer Dawn expected. 

‘Where did Bridget get the money from?’

‘She wanted to save up so she could go to uni in Cairns.’

Dawn let the silence hang. It was an interview technique she often used. People didn’t generally like silence, and would often fill it with very useful information. 

But not this time. She changed tack. 

‘Where did the snake in Bridget’s room come from?’ 

‘That’s what she wanted to study in Cairns. They have a very good marine biology course, and she was always smart, with good grades, but we needed enough money to survive while she was away studying.’ 

University, or an exciting job diving off the Great Barrier Reef was never going to be in Bridget’s future. Sure, there were study loans for students like her, but you can’t buy food and pay rent with a study loan. And how was her mother going to survive while her daughter was away studying, paying to live away from home?

‘Lorraine. Where did Bridget get the snake?’ 

The woman’s eyes found Dawn’s, a frown crossed her brow. 

‘What does it matter?’ 

‘Lorraine, the snake was rare, endangered and illegal to keep without a permit.’ 

‘My daughter is dead, and you are worried about a bloody snake?’ 

‘How the snake was acquired is likely linked to her murder Lorraine.’ 

Lorraine’s eyes widened. Dawn realised Bridget’s mother was unaware of how her daughter got the money. She didn’t care. It was the answer to their prayers, until it wasn’t. 

‘Adam gave it to her for her last birthday. She was rapt at first. But then she got angry with him about it.’ 

‘She likely knew it was illegal to keep. Is that when the money started to come in?’ 

Lorraine nodded. 

‘Lorraine, what did Josie say to you when you left with her last night? Why does she insist you get a lawyer?’ 

‘I don’t know. I wasn’t really listening to her. All I could think about was Bridget, lying there, eyes open and seeing nothing.’ 

Tears ran freely once more. 

‘So Adam Fitzsimmons gave her the snake?’ 

‘That’s what I just told you.’ 

‘And were you expecting Josie last night, when she arrived to take you home?’

Lorraine shook her head. 

‘You didn’t phone her when you found Bridget on the porch?’ 

Another head shake.

‘I called the ambulance straight away.’

Thoughts bounced around Dawn’s head. Her entire body was tense like a panther ready to pounce. 

A knock on the door startled her. Burger entered with two cups of tea in one hand. 

‘Thanks Burger. Take a seat.’ Dawn tapped the chair alongside her.

The young constable’s eyes lit up as he hurried to place the cups in front of her and Lorraine. 

Dawn reached for a yellow lined pad and retrieved a pen from Burger’s top pocket. The constable’s eyes followed her hand with a frown.

‘You’re not under arrest Lorraine, like I said, we just need your help. Constable Burger is going to stay with you while you write down everything you told me.’

Dawn rose, slid her tea over to Burger and reached across the table to squeeze Lorraine’s hand. 

‘I’m going to arrest the people who killed Bridget, but everything you put on that piece of paper is going to make sure they go to jail and stay there.’

Slipping out from behind the desk, Dawn nodded to Burger who looked ready to bolt. 

‘I’ll be interviewing Josie Fitzsimmons if you need me.’ 
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Dawn let the door slam as she left. Sprinting, she opened the foyer door to find Reynolds on the reception desk. 

‘Is Josie Fitzsimmons in holding?’ 

Reynolds nodded. 

‘The Boss took her through a few minutes ago.’

‘Get Chung and Jamison back here. I want Adam Fitzsimmons found as a matter of urgency. Did we lay charges against Josie?’

‘Not yet. Obstruction, assaulting a police officer are on the table, but nothing formal yet.’ 

‘Great, thanks. Get the Boss to bring Josie up to interview room two. I need to chase a few things first, so let me know as soon as Chung is back.’ 

‘Will do.’ 

Dawn waited for the buzz to open the door, then jogged down the hallway to the team room to pick up the closest phone. 

Dialling, she waited, foot tapping for ten long rings. 

‘Forensics. Gleeson speaking.’ 

‘Tammy, perfect. Have you started processing the black RAM yet?’ 

‘Done and dusted.’ She chuckled at her own joke. ‘Unless we need to pull the seats out or something. But I’ve found some interesting stuff. Was about to call you.’

‘Excellent. Any DNA or reptile evidence?’ 

‘Plenty. Juvenile lizards shed their skin rapidly, because they are growing fast. We found traces of reptile skin, another claw, possibly goanna or sand monitor. I’ve sent it off for analysis.’

‘So that ute has been used to transport Australian reptiles in volume?’ 

‘More than one, that’s for sure.’ 

‘Thanks Tammy.’ Dawn hesitated a moment. ‘I’m coming to see Ryan tonight, is he still doing okay?’ 

‘Better than okay. The bullet missed the liver, kidneys and intestines. He’s a very lucky bunny.’

‘That’s so good. A big relief.’ 

‘They are pumping him full of fluids and antibiotics. Then I think they’ll release him tomorrow sometime, all going well. I’ll drop by after work and make sure he hasn’t driven the nurses nuts yet.’ 

‘Thanks. I’ll come down tonight, maybe I can stay over and bring him back to Bella for convalescing.’ 

Tammy laughed. 

‘The old lady would love that, but don’t expect him to lie around much.’

‘I won’t. Let him know I’ll be there by 9.30 p.m.’

‘Will do. Drive safe.’ 

Tammy hung up. Dawn replaced the handset on the desk phone and turned to study the whiteboard. 

Her eyes flicked from the photos of Cesar and Josie. Then something caused her to pause. They still couldn’t explain how the Ketamine was stolen. Small reptiles likely didn’t need much to sedate them, but still, that volume of missing drugs should have been spotted. 

Voices carried down the hall. Chung and Jamison strolled into the team room, Sergeant Martin a few steps behind. 

‘Got her in room two.’ He waved for her to join him.

Dawn crossed the room, stopping in front of the constables. 

‘Chung. Lorraine Smith claims the money in her bank account was deposited by Bridget, so we can hold off running through the CCTV footage for now. Track down Adam Fitzsimmons’ address, where he works, anything useful and see if you can find him. I want him in for questioning as soon as you locate him.  

‘You got it.’ 

‘And Chung.’

‘Yes?’

‘Find out if the warrant to access the drug log from Cooktown Hospital has come through yet. I want those medication records. We need proof Josie Fitzsimmons has been stealing Ketamine and to do it, someone on the inside must have been helping her.’

‘Sure thing.’ 

Dawn turned to Jamison as he rolled out his chair. 

‘I want you going over Bridget and Hannah’s phone records again. Any numbers in common, run a check. So far, all we have is a lot of possible motives for killing these women. Drugs, sexual harassment at the hospital. I think we’ve eliminated the domestic violence at the Scheer property. Fay and Donny both confirm Neil was with one of them during the Hannah Paddock murder window.’

‘Could they be covering for him?’ 

‘Why would they, now that he’s dead? If he did it, they could throw him to the wolves.’ 

Dawn’s eyes darted to Sergeant Martin, who seemed to concur with her train of thought. Jamison merely shrugged as though he didn’t think his opinion would rate a mention. 

‘It’s a good point though Jamison. Neil isn’t here to ask, so Donny or Fay might be lying to cover their own tracks. Either way, I need you going over Hannah and Bridget’s phone records. Remembering that Hannah lent her phone to Fay for a few days before she died.

‘Look for any numbers in common. Any calls that don’t fit with their TOD. Anything weird.’

‘On it Detective.’ 

Dawn shimmied past the boys, pointing for Ross to lead the way to the interview room. As they reached the door, the sergeant put his hand on the door handle but didn’t open it.

‘I’ve let Lorraine Smith go home. We’ve taken her statement, and we have nothing to charge her with.’ 

‘It’s a good call. Josie and Adam Fitzsimmons are in the frame for animal smuggling.’ She filled the Sergeant in on her conversation with Tammy. ‘Let’s see why Bridget was taking photos of Josie and Cesar and if any of this is connected to either death.’ 
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The overhead fluorescent light flickered as Dawn dragged out a chair and sat opposite Josie Fitzsimmons. Sergeant Martin sat alongside Dawn. They both jumped as a crack of thunder shook overhead. It was good to have Ross with her, but she couldn’t help wishing Clint was here instead.

‘That was close.’ Ross lightened the mood with a chuckle. ‘Hope we don’t lose power.’ 

‘Just my luck.’ Josie muttered under her breath before rounding on Dawn. ‘What am I doing in here?’

‘Seriously? Did you miss the fact you nearly took a swing at one of our constables when we brought Lorraine Smith in?’ 

‘Her daughter is dead. It’s crappy timing, that’s all. You should leave her be.’

‘And how do we catch her daughter’s killer if we forget about questioning her family and friends?’ 

‘Killer? What are you on about?’ 

Dawn paused a moment to read Josie’s body language. The wide eyes, then deep frown were believable enough, but there were too many threads pulling the nurse into the main picture.

‘Let’s start with Adam.’

‘Leave my son out of this.’

‘That’s not possible Ms Fitzsimmons because I’m sure you know as well as we do that Adam was dating Bridget.’

Josie licked her lips but remained silent. 

‘I’ll share what we know, then you can fill in the blanks for us.’ 

The nurse sat back, crossed her arms over her chest, then crossed her legs for good measure. 

‘Adam gave Bridget a snake recently.’

‘No crime in that.’

‘Well, there is when the snake is rare, endangered and illegal to own or breed.’ 

The woman’s expression grew stern. There was no other way to describe it. Not shocked. Nor annoyed and certainly not uneasy. 

‘We now believe Bridget is dead, of a Ketamine overdose, and we know her best friend Hannah was also drugged with Ketamine before being brutally murdered.’ 

A nerve twitched at Josie’s temple. Dawn suppressed a smile. 

‘I have an officer picking up the recent records of drug distribution amongst patients and staff. I’m sure it won’t take long to track down how Ketamine made it out of the hospital.’

‘Ketamine is available on the black market and there are always vets who use it. Vets keep much slacker records than medical staff. What makes you think it came from the hospital.’ 

‘You Josie. You are linked to both our victims. You lived with one. Your son dated the other and, during our search, we found photos in Bridget’s room, of you with Cesar Garcia ’ 

Josie scoffed but said nothing.

‘What is going on with you and Cesar anyway?’ 

‘None of your business.’ Josie leant forward and tapped her finger on the table like she was giving the orders. ‘Get on with it and charge me for roughing up the pretty constable and I’ll be on my way.’

‘Where can we find Adam?’ 

Josie shook her head and slumped back into her chair, arms clamping over her chest. 

‘We found native reptile skin and a claw in the utility your son has been borrowing from Cesar. We also found a reptile claw in Hannah Paddock’s car which you drove back from Trevathan Falls last Saturday afternoon. Shortly after, we believe she was murdered.’ 

‘I want a lawyer.’ 

‘We have a witness who puts you at the scene Ms Fitzsimmons. Dropped off in the black ute and left alone. The only way you could have gotten back was to drive Hannah’s car.’ 

‘Lawyer.’

‘Who was driving the black utility, Josie? Cesar was working.’ 

The nurse pressed her lips together. 

‘You get one chance to give us a name and avoid a murder charge Josie. When I walk out that door, and your lawyer arrives, you make sure to tell him that the offer will only last until I catch the bastard myself.’ 

Dawn slid the chair back, rose and left the interview room. She heard Ross finish off the recording and waited for him to join her. 

‘Put her in lock-up until her lawyer gets here. Don’t let her talk to anyone other than her lawyer.’ 

‘You got it.’ Ross glanced at his watch. ‘You heading to Cairns now?’ 

Dawn’s stomach grumbled loudly as she opened her mouth to answer. A smile crept across her lips. 

‘After I grab a bite at home and let Lisa know what I’m doing.’ 

‘Good idea. I hear Bella is a great cook.’ 

‘You looking for an invitation Ross?’ 

‘No. Julie’s a fine cook. Meat and three veg, what more can a man ask for?’ 

Dawn chuckled. 

‘We should have you and Julie around sometime. I’ve not even asked you about your family Ross. Do you have kids?’ 

Ross shook his head. 

‘No. Unfortunately we never managed that. I shoot blanks and IVF is way too expensive and too hard out here.’

‘Adoption?’ 

‘Thought about it. Thought about fostering too. Maybe when I retire. I wouldn’t want to be working full time when I’m looking after kids who’ve lost their parents or come from troubled homes.’

Dawn patted Ross on the arm.

‘Better than staying in care mate.’ She strolled down the hall. ‘See you tomorrow. I might be a little late. I’m hoping I can wait for Ryan to be discharged before I leave.’ 

‘No panic. We’ve got nothing until the hospital records come through and the team track down Adam Fitzsimmons.’

Dawn was halfway to the exit, but stopped, turned and frowned at the Sergeant.

‘Did we get the background check on Roberto Garcia?’ 

‘He’s clean as a whistle.’ 

Dawn nodded.

‘Even so. Can you organise an interview with him? Usual stuff. Helping us with our enquiries. If he wants more, tell him we are following up on the sexual harassment allegations Hannah made and how they might fit into her death.’

‘You got it. I’ll call now.’ 

‘Thanks Ross.’ 

Dawn stepped into the foyer, waved to Burger at the counter, crossed to the exit and shoved the front door open into a sheet of heavy rain. 

Ryan’s car was all the way across the grass and halfway down the street. Fumbling in her pocket, she found the keys, then jumped as the glass door opened nearly hitting her in the back. 

‘Here Detective.’ Burger’s arm appeared, holding a police issue waterproof jacket. 

‘Thanks Burger. See you tomorrow.’ 

‘Safe travels Detective and give our best to Detective Ryan.’

‘Will do.’ 

Dawn shrugged into the jacket, jumped from the veranda and sprinted to her partner’s car, wondering all the way, how Burger knew where she was going to be tonight. 
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Dawn peered into the darkness as the windscreen wipers flashed across the glass. Her mind drifted to dinner with her family. Abby, all smiles and chatter about her day. Michael clearing the table and washing the dishes while Bella helped Abby get ready for bed. 

Dawn was getting used to having family around. Knowing the dinner conversation wouldn’t revolve around her work was comforting. Even Greta, the yappy Chihuahua was growing on her. 

Dawn backed off the accelerator as moonlight struck glistening water on the road. The car entered at speed. Dawn pressed the brakes but released them immediately when she realised how deep the water was. The Mustang aquaplaned, losing traction with the bitumen for a split second. 

Her heart raced, thumping in her ears. The car wheels grabbed once more. The vehicle straightened and Dawn puffed out a breath.

Her sister’s words repeated in her mind. 

“It’s too wet to drive that far.”

But Dawn went anyway. Now, as the rain began to ease, she allowed the tension in her shoulders to relax. Her eyes remained focussed on the road. Even after rain, the rivers, creeks and roadside gullies flowed over the road. 

Why did she decide to drive in such treacherous conditions? Ryan was out of danger. There was no need to hold his hand. He was a grown man and although he was her partner, it wasn’t permanent. He would be back in Cairns as soon as this case was over, and she’d be back renovating the family Queenslander. 

The road was deserted. No surprise given the conditions. She was now an hour south of Lakeview and radio reception was long gone. Dawn pressed a button on the stereo and waited for music to start. Clint rarely played music when she was in the car, so she didn’t know what style to expect. 

A familiar tune gripped Dawn’s heart. 

Torn. A song that dragged her mind back to the first few years after she ran away from Cooktown. Natalie Imbruglia’s chart-topping song was the anthem of Dawn’s life. 

One disastrous relationship after another. From her short-lived marriage to Declan Rossi, to now. Torn again by the broken pieces of her past. So damaged that most of the time, she couldn’t share her pain or worries with anyone. Like now. Why was she driving in the torrential rain to make sure with her own eyes that Clint Ryan was going to be alright?

His crystal blue eyes fill her mind, until headlights bearing down on her from behind, caught her attention. 

Reaching up, she adjusted the rear-view mirror, so the high beam wouldn’t blind her night vision. 

‘Bloody idiot.’ 

Ignoring the lights, she flicked a button to select the next song. The Prince hit gave a much lighter mood. Dawn opened her mouth to sing along, the lyrics forgotten as the headlights disappeared below the rear of the sports car. 

‘What the!’ 

Pressing the accelerator instinctively, she widened the gap between vehicles. The glaring high beam in her rear-view mirror made it difficult for her to focus on the slippery, treacherous road ahead. 

‘What’s your bloody problem?’ 

Dawn glanced in the rear-view mirror, trying to see the driver, or what make and model vehicle was sticking up her arse, but the high beam bearing down on her, made visibility impossible. 

A jumble of thoughts ran through her head. She’s in the middle of nowhere. Why would anyone be tailgating her out here? The road is dead straight. Why weren’t they overtaking her? 

The answer came as the headlights disappeared below the Mustang’s boot. The impact was hard and fast, sending Dawn’s head back into the seat with a thud. She gripped the steering wheel, desperately trying to keep the vehicle under control.

The force from the heavy truck behind sent the Mustang sliding on the hot, wet surface. Despite Dawn steering the vehicle away from the side of the road, it headed for the verge. The headlights behind her reappeared as her pursuer backed off. 

‘They think I’m done!’ She fought for control. ‘I’ll show them.’ 

Dawn’s foot hit the accelerator. Counter intuitive for most. What Dawn knew was that  the only way to gain traction is to power on and steer the car out of the slide. As soon as the tyres gripped, Dawn dropped the gears back and accelerated to gain some distance between her and her attacker. 

Adrenalin makes it difficult to focus on anything but staying alive. Dawn racks her brain for options. She’s out of phone and radio reception. All she has is the Mustang’s lights and sirens, and her weapon. 

As headlights bear down on her once more, she realises, she may not get the chance to use either. 

Who the hell is trying to run her off the road? And why? How did they know where to find her?

The impact to the rear of the Mustang whips Dawn’s head backwards again. Every muscle in her body is rigid as she flicks the automatic transmission down two gears and attempts to outrun her assailant. 

Headlights loom once more. The sound of breaking glass and bending metal vibrates in her chest as sweat breaks out from every pore. 

She’s going to die out here. He’s going to run her off the road and kill her. But why? 

Another thump to the rear of the vehicle sends the Mustang veering hard to the left. The steering wheel rips from Dawn’s hands. She struggles to regain control as a flash of metal in the Mustang’s headlights make her clench her jaw.

Reaching forward, she flicks the switch to activate the hidden lights in the Mustang’s grill. Red and blue strobe from the front of the car, highlighting the metal railing closing fast. Dawn grabs the wheel, dragging it to the right as the vehicle impacts the wall of metal. The only thing between her and the raging flood waters below. 

The siren blares as lights flash from red to blue. An eerie shadow looms against the concrete and metal wall. The Mustang slides along the barrier. Sparks fly into the air. Dawn tries to breathe as the metal railing crumples away. 

Her last thought is, how is she going to explain to her partner that his car is totalled?
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Voices invade Dawn’s dream. Her legs are wet, her chest constricted, yet she’s calm, cosy even. 

‘Dawn!’ 

The voice is close. Familiar. 

But someone else is talking. She can hear their voices in the distance as her chest grows wet. 

They’ll think it was an accident. Who drives in these conditions anyway?

But she’s a cop. Won’t they investigate? 

Don’t panic. We’ve got our alibis sorted.

A warm trickle rolls down her forehead and into her eyes as the siren squawks, gurgles and dies. 

Come on. Let’s get out of here.

‘Dawn. You’re okay. We’ve got you.’ 

Dawn’s eyes open to bright lights. She quickly closes them again. Her body is aching, except the right side of her face. Reaching out to touch it, she’s stopped as a hand catches hers midair. A voice she doesn’t recognise is speaking to her, but it’s hard to hear. Her ears won’t stop ringing. 

Turning toward the sound, she forces her eyes open once more, but only one seems to have vision. The familiar green overalls of a paramedic make her relax.  

‘I’ve given you a local anaesthetic. Nasty cut. We’ll have to stitch you up when we get you back to the hospital. Let me dress it for now.’

‘Someone ran me off the road.’ 

‘Guessed that.’ Ross’s voice is comforting, but she can’t see where he is. ‘Luckily, the police lights were still flashing, or we wouldn’t have found you.’ 

A shudder runs through her body as the early daylight filters in through the ambulance rear doors. 

‘What time is it?’ 

‘Time for you to rest.’

She struggles to rise.

‘I was targeted Ross.’ 

Ross’s hand gently eases her back onto the gurney.

‘Who knew where I was?’ 

‘The world functions without you for five minutes Grave.’ 

His use of her last name brings a level of authority to his words. 

‘I’ve got the team working on it now. Josie and her lawyer likely knew. Everyone was talking about you going to see Ryan.’

‘Why? What’s the big deal?’ 

Dawn sees Ross grin through her one good eye. The expression isn’t putting her at ease. 

‘And, I might have let it slip when I asked Roberto Garcia to come in today for an interview.’ 

Dawn rolls her eyes and regrets it immediately. The local anaesthetic is yet to take full effect. 

The paramedic pats her shoulder. 

‘We need to get you to the hospital Detective.’ 

‘Can I go home then?’ 

‘That’s up to the doctors.’

‘Can you take me to Cooktown Hospital?’ 

‘Afraid not. We’ve got you heading to Cairns.’ 

Dawn sighs. 

‘At least you’ll be able to finish that visit with Ryan you planned last night.’ 

Dawn’s hand snaps to her lips. 

‘Ryan. Is he okay?’ 

‘He’s the one who raised the alarm. You should have heard him on the phone last night.’

Dawn frowns. 

‘You told someone you planned to be there by 9.30. When you didn’t arrive, he phoned your sister, who phoned me, so I phoned him back and he was...’ 

‘I get it.’ Dawn lays back on the gurney. ‘Cairns it is then.’

‘I’ll follow along. You’re bloody lucky Dawn. That eyebrow might be the only injury.’

The paramedic prepares Dawn’s right arm for a canula. Ross squeezes Dawn’s free arm and rises to leave.

‘Ross.’ 

The sergeant turns back. 

‘Have we found anything on Roberto that links him to this?’ 

‘We have. He’s the doctor who signed all, not some, but all of the Ketamine drug requisitions that Josie signed.’

‘That’s not a coincidence.’ 

‘It isn’t, but so far, we’ve found nothing concrete to link either of them to our victims’ deaths.’ 

‘I heard voices after the car went into the water. Two men. We should try and link them to my accident. That will give us cause to pull phone records, get search warrants.’ 

Ross chuckles. 

‘Knew I wanted to keep you around for a reason.’
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Dawn closed her eyes against the bright light blaring in her face. 

‘Try not to squint.’ The ED doctor’s voice was calm. ‘You’re very lucky to still have an eye. This is going to leave a nasty scar, but I’ll refer you to a cosmetic surgeon if you like.’ 

Dawn went to shake her head in the negative but managed to stop herself. 

‘It can’t be that bad. It was only the airbag impact.’

‘The eyebrow is a hard, sharp bone with very little tissue surrounding it. It doesn’t take much of a hit to split it wide open.’ 

Dawn sighed. She had no intentions of taking time off to see a surgeon over a cut eyebrow. 

‘Just stitch me up doc so I can get back to work.’ 

Brown eyes regarded her from beyond the magnified light. 

‘Don’t let her out unless she’s fit for duty doc.’ 

Dawn’s skin tingled at the sound of her partner’s voice. She opened her left eye and glared at him. His smile hit her in the chest, causing her to hold her breath. 

‘Did that hurt?’ The doctor tapped the skin on her brow to check for sensitivity.

‘No. Trying not to move.’

‘You’re almost done.’ He turned to Ryan. ‘She’s about as lucky as they get mate and good to go as soon as I’m done.’

‘You’re sure.’ 

‘Wouldn’t let her out of ED if I wasn’t. Scans are clear. No broken bones. No signs of concussion.’

‘But she was out cold, trapped in a car half-submerged in water for hours.’

The doctor tied off the last stitch and shrugged. 

‘Some people are born lucky I guess.’

Dawn scoffed. Her life was far from lucky, but maybe the doctor was right. She caught Ryan’s eye. Could her luck have finally come good?

‘What are you doing out of bed anyway?’ 

Ryan waved a piece of paper in his hand. 

‘Seems we are both feeling the luck of the Irish this week Grave. I’ve got my marching orders.’

‘Bed rest though.’ 

Ryan shook his head and grinned. 

‘Not exactly the doctor’s orders, but I’ll be taking it easy at least until the stitches are out. Might chase up that other case we have on the go.’

Rick Constable and his brother-in-law. How did that case slip from her mind?

‘You’ve heard something?’

‘Got a local to do a drive by as promised. He’s found something of interest.’

The doctor wrapped the disposable suture kit in the blue and white absorbent paper, collected it from the stainless-steel trolley and tossed it in the bin. Then he rose from his wheelie stool and ushered Dawn from the narrow bed.

‘Time to move out Detective. I’ve got real patients to see.’ 

‘Sorry doc.’ Dawn shuffled past the doctor as he disposed of a syringe and medical clamp into the yellow sharps box on the wall. 

‘Thanks for this.’ Dawn resisted the urge to touch her brow. It was still numb, but she knew it was going to ache when the local anaesthetic wore off. 

‘I’d say anytime, but let’s not see you again Detective.’

‘That’s definitely the plan.’ 

Ryan offered Dawn his arm. 

‘Ross is waiting outside ED.’ 

‘I don’t need help walking Ryan. It was only a flesh wound.’ 

‘Maybe I do.’ His voice was a whisper. His expression serious. 

Dawn wrapped her arm around his waist as he leant against her. 

‘I thought you were good to go?’ 

‘I am.’

‘Then why are you leaning on me?’ 

Dawn studied his eyes as she guided him down the wide, white hallway. 

‘Because I can.’ 

The tiny curve of his lips was no mask for the discomfort in his eyes. Why was he leaving hospital when he wasn’t ready? 

‘You scared the crap out of me last night.’ 

Dawn’s chest tightened with his words. Their earlier conversation flooded back. The implication they needed to talk. She knew what his topic of conversation would be and she wasn’t ready for it.

‘Sorry about your car.’ 

Ryan laughed, then grabbed his right side. 

‘You know that’s not what I mean.’ 

They reached the automatic doors which swung open way too slowly. The humid air flowed in, oppressive and liberating all at the same time. 

The Sergeant waved from the pavement beyond. 

‘There’s Ross.’ Dawn lifted her left hand and waved. The other wrapped firmly around Ryan’s waist now. His weight leaning into her slowed her pace. 

‘Bring the car up Ross. He’s not as tough as he looks.’ 

Ross lifted his sunglasses. 

‘He doesn’t look tough at all. You sure you’re ready to be discharged Ryan?’ 

‘He’s sure. No point arguing with a stubborn detective Ross.’

‘You’d think I would have learnt by now.’ Ross retrieved his keys. ‘I’ll get the car. Wait here, both of you.’ 

Silence hung as Dawn gazed after Ross’s retreating back. Her mind raced with conversation options that didn’t involve their relationship. 

‘I’m not going to push you Dawn. We’ll get this case out the way. See if we can find the Senior Constable and his brother-in-law, but...’

He let the ultimatum go, but Dawn could hear it in his voice. He wasn’t going to wait forever. 

‘What did the country cop find?’

Ryan nodded at her conversation change. 

‘Rick’s car, abandoned on the outskirts of the Undara Lava Tube Park.’ 

‘Damn. Any signs of foul play?’ 

‘He’s sending me pictures and writing up a report today. In the meantime, the local SES are pretty thin on the ground out there, but the resort has some volunteers assisting with a search.’

‘Any sign of Jim Warren?’ 

Ryan shook his head as the police four-wheel-drive drew to a halt at the curb.

‘Nothing yet.’ 

Dawn assisted Ryan into the back seat, slammed the door and jumped into the front passenger’s seat.  

‘My phone died in the water. I’ll need to grab a new one before we leave Cairns.’ 

‘Already done. Check the glove box.’ Ross pointed, then put the car into gear. 

‘Thanks Ross.’ 

‘Got your old number reallocated. Let’s get back to Cooktown and see what the team has scraped together.’ He glanced at her as the Landcruiser left the hospital car park for the Captain Cook Highway. ‘You sure you’re up to this?’ 

‘Two guys shoved me off the road. They left me for dead Ross. If the water was any deeper, I’d have drowned. But in the darkness, they obviously didn’t realise the car didn’t fully submerge. 

Dawn’s heart hammered in her chest as she recalled the moment of impact. As water flowed over the vehicle’s windscreen, panic engulfed her. She could move her legs, so she wasn’t trapped, but to leave the vehicle in croc-infested waters during the wet season was suicide. 

As the car floated, she’d fought to remain calm. When the nose dipped and water flooded into the footwell, flowing over her feet and rising to her chest, emotional paralysis set in. 

Scenarios ran through her mind. 

Let the cabin flood, then open the door and swim out. But it was pitch black. No moonlight to see if a predator was only inches away. 

But to stay was to drown. 

There were worse ways to die, or so they said. But Dawn didn’t want to die. Not now that her family was back together. Not with a future in her hometown finally starting to develop. Not with Clint...

‘You okay? You’re a bit pale.’ 

Dawn shook the memory away at the sound of the Sergeant’s voice.

‘One of the voices I heard last night was familiar, but I can’t be sure. The other was very distinctive. I think if I hear it again, I’ll recognise it Ross. Have we found Adam Fitzsimmons yet?’

‘We have. We’ll bring him and Roberto Garcia in as soon as we get back.’ Ross patted her arm. ‘We might not be able to nail anyone for Hannah’s or Bridget’s murders yet, but whoever targeted you made a big mistake.’ 

Dawn thought about nothing else while she was stuck in the car praying for help to arrive. 

Luck was definitely with her. At least it was when the car settled on a submerged sandbar in the river. Trees prevented the crumpled Mustang from being swept into the deeper water and the vehicle was the safest place to wait for help. 

Despite the warm weather and tropical water, hypothermia didn’t allow her to stay awake. She was unconscious when they found her, and she was yet to hear the full story of her recovery. No doubt it would make for great conversation over beers when they finally solved this case. 

But now, as she considered what Ross said, she couldn’t help but wonder exactly why anyone would want her dead? Killing a detective wasn’t going to stop the investigation into Hannah’s or Bridget’s deaths or the animal smuggling.

No, there was another reason she was targeted. It felt personal. But that made no sense. Dawn was yet to meet Roberto Garcia or Adam Fitzsimmons. What would either of them have against her in particular?
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Silence filled the room as Dawn absorbed the report Reynolds handed her moments before. Ryan sat in the Sergeant’s high-back chair, rolled out by Jamison when the detective limped into the team room. 

She glanced his way. His frown mirrored her own. Her stomach tightened. Spinning back, she tapped the report and glared at Reynolds. 

‘Roberto Garcia is linked to Richardson. You’re absolutely sure about this?’ 

‘I’ve double checked. Garcia was on the guestlist for the art retreat last month.’

‘What on earth made you check that list?’ 

‘When you were on the way back from Cairns, Chung and I went to bring Garcia in for questioning, but he wasn’t at work. Staff were very obliging.’

Reynolds grinned. 

‘Opened up his office so we could do a search.’ 

‘How on earth did you manage that?’ 

Chung laughed. ‘She’s dating one of the nurses.’ 

‘Really!’ Dawn wasn’t surprised. Cooktown was small and Reynolds was attractive. 

‘Todd was very helpful.’ Reynolds batted her eyelashes. ‘Said technically the office wasn’t Roberto’s it was Queensland Health and we already had a warrant to access Queensland Health property and records from Josie’s house and the medical reports on Ketamine.’ 

‘Nice work Reynolds.’ Dawn turned to Ryan who winked. ‘What tipped you off in his office?’ 

‘Art. All over the walls. I recognised one of the pieces as Tina Farrell’s work.’ 

‘So you assumed a link to our not-so-friendly art dealer, come drug dealer?’ 

Dawn swallowed her frustration over last month’s case. Losing her murder suspect to the Australian Federal Police witness protection program so that the AFP could catch Richardson, was still a raw subject. 

‘Exactly. And the art retreat and yoga event from last month seemed like the first place to start searching for a connection. We still had the guest list on file.’

‘So.’ Dawn retrieved the sheet of paper from the manila folder, crossed to the whiteboard and stuck it up with a piece of Blu-tac. ‘Richardson was into human and drug trafficking. It makes perfect sense he added native animals to the list.’

‘Animal trafficking is lucrative,’ Ryan agreed. 

Dawn collected the whiteboard marker from the narrow strip below the board. 

‘Why steal Ketamine then? Why not use Richardson’s drugs.’

Ryan winced as he rose from Ross’s office chair. Dawn noticed Jamison steadying it with his foot and gave him a nod.

‘We ran him out of town last month. Maybe Ketamine was the back-up option.’ 

‘Maybe.’ Dawn chewed the marker as Ryan limped closer. 

‘Either way, it seems targeting you could be linked to Richardson. He might be making it personal. He did send his Indonesian cleaner after you and Tina Farrell.’ 

Dawn tapped the marker on her top lip. 

‘We need to keep this quiet. If AFP gets wind that Roberto is linked to Richardson’s operation, they’ll whisk another suspect out from under us.’ 

Ryan nodded. 

‘I agree. Constable Craig got a slap on the wrist and a new identity for rolling over on Richardson. Still, AFP is no closer to catching the bastard.’ 

‘You don’t suppose Richardson is back in town?’ Dawn wondered aloud.

Ryan pursed his lips. Or was it a grimace? ‘I doubt it.’ He held his side and cringed. ‘But if Roberto Garcia, and maybe Cesar are in cahoots with him, we’ll need to catch them on murder before the AFP finds out.’ 

Dawn shoved the lid on the whiteboard marker. 

‘Find Adam Fitzsimmons and bring Cesar back in. Maybe he can help us find his brother. And get Josie Fitzsimmons into protective custody.’

Sergeant Martin rose from the corner of Reynolds’ desk. 

‘She’s still in lock-up here, unless something has changed in the last few hours. She’s not made bail yet.’

‘Good.’ Dawn tossed the whiteboard marker on the closest desk. ‘I’ll find out if she knows where her son is, before we have another body on our hands.’ 

‘I’ll sit this one out.’ Ryan lowered himself gingerly into the chair once more. ‘Need to chase up the Undara report.’ 

‘Good idea. You need to rest anyway.’ Dawn turned to Reynolds and Chung. ‘You two do some leg work and see if you can find Fitzsimmons and Roberto Garcia.’

Turning, she pointed to Jamison who still hovered near Ryan like a nursemaid. 

‘Bring Cesar back in. Don’t tell him we have suspicions about his brother. His RAM is with forensics still, so find out who else owns a four-wheel drive. I swear the vehicle that drove me off the road was big enough to be another RAM or similar.’

‘On it.’ Jamison patted Ryan’s shoulder. ‘Can I get you anything Detective?’ 

Ryan grinned, opened his mouth to ask for something, but she interrupted. 

‘You do policing Jamison and leave the nursing to me.’ 

Ryan lifted an eyebrow. Dawn shook her head, knowing full well what was running through his mind. 

Ross stepped forward. 

‘I’ll sort him out Grave. You interview Josie Fitzsimmons again.’ 

Ryan pouted. Dawn laughed. Constable Burger’s head ducked around the corner of the hallway. 

‘Boss. I think you need to come out front.’ 

Sergeant Martin strode toward the new officer.

‘What is it, Burger?’ 

‘Adam Fitzsimmons has rocked up to reception.’ 

‘Well don’t leave him standing out there, Burger. Bring him into Interview Room One.’ 

The young constable half saluted.

‘Yes Boss.’ 

Dawn heard his footsteps racing down the hallway as she drew a measured breath. 

‘A walk-in. I wasn’t expecting that.’ 

‘Roberto Garcia might not have been either.’ Ryan used the chair-arms to rise.

Dawn gently pressed his shoulder. ‘Where do you think you’re going?’ 

‘To interview Fitzsimmons with you.’ 

Her hand hovered on his shoulder, then she released her grip. 

‘Okay, but take it easy. Don’t get too excited or you might burst a stitch or something.’ 

Ryan rolled his lips, suppressing a smile. As he rose, she heard him whisper. 

‘It might be worth it.’ 

There was no doubt in her mind he wasn’t talking about the excitement of an interview with a suspect. 
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Dawn’s blood ran cold as soon as Adam Fitzsimmons opened his mouth. She was on her feet, leaning over the table before realising she was moving. 

‘You little bastard. You ran me off the road.’ 

Fitzsimmons scrambled back in his chair, arms up, eyes wide. 

‘I wasn’t driving.’ 

‘Who was?’ 

‘I told him you were a cop, and this was all wrong.’ 

Ryan’s hand touched hers.  

She sucked in air through her nostrils, trying desperately to calm her heartrate. Slowly, she lowered herself back into the plastic chair and dragged it toward the desk. 

‘Attempted murder of a cop is bad Fitzsimmons, but premeditated murder of Hannah Paddock and the deliberate overdosing of Bridget Smith will see you spend the rest of your life in prison.’ 

‘I haven’t killed anyone. That’s why I’m here. My mum’s lawyer called me last night. After...’

‘After you ran me off the road.’ 

‘I wasn’t driving.’ Tension strained at the corner of his eyes. ‘He’ll kill me if I talk, but I wasn’t going to let mum take the fall for any of this.’

‘Any of what?’ 

Fitzsimmons scratched the side of his forehead, then behind his ear. 

‘When the lawyer rang, he told me you were found, alive.’ 

‘Fitzsimmons. Your only hope is to tell us what you know. We have forensic evidence of animal smuggling. We have proof you were driving Cesar Garcia’s RAM the day Hannah Paddock was shot dead.’ It wasn’t technically true. They knew he borrowed the car. There was nothing putting him in the driver’s seat. 

‘My team are searching for any weapons at your residence, a .44 calibre in particular.’ 

‘I didn’t kill Hannah. And would never hurt Bridget. I loved her.’

‘Who was driving the four-wheel-drive that hit me last night Adam?’ 

He buried his face in his hands. Dawn changed tack.

‘You gave Bridget a rare snake Adam.’ His face remained in his hands. ‘Was that when Bridget worked out you were involved in smuggling?’

A creased brow and squinting eyes met with Dawn’s. 

‘I told her not to.’

‘Not to what?’

‘Bridget needed money. She wanted to study. To leave Cooktown. To make something of herself. I offered to give her some of what I was earning.’ 

Dawn glanced at Ryan. He remained silent. Dawn turned back to her suspect. 

‘What did you tell her not to do Adam?’

He wiped his hand down his face. 

‘She stalked mum. Followed her every move. Took photos.’

‘We found photos in her room, but there was nothing in them to incriminate anyone Adam.’

‘She exchanged them, for money.’ 

‘Blackmail?’

Adam nodded. 

‘Did Hannah know?’

Adam’s eyes said he had no idea.

‘Who was she blackmailing? Roberto?’ 

He shook his head. Dawn’s stomach knotted. 

‘You said you were here to protect your mum Adam.’

‘She wouldn’t.’

‘Then tell me who was driving the truck last night.’

‘I can’t. He’ll kill me.’

Adam slumped down on the table, face hidden between crossed forearms. 

She glanced at Ryan. They both knew they weren’t getting any more out of him today.

‘We’ll keep you in custody, for your own protection. Your mum too, for now. But you’ll need to give me more than you have Adam, or I’ll let you both out on bail and whoever is trying to hurt you, will have free rein.’ 

‘You wouldn’t.’ 

‘You don’t give me a lot of choice. Witness protection requires information. Your crimes so far don’t require incarceration prior to a trial.’ 

‘I’m a high risk of fleeing.’ 

Dawn laughed. 

‘Last time we checked your bank account you weren’t.’ 

‘Please. You have to protect us.’ 

The pleading in his voice. The expression on his face. Dawn’s heart ached, but she wasn’t lying. They couldn’t hold them for long with what they had. 

‘Think about talking Adam. It might be your only chance.’ 

She opened the interview room door. Ryan joined her in the hallway. 

‘You didn’t ask him for an alibi. You don’t think he killed them?’ 

‘No. I heard them talking when they ran me off the road. They both have alibis set ready to go for last night. And you’re right. I don’t think he killed either of them. Josie definitely drove Hannah’s car back to town, but nothing points to either of them being involved in murder.’ 

‘We still haven’t tied Hannah to any of them. No murder weapon. No witnesses.’

Dawn nodded agreement as she strode toward the team room. 

‘We need rosters, and alibis checked for both Roberto and Cesar for when I was run off the road. Cesar’s car was in Cairns. But that doesn’t mean he wasn’t driving a different vehicle. And Roberto has gone missing. He’s the one with links to organised crime. But something isn’t adding up. Are we chasing the right brother?’

‘The link to Richardson can’t be ignored.’ 

‘He’s a local doctor. Doctors have money. Money buys art. Tina Farrell’s work is hardly in the million-dollar price tag. We need to find out where Cesar was before he came to Australia.’

‘That might flag with AFP.’

Dawn sighed. 

‘It’s a risk we’ll have to take to find a killer.’ 
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Dawn entered the team room to find Reynolds scrambling through paperwork on her desk. 

She glanced up as Dawn drew alongside her, then snatched a piece of paper and waved it frantically in the air. 

‘What’s up Reynolds?’ 

‘Cesar wasn’t at work. No one has seen him since 4.00 p.m. yesterday.’ She squeezed past Dawn and rushed to the whiteboard. ‘And, this is Roberto’s roster from last night. According to it, he was on shift in Emergency, and I checked with Todd...’ 

Reynolds scribbled details onto the whiteboard from the piece of paper in her hand. ‘He was called into theatre at eight twenty-five for an emergency appendectomy and didn’t finish up until after ten.’ 

‘So he couldn’t have been driving the vehicle that forced me from the road.’ Dawn sank to the edge of Jamison’s desk. 

‘And.’ Chung’s voice made Dawn spin around. 

‘What?’ 

‘The travel documents are in for Cesar. His passport was scanned into Brisbane airport as entering from Indonesia when he came out on the working visa.’

‘Has he travelled out of the country since?’ 

Chung shook his head. 

‘Nope. Can’t while he’s on a working visa. Without residency, he’ll not necessarily get back in.’ 

‘Okay. So where did he come from before Indonesia?’

‘He came and went from Indonesia multiple times. Each time, he travelled to Hong Kong, or Singapore.’ 

She turned to Ryan.

‘Perfect locations to find buyers for illegally smuggled animals.’ 

‘And the cocaine trade,’ Ryan added.

‘So Cesar is our man?’ Dawn rubbed her chin. ‘But he has an alibi for Hannah’s murder.’ 

Jamison rummaged through his notes. ‘Airtight too. Three staff and two patrons agree he was working.’

‘So who killed Hannah?’ Dawn turned slowly, hoping someone would speak up. ‘Don’t be shy. Any theory, let’s hear it.’ 

Jamison raised his hand slightly.

‘Maybe Roberto. He killed Hannah and Cesar killed Bridget?’ 

Dawn’s instincts were gnawing at her. 

‘None of that makes sense. Bridget, maybe. Seems she was getting blackmail money from Cesar or Josie. But dead bodies tend to raise a lot of unwanted attention. Especially cold blooded, blow-your-face-off types of murder. Organised hits get buried. Not left in the open.’

Dawn scanned the faces once more. Her eyes resting on Ryan whose lips curled slightly.

‘You’ve got a theory?’ 

‘No. Nothing concrete. But we are missing something. In fact,’ Dawn ran her fingers through her overgrown mop of hair, ‘we are missing a lot of somethings.’

She pointed to Jamison. ‘Did anything come up in the phone records?’ 

Jamison lifted a pile of printed phone records, all marked with coloured tabs. 

‘Hannah and Bridget called each other daily. Until Hannah left her phone with Fay Scheer, and calls from Bridget went unanswered. All except on Sunday morning, when the call was answered. And there was an outgoing text Sunday morning too.’ 

‘Sunday morning. But Hannah visited the Scheer property Friday. She was due in Hopevale Saturday. She was dead no later than midday Saturday. Would Fay Scheer have taken a call from Bridget?’ 

Jamison answered with a shrug, then carried on with his report.

‘There are also calls to Hannah’s phone from a prepaid SIM.’

‘Was that before or after Fay Scheer got the phone?’ 

Jamison scanned his coloured tabs, then glanced up.

‘They were late last week.’

‘So likely after Fay Scheer got Hannah’s phone.’ 

A thought popped into Dawn’s head as her mobile buzzed in her pocket. She retrieved it, checked the caller ID and pointed at Jamison before answering. 

‘See if we can get a location on where that last text was sent from. Trace where that prepaid SIM was purchased too. And keep searching those phone records. Mrs Smith’s, Bridget’s and now we have a warrant for Roberto’s and Cesar’s.’

‘You got it.’ Jamison plonked down at his desk as Dawn answered the call. 

‘Greg. Tell me you have something new.’

‘A bit stuck then?’

Dawn puffed out her breath, 

‘You have no idea.’

‘In that case, I might be your favourite man for the day.’ 

Dawn’s eyes glanced toward Ryan, standing over Reynolds’ desk discussing something likely not related to the case—judging by the Constable’s wide smile.

‘Greg. When you call me, I know you’re going to be the man of the hour.’ 

Ryan turned toward her, a frown creasing his brow. Was it because the pathologist was calling with evidence? Or was it her compliment?

‘Bridget Smith’s tox-screen flagged up. There wasn’t enough Ketamine in her system for an OD. So we sped up the autopsy.’ 

Dawn held her breath.

‘She didn’t die of an overdose Dawn. Bridget Smith died of an anaphylactic reaction to the Ketamine.’ 

‘It was an accident?’ 

‘Seems to be the case. The question you get to answer is whether it was self-inflicted or someone else was involved.’ 

Dawn heard computer keys tapping down the line. 

‘I’m sending you the complete report but there were signs of asphyxiation we missed earlier on. There was no petechial haemorrhage, but we checked the trachea. There was inflammation. Her airway would have closed over.’ 

‘Any indication she was relocated to the front porch after she died?’ 

‘None. Lividity was consistent with how the paramedics found her. Obviously by the time we got there her position was slightly different, but everything points to her collapsing on the front doorstep.’

‘That’s horrible. A few more minutes and she could have raised the alarm.’

‘Looks like it.’ 

‘Any idea how long between when the drug was administered and when she collapsed?’

‘Maximum fifteen minutes. But she couldn’t have driven a car in that state.’ 

‘So she was close by when she took the drug?’

‘That’s my assumption, but someone may have driven her home, not realising she was ill.’

‘Thanks Greg. Anything new on the Hannah Paddock death?’ 

‘Gleeson is going over the vehicles again as we speak. Maybe she’ll find something.’

‘Thanks. See ya.’

‘When are you back in Cairns, minus the ED visit? It would be nice to catch up for a drink.’ 

Dawn had skirted around the flirty doctor’s invitation often over the past few months. She glanced toward her partner, whose eyes were fixed on her. 

‘Nothing planned, but I’ll let you know if I do.’ 

Dawn ended the call before Greg could press her any further. As she slipped the phone back into her pocket, she turned to face the team. 

‘Jamison. Stay on those phone records.’ She pointed to Reynolds. ‘I want to know who Bridget knew within a five-minute walk of her home.’ 

‘What’s up?’ Ryan crossed the room with tentative steps, his hand holding his ribs.

‘Your pain medication is wearing off. I’ll take you to the homestead.’

‘I’ll stay here.’ 

‘No, Bella is expecting you.’ 

Ryan rolled his eyes. 

‘What did Greg say?’

‘Bridget Smith died of an anaphylactic reaction to the Ketamine.’ 

‘And why the five-minute walk?’ 

‘Because she walked home, or was dropped off shortly after the drug was administered or she would have died where she took it. There were no signs she was moved.’ 

‘Josie Fitzsimmons lives within that distance, and she is the Ketamine source.’ 

‘And that’s where I’m starting. As soon as I get you settled with Bella.’
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Bella wrapped a blanket around Ryan’s knees as she settled him on the outdoor lounge, a cup of tea in his hands. 

‘Now you rest there, Detective.’ 

Rusty snuggled up alongside Ryan’s legs, his dark brown worried eyes staring up as he whimpered softly.

Dawn smiled as Bella shuffled down the decking and opened the screen door. As soon as she was out of sight, Ryan dragged the blanket back and sighed. 

‘Seems Abby isn’t the only one who can’t stop calling you Detective.’ 

Ryan shrugged. 

‘You can’t stop calling me Ryan, so...’

Her partner’s pout made her roll her lips to stifle a giggle.

‘I have to go but you’ve got your phone so you can follow up on Rick and his brother-in-law. I’ll be back later to see how you are going and give you an update on the case.’

‘Don’t go out of your way.’ 

Dawn studied him a moment. Now wasn’t the time to discuss personal matters. Bella would be bustling back any moment with the chicken soup she promised. But Dawn knew this moment couldn’t be left hanging.

She stepped around Rusty and sat down next to her partner.

‘The last few days have been stressful. We both nearly died. I get that you want to talk, and we will, but Clint.’ 

His eyes fixed on hers. A hint of a smile touched his lips. 

‘I need more time. You know my past. You know how hard this is.’ 

He reached out for her hand. 

‘And I’ll wait. If you don’t keep shutting me out.’ 

Dawn’s eyes focussed on his hand, squeezing hers, but the blur of tears threatened to flood free. She squeezed back, then rose. 

‘I don’t mean to, and I’ll try not to.’

‘Promise.’ 

Dawn smiled at his child-like tone. 

‘Promise.’ 

The screen door swung open to reveal Bella, carrying a tray laden with food, Greta one step behind. 

The little Chihuahua growled, then yapped at Ryan as Bella approached. 

‘I’ll leave you to it.’ 

She strode along the wrap-around veranda toward the front stairs as Rusty growled protectively. Greta stopped her yapping for the first time since Bella arrived. 

Dawn smiled as she took the stairs two at a time. As she started the car, her mind was already occupied with solving the death of two women. Did Hannah die because she knew who was behind the animal smuggling? The more Dawn thought about it, the more she was sure the young nurse’s death might be unrelated. 

The body was found in a remote area, beyond the Trevathan Falls. Roberto and Cesar were not born locally. Why would they choose this location to kill Hannah? No matter which way she thought about it, killing someone who would be missed, was not the organised crime way and leaving Hannah in the open was even less likely to be a professional hit. 

Even the case last month that uncovered Richardson’s illegal trade wasn’t a hit. It was a stupid young man in love, who thought he needed to protect Tina Farrell. 

Drawing attention to smuggling was the last thing Roberto or Cesar would want. And Roberto had been living in Australia for two decades. Cesar was the one who travelled. None of this was adding up. 

Dawn parked her old mustard-coloured Datsun as raindrops splattered on her windscreen. Hurrying, she retrieved an old coat from the back seat, jumped out and rushed down the concrete as the rain intensified. 

Rushing inside, she skirted around someone at the counter, waved, then heard the buzz to indicate the door was unlocked. 

Entering the hall, she turned right and tapped on the Sergeant’s door. 

‘Enter.’ 

Dawn opened the door to find Ross on his feet. 

‘Let’s get this interview started then.’ 

Dawn returned the eager grin on his lips. 

‘You saw Greg’s report then?’ 

‘Certainly did. Reynolds told me your theory about Josie Fitzsimmons. It makes sense. She likely supplied the Ketamine, even if Bridget didn’t take it at her house.’ 

‘We need to get Gleeson back up here to go through that house with a fine-tooth comb. We are missing something.’ 

‘I’ve requested forensics, but Gleeson is busy.’

‘Doing what?’ 

‘They’ve found blood in the back of Hannah Paddock’s car.’

‘What? How did they miss that?’ 

‘It’s only a speck. But Bridget’s death made Gleeson wonder if she missed something. She stripped the car back to bare bones when she finished with the RAM and found blood.

‘So maybe the victim’s car was used to dump her body after all?’ 

‘Exactly. And Josie is the one who moved the car.’ Ross held the door handle to Interview Room One. You ready?’ 

He passed her a file. Dawn flicked it open, studied the contents a moment, then nodded.

‘Let’s go.’ 

Cold air pumped from the air-conditioning duct, misting in the moist air as Dawn settled into the chair opposite Josie Fitzsimmons. 

Ross flicked the recording equipment on, reached for a notepad and sat back to let Dawn take the lead. 

It was strange not having Ryan alongside her now. In Adelaide, she conducted interviews with any number of detectives, but she didn’t work with one in particular. Since moving back to Cooktown, Ryan had become her only partner. 

She missed him. 

‘Josie.’ 

The nurse glanced up with dull eyes. Her ash-blonde hair was more grey than blonde today and the defiant shoulders sagged forward.

‘We have news, and I don’t think you’re going to like it.’

‘What do you want now?’

‘I want to know if it was an accident or not?’

‘What?’ 

‘Bridget’s death.’ 

The nurse’s shoulders drew back. Her eyes grew wary. 

‘Does Adam know?’

‘What are you talking about?’ 

Dawn gauged if the denial was genuine or not. 

‘Bridget didn’t die of a Ketamine overdose.’ 

Josie frowned, sat back in her seat and crossed her arms, but remained silent. 

‘If only you’d kept her at your house a while, you could have saved her.’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’ 

‘We have a forensic team on the way to search your house. I’m sure we’ll find the Ketamine, or a syringe, or maybe even Bridget’s DNA.’

‘Bridget was always visiting Hannah.’ The nurse’s eyes darted from Dawn to Ross. ‘What is going on?’ 

‘You gave Bridget a hit of Ketamine. I don’t know why. Maybe to take the edge off her sorrow over Hannah’s death. Maybe she was an addict, but we have no indication of that from our pathologist.’ 

‘I did nothing of the sort.’

‘You admit to taking the Ketamine from the hospital.’

Her head shook from side to side. 

‘I’d like you to call my lawyer. You’re not supposed to question me without her being here.’ 

Dawn leant forward and kept her tone as calm and sincere as possible. 

‘I think it was an accident. How could you have known Bridget would have an anaphylactic reaction to the Ketamine? It’s so rare.’

Dawn glanced at Ross. 

‘What did the coroner’s report say? Less than one in twenty thousand.’ 

Ross nodded. 

‘The only problem is, it’s still manslaughter. You’re responsible for Bridget’s death, but I might be able to make that charge go away.’

Josie’s hands wrung in her lap. Her eyes frantically hopped from Dawn to Ross, who nodded in the affirmative. 

‘But I need to know why you went and picked up Hannah’s car on Sunday? And who was driving the RAM when you did?’ 

‘I had nothing to do with Hannah’s death.’ 

‘I believe you Josie.’

‘Neither did Adam. All we did was go and get the car.’ 

‘Where did you pick the car up from Josie?’ 

‘The Trevathan Falls parking area.’ 

Dawn glanced at Ross who nodded he thought she was good to cut to the chase, something she usually relied on her partner to do.

‘I want to help you, Josie. To do that. I need to know a few things. Can you help me out?’

The woman’s tough persona from day one was gone. Her shoulders sagged. Her eyes avoided Dawn’s. 

She nodded. 

‘Can you speak for the recording?’

‘Yes. I don’t want to go to jail. I didn’t mean to hurt Bridget. I was trying to make her feel better. Her friend was dead.’ 

‘We understand. How did you know Hannah’s car was out at the falls? Did Roberto, or Cesar tell you to go out and get it?’ 

Josie’s head snapped up. Confusion filled her features. 

‘No. They didn’t...’ She shook her head to stop herself from saying more about the Garcia brothers. ‘It was a phone call. I don’t know who from. He told me it was there.’ 

‘A man. Young or old?’ 

Josie shrugged her shoulders. 

‘I don’t know. It’s hard to tell on the phone, but not old.’ 

‘What time did you get the call?’ 

‘Early Sunday morning.’

‘How early?’

‘I don’t know. About 5.00 a.m.’

‘Why go get the car and not let anyone know Hannah was missing?’ 

‘Because I was afraid.’

‘Afraid of Roberto? Cesar?’ 

Josie’s head shook vigorously. 

‘Who Josie. Who were you afraid of?’ 

The woman swallowed.

‘There’s no deal without this Josie. I need to know who told you to get the car. 

Josie’s chest rose and fell. 

Dawn’s hands were sweating despite the cold air floating down over the room. She suppressed the temptation to speak into the silence. 

‘Les Richardson.’ 

The words were barely audible. But the name hit Dawn in the guts like a Karate kick. Richardson was the one that got away.

‘So Richardson ordered you to pick up Hannah’s car?’ 

‘No. I got Adam to help me because I didn’t want him to find out that Hannah was sniffing around the operation.’ 

‘And who is involved in the operation Josie?’ 

Josie’s eyes left Dawn’s and landed in her lap once more. Sitting rigid, hands gripped together, knuckles white, she shook her head vigorously.

‘I can’t tell you.’

‘Then I can’t get you the protection you need.’

Dawn slapped her hands on the table and loomed over the woman. The broad-shouldered matronly nurse cowered in her shadow. 

‘Witness protection is at the discretion of the Australian Federal Police Josie. Only the AFP can offer it. And they only do so when a witness has vital information regarding organised crime.’

She shook her head. 

‘Are Roberto and Cesar involved in this?’ 

‘Not Roberto. He has no idea what his...’ She bit her lip. 

‘His brother is involved in? Is that what you were going to say Josie?’

She nodded. 

‘For the recording Josie.’ 

‘Yes. Cesar is Richardson’s man, but he wouldn’t have killed Hannah.’ 

‘I’m inclined to believe you.’ Dawn sat back down. 

Josie’s eyes lifted. The creases in her brow intensified but she remained silent.

‘I’ll make a call. See if I can get the AFP onboard. They are keen to tie up their case on Richardson so you might have bought yourself a one-way ticket to freedom.’ 

‘And Adam?’ 

‘That I can’t promise.’ Dawn rose.

‘Then give him the ticket.’ 

Dawn reached for the file, her heart aching with the knowledge that the AFP wouldn’t necessarily take Adam into their program. He wasn’t a minor. If Josie held the greater knowledge, it would be her they would want to protect. 

‘I’ll do all I can Josie. But you need to start talking. I’ll send another officer in to join Sergeant Martin to take your full statement. I’ll make a few calls.’ 
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Dawn slammed the phone down. Reynolds, Jamison and Chung all glanced up at the sound, despite the glass wall separating them. 

Sergeant Martin appeared in her doorway. 

‘I take it the AFP are on the way.’ 

‘Sergeant Anderson is inbound, but he’s told me to back off Cesar.’

‘You don’t think Cesar killed Hannah, so what’s the problem?’ 

Dawn’s nostrils flared. 

‘I’m not a fan of being told what to do.’

Ross chuckled. 

‘I’ve noticed.’ He strolled into her office, eyes scanning the room. ‘You might want to decorate.’ 

Dawn nodded but said nothing.

‘I’ve got Jamison to find that incoming call Josie mentioned.’ 

‘Thanks Ross.’ Dawn rubbed her eyes before rising. ‘I still don’t understand who would want to kill Hannah Paddock. If it’s not about the smuggling, what’s the motive? And our timeline isn’t adding up.’

‘In what way?’

Dawn wished Clint was there to toss ideas around with. 

‘Donny Scheer claims he saw Josie out at Trevathan Saturday, but Josie just admitted to collecting Hannah’s car on Sunday.’

‘Let’s go over the timeline again.’

Dawn joined him at the door. 

‘Did Ryan tell you about Rick’s car?’ 

Ross nodded. 

‘Let’s focus on one case at a time. You need to trust detective Ryan to get to the bottom of Fraser’s death. He’s a good detective.’ 

‘I know. I just don’t...’ 

‘Like not being in control.’ Ross finished her sentence. 

Jamison leapt from his seat as Dawn entered the team room. 

‘Local phone box.’ 

Dawn frowned. 

‘The call to Josie Fitzsimmons’ phone came from the local phone box.’ 

Dawn sighed. 

‘Untraceable then?’ 

‘Not necessarily. Chung is pulling CCTV footage from the post office across the road. It’s one of the few we have in town.’ 

‘Did we have the CCTV footage from the ATM yet?’ 

Chung glanced up, his fingers still typing rapidly. 

‘Yep. All ATM deposits were done by Bridget Smith. Two in person deposits were from Adam Fitzsimmons.’ 

‘That supports Lorraine Smith’s account.’ 

‘Seems to.’ Ross picked up the whiteboard marker and noted the recent details on the board. 

‘Did the posters about Hannah include a description of her car?’ 

‘Yep, and a photo.’ Reynolds handed Dawn a copy from her desk. 

‘Is it on the Crime Stoppers website?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Okay.’ Dawn’s phone pinged. She glanced at the screen to see a message from Gleeson.

Check your email.

‘Looks like forensics have an update.’ Dawn rounded Reynolds’ desk and waved the constable away from the computer keyboard. ‘Let’s see what they’ve found.’ 

Dawn scrolled through the report, speed reading, trusting her brain to recognise important details.

‘A small amount of blood was found in the victim’s car.’ Dawn glanced up. ‘They are waiting on DNA, but it’s a type match for Hannah Paddock.’

Reynolds tapped her pen on her lip and rolled her chair closer to the screen.

‘If there is only a small amount of blood, how can we be sure the victim didn’t recently cut herself?’

‘We can’t but Hannah died between the early hours of Saturday morning and midday. She was out at the Scheer property Friday afternoon. Where was her car between Friday night and being picked up by Josie after 5.00 a.m. Sunday morning?’

‘What about this?’ Reynolds pointed her pen at the screen. 

Dawn frowned at the screen. 

‘Animal fur?’ 

‘Waiting on a breed match,’ Reynolds added.

Dawn scrolled the mouse. 

‘Oh my god Tammy. You could have led with that.’

‘What!’ Reynolds’ eyes flicked back to the screen.

‘They’ve reconstructed the victim’s skull, as best they could, but it’s revealed a second bullet wound.’ 

‘How the...’ Ross scratched his head with the whiteboard marker.

‘I have no idea, but they believe a .22 calibre bullet struck the victim before the .44,’

Reynolds huffed. 

‘So we’ve been looking for the wrong weapon.’

Sergeant Martin handed the whiteboard marker to Dawn. ‘I’ll make a call to the local radio and news outlets. We need to get the word out. Hopefully someone saw the victim’s car between Friday night and Sunday morning.’ 

‘We have a forensic team going through Josie Fitzsimmons’ place now, but I’m not expecting to find any connection to Hannah’s murder there.’ Dawn turned to Jamison. 

‘You keep going over phone records. Chung, stay on the CCTV footage. Check any other cameras for Hannah Paddock’s car movements between ...’ A thought hit Dawn. ‘Actually, go back to the afternoon before.’ 

‘Friday?’ Chung clarified. 

‘Yes. Friday.’ 

‘What about me?’ Reynolds rolled her chair under her desk. 

‘You can come with me. We need to go back to our crime scene and find a .22 round.’

‘What if we can’t?’

‘Then our crime-scene could have been staged. In which case, we still don’t have a primary crime-scene.’ 
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Reynolds steered the police four-wheel-drive over an exposed tree root, down into the shallow creek bed. Water flowed against the wheels and fanned out over the bonnet, hitting the windscreen like a rogue wave.

Reynolds flicked the wipers on a moment, then switched them off. 

‘Where is our crime scene likely to be if not out here?’ 

‘I don’t know Reynolds. But this is remote. The tourists know about the Falls, but where we found the victim was off the regular trails. If the couple that found the body hadn’t wandered from the path, Hannah’s body might not have been found for years.’ 

‘So you think it was a local?’ 

The police UHF crackled incoherently. Dawn turned the volume down. 

‘I do. And Cesar Garcia isn’t a local.’

‘If our victim wasn’t killed because of the smuggling operation, what’s our motive?’ 

‘I don’t know. The murder scene hinted at a professional hit, but then the body wasn’t disposed of professionally. Now we have two different calibre bullets used, it’s even more unlikely. I think we are looking for a personal motive.’ 

‘Do you think Richardson took it personally after our last case and wanted to run you off the road to get you out of his way?’ 

‘It’s possible.’

‘Do cops become targets for organised crime often?’ 

‘More often than we like to think about.’

‘But the investigation goes on regardless.’ 

‘It does. Maybe it’s about sending a message. Or maybe they think they have so much power they can do whatever they want.’

‘That’s not a nice thought.’ 

Dawn shrugged. 

‘It’s part of the job. If you want to make detective someday, you better reconcile the thought.’ 

Reynolds smiled. 

‘You think I can make detective one day?’ 

‘If you want it enough. You’ll need to force your way through the macho walls. They are a little thinner than they used to be. You’ll need to prove you’ve got what it takes. But yes, I think you’ve got the guts for it.’ 

The grin remained as Reynolds navigated the four-wheel-drive over a mound of dirt, between large granite boulders and parked at the side of a turnaround area. 

‘How are we going to find a single shell or slug in such a large area?’

Dawn stepped out, rounded the vehicle and opened the rear barn doors to reveal a metal detector.

‘With this?’ She lifted it out, along with a backpack.

‘I always wanted to go gold prospecting.’ Reynolds slipped the backpack over her shoulders and slammed the barn doors, then clicked the key fob to lock the vehicle. 

‘Hopefully we can find the bullet that actually killed Hannah. Then we’ll have the ballistics to run.’ 

‘We need a suspect to get a warrant to check that though.’

‘True.’ Dawn guided them away from the Falls toward the clearing where their victim was found. 

‘How is Detective Ryan going?’ 

Reynolds’ choice of small-talk wasn’t subtle. 

‘He’s good. Mending quickly, but he is resting at my sister’s place. I knew I couldn’t trust him to stay still at his place.’

‘I thought it was your place too?’ 

Dawn contemplated how she should answer the loaded question. Was it her place too? Technically no. She stayed there, sometimes. But it wasn’t permanent or intimate and she didn’t own the place. 

‘Let’s stay focussed.’ Dawn offered as they clambered down the embankment toward the location Hannah’s body was recovered from.

The clearing wasn’t large, but the spindly grass and tall rock faces with crevices and grooves were going to make their search longer than she wanted. 

Two hours later, Dawn lifted her sweaty shirt from her skin and turned the metal detector off. 

‘That’s it. We’ve covered every square centimetre of the place.’ She glanced down at the stow of metal objects collected together on a flat rock. A range of coins, two bottle openers and various beer cans were the sum of their horde. 

‘Do you want me to bag it all up?’ 

‘Better, just in case. I don’t think she was murdered with a bottle opener though.’ 

Reynolds chuckled.

‘Let’s get back to the station. See if Chung has the post office footage of the pay phone yet.’

As Dawn opened the rear doors to stow their gear, the squelch of the radio caught her attention. Despite turning it down earlier, the tone of the voice on the other end made her skin break out in goose bumps. 

‘This is Detective Grave. Say again.’ 

‘About time.’ 

Dawn recognised Sergeant Martin’s voice. 

‘I was about to send a unit out to get you.’ 

‘What’s up?’ 

‘Got urgent updates to follow up on.’ 

‘Roger that. On our way.’ 

Twenty minutes later Dawn scanned the report and desperately tried to close her mouth. Finally, she turned to Sergeant Martin. 

‘Is this right?’ 

He nodded emphatically. 

‘I double checked. Greg said the texture of the skin didn’t mean much at first, but when I mentioned there was an anomaly in our timeline between Donny’s statement and Josie’s admission. He went to check further.’

‘And he said it’s exposure to extreme cold?’

‘Yes. Possibly refrigeration.’ 

‘We need to tighten up our timeline.’ Dawn turned to Chung as Jamison picked up a phone call. ‘The car. Anything on the car?’ 

‘Nothing on CCTV footage around town. She must have taken the hospital road out of town.’ 

‘Damn.’ 

‘Detective.’ Jamison held the phone aloft. 

‘What?’ 

‘It’s Shaz, from the library. Says she saw the victim’s car.’ 

Dawn rushed to Jamison and ripped the phone from his grasp.

‘Shaz.’

‘Hello Detective. When are you coming to the library for that talk?’ 

Dawn forced herself not to say the first thing that popped into her head. 

‘Soon Shaz. You’ve got news on the car we’ve been looking for?’ 

‘Sure do. Really sorry I didn’t tell you earlier. Just got back from my aunt’s place and heard on the radio you were chasing sightings of poor Hannah’s car. My aunt’s been very sick and I’ve been out there a few times lately.’ 

‘I’m sorry to hear about your aunt.’ Dawn replied automatically. ‘When did you see the car, Shaz?’ 

‘Friday midday.’

Dawn sighed. It was outside their confirmed TOD, but it might be helpful given their timeline was all over the place now.

‘Where did you see it?’ 

‘Parked outside that crazy place on Mount Amos Road. You know the one with the bus and the big freezer truck rotting away in the paddock. And all those anti-gov slogans and it was still there when I came back Saturday morning....’ 

Dawn stopped listening as her mind raced. Friday midday, still there Saturday morning. The call made at the payphone in town, not a pay-as-you-go mobile. There was no reception out at the Scheer property. 

‘Detective. Can we rely on you to be there?’ 

‘Sure.’ Dawn hadn’t heard a word the librarian said after Saturday morning. ‘Thanks Shaz.’ She hung up, then the rest of the conversation slowly seeped into her brain. 

‘You’ll do the Murder Club talk on Monday morning then?’  

She wanted to call the librarian back but there was no point. She was committed now. The bobbing grey heads and blue rinse brigade filled Dawn’s mind. Eager eyes, waiting for the latest gossip from a real detective. 

‘What is it?’ Sergeant Martin’s firm voice snapped her from her daydream. 

‘You said Greg thought our victim’s body may have been refrigerated?’ 

‘Nothing conclusive yet. He needs to run more tests, but the victim’s skin was flaking. At first, he thought it was a skin irritation from her work, but he believes she could have been kept in cold-storage, then moved to the crime scene.’ 

‘That was Shaz, from the library. She saw the victim’s car parked outside the Scheer property Friday midday, and it was still there Saturday morning. Fay Scheer said she was only there for a short time Friday.’

‘You think Neil Scheer killed Hannah?’

‘I don’t know, but they lied about Hannah’s visit. There was a .22 calibre pistol in the weapons we confiscated ...’ Dawn heard Shaz’s words repeat in her head. ‘The freezer truck.’ She turned to Ross. ‘Do we still have the weapons from the Scheer property?’

‘Only the ones fired during the shoot-out with Neil.’

‘It was a .22 cal pistol he held to Fay’s throat. Did we keep it?’ 

‘No. It wasn’t fired, and we don’t have a bullet to match it with, even if we did.’

‘Damn!’ 

Her mind visualised the rusted refrigeration unit with the faded ice logo at the Scheer property. Donny told her they killed roos illegally from time to time to deliver to local restaurants. Killed meat needed refrigeration large enough to hang the animals.

‘We need a warrant.’ 

‘We need probable cause first.’ Sergeant Martin crossed his arms over his chest. 

Dawn knew that look. It was the same one she got from her boss in Adelaide when he refused to operate outside the scope of the law. 

Chung cleared his throat. Dawn turned to give him her attention. 

‘I think I might have that.’ He pointed to his monitor. 

Dawn and the sergeant raced around behind him. 

‘Here.’ He pointed to the screen.

‘Is this the payphone footage?’

‘Yes. And that...’ He pointed to a figure with his back turned to the camera and waited. As the face came into view, Dawn’s heart leapt to her throat.

‘Is Donny Scheer.’
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Dawn bit her lip and paced a moment. 

‘I’ll call Donny before we head out there. They still have half their arsenal on the property.’ 

‘He’s been conditioned to hate cops and anything to do with government,’ Ross warned. ‘But he seemed obliging enough after he shot Neil.’

‘I agree. He gave up his weapon easily enough, but just in case, I’ll tell him I’m following up on his ID of Josie Fitzsimmons.’

‘Smart idea.’ 

The voice was unexpected. Dawn spun to see her partner strolling toward her, one hand on his ribs.

‘What the hell are you doing on your feet?’ 

‘I ran out of things to do.’ His eyes told Dawn he had news about her brother’s case, but now wasn’t the time to focus on Fraser. 

She sucked in a breath, deciding it wasn’t worth arguing with him. Especially not in front of her team. 

Jamison wheeled a chair over to Ryan. She watched her partner sit gingerly before focussing back on their latest piece of information. 

‘I’ll call Donny now. If he offers to come in, we can hold him.’ Turning to the sergeant. ‘Can you get a warrant to search the property in any case? We need it ready to go.’ 

‘Will do.’ Sergeant Martin reached for the closest phone. 

‘And if he doesn’t, we get an open invitation to visit the property,’ Ryan added. 

‘What makes you think you’re coming? You’re injured.’ 

Ryan braced his hands on his thighs and pressed up. Jamison steadied the chair. 

‘You’re not going on to the property without me Grave. You take too many risks.’ 

She wanted to argue that he was the injured one, and in no fit state to be out of the office but decided changing the subject would be better. There was every chance Donny would choose to come in, rather than risk them finding anything on the property. 

‘Make yourself useful then. Chase up Gleeson and see if she has a breed for the animal fur found in the car with our victim’s blood.’ 

Ryan lifted an eyebrow. She realised he wasn’t in the loop. 

‘Reynolds. Bring Detective Ryan up to speed, then chase the forensic lab.’

‘Will do.’ 

‘Jamison. Get me Donny Scheer’s home number.’ 

‘Already done.’ The constable’s towering torso blocked the florescent light on the piece of paper he handed her. 

‘Thanks.’ She strode to her office. ‘Wish me luck.’ She grinned as she ducked inside and closed the door. 

Her heartbeat pulsed in her ears as she dialled the number and waited for the call to connect and start ringing. 

Seconds ticked by. Dawn scribbled on the paper with Donny’s phone number as her mind wandered. 

Why would Donny kill Hannah? Was there a relationship there they didn’t know about? Unlikely. The nurse was just chasing up a domestic issue. 

Was Donny the one doing the beating? She dismissed the idea. Neil was the brute. He held his wife at gunpoint. 

As the phone rang out, Neil’s shooting played out in her mind. The gun under Fay’s chin. The pleading in the woman’s eyes. The wide eyes as the gunshot rang out. Confusion as Neil Scheer slumped to the ground. 

Her shrill voice screaming for Donny to drop the gun. The banshee howl of Fay Scheer as she threw herself over her husband’s bleeding body. 

Dawn shuddered, her mind seeing something but not quite able to put her finger on it. The phone beeped in her hand. 

Slamming the handset down, she dragged the office door open with enough force to make it bound back against the stopper. 

‘He’s not answering,’ she growled. Ryan turned. Ross came out of his office. 

‘The warrant is through.’ He placed it in her hand. ‘How do you want to handle this?’ 

‘Carefully. Very carefully.’

Ryan drew up alongside.

‘Why did he kill Hannah?’ 

‘I’ve been asking myself the same question.’ She turned to Chung. ‘Is there any electronic connection between Hannah and Donny?’ 

‘Nothing I’ve found.’ 

‘Jamison. Did you get confirmation on the prepaid SIM?’ 

The constable tapped keys. Dawn waited. 

‘Yep. It was registered online for auto recharging in Hannah Paddock’s name.’

‘So she bought it to give to Fay so she could get her phone back. When was the last call between the two numbers.’

‘Friday morning.’ 

‘Fits with Hannah’s discussion with Michael. She was heading out to the property to switch her phone over and try and talk Fay into leaving Neil.’

She strode to the whiteboard, her eyes flicking from pictures to the timeline across the top. 

‘Donny has no motive.’

‘But all the evidence now indicates Hannah died earlier than we thought she did. Her car was seen at the Scheer property on Saturday morning. The payphone call to Josie was made by Donny.’ Dawn pointed to Jamison. ‘What time was that last text from Hannah to Bridget?’ 

Papers flew in all directions as Jamison shuffled through them. 

‘Sunday, just after 5.00 a.m.’

‘So Donny calls Josie to get the car taken away from the body drop site. Then sends a message to Bridget from Hannah’s phone. He wouldn’t have had reception to do it from home and he wanted to make it appear as though Hannah went missing from town, not out in the bush.’

‘But her body was found. Which stuffed up any misdirection.’ Ryan’s voice shared the edge of adrenalin hitting Dawn’s system.

‘But still no motive. And why the .44 calibre head shot?’

Ryan shrugged. 

‘Who knows. To cover the .22 kill shot. Or to make it hard to identify her.’

Dawn chewed her lip. 

‘But the victim’s phone was left with Fay Scheer. But ended up with the body.’ She shook her head. ‘We have the warrant. Let’s execute it.’ 

‘Words I live for.’ Dawn spun at the unexpected voice. ‘Do you need some help?’ 

A tall, broad Kiwi with dark hair and even darker gleaming eyes strolled into the team room.

‘It’s murder, not a federal case Anderson.’

He tapped the automatic pistol strapped to his thigh.

‘The offer is there if you need more fire power.’

Sergeant Martin greeted Sergeant Anderson with an outstretched hand. The muscles rippled in the AFP officer’s arm as he accepted the handshake. 

‘Thanks for the offer, Anderson. The Scheers are known for their anti-government sentiment, but it’s Grave’s call.’

‘Domestic terrorism is AFP jurisdiction.’

‘Come on Sergeant. That was Neil Scheer’s doing, not his wife and son.’ Dawn directed her complaint to Ross, but it was Anderson who responded. 

‘I’m here as part of the Organised Crime Task Force Grave, but if your investigation could get out of hand, the extra fire power might come in handy.’ 

‘I’ll let you know if we need a hand Anderson, but in my experience, a show of force generally only escalates the situation.’

‘Easy to say when you’re not staring down the barrel of a gun.’ 

Dawn’s shoulders drew back before she could stop herself. 

‘You just stick to finding Richardson and Cesar Garcia. I don’t appreciate being told to stand down from chasing a known felon.’

‘We need him loose, and trackable. He could lead us to Richardson.’

‘Okay you two.’ Ryan stepped between them, his eyes searching Dawn’s. He already knew about her personal history with the AFP officer. Her relationship with the man wasn’t the question in his eyes. 

He wanted to know why she was edgy. She couldn’t answer his question. Maybe it was Ryan being shot. Maybe it was her own accident and near miss.

Dawn drew a quick breath. She needed to keep the peace and get her head straight.

‘Thanks for the offer, Anderson, but we’ve got our case in hand.’

‘No worries. Any time.’ Anderson turned to Sergeant Martin as Dawn’s desk phone began to ring. ‘Can someone take me to this potential witness?’ 

Dawn shimmied past as Anderson continued asking about the Garcia brothers. She picked up the phone. Ryan joined her. 

‘Detective Grave speaking.’ 

‘Oh.’ 

Dawn recognised the startled voice immediately.

‘Donny. Thanks for ringing back. I was wondering if I could come out and ask a few questions about the woman you identified jumping out of the four-wheel-drive the other day. We’ve just about tied up the murder case she was involved in. I think you can clinch the deal.’

It wasn’t exactly a lie.

‘Ah.’ 

‘It won’t take a minute. We just need to show you a photo of the vehicle. And a more recent photo of the woman you identified here at the station. She’s already under arrest.’ 

‘I guess.’ 

‘Great. We’ll be there in half an hour.’
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Dawn gripped the steering wheel as the police Landcruiser travelled over the gravel road. Loose dirt caused the vehicle to drift slightly. She dropped the speed back as the derelict bus came into view. Slowing, she turned right, entering through the open gate. 

‘That’s a good sign.’ 

Her partner remained silent as his eyes skimmed their surroundings. Dawn watched him pat the pistol below his linen jacket. 

In the back of her mind she considered where her line of questioning would go. Who might be responsible for Hannah’s death and why. 

Ryan retrieved the warrant from the interior pocket of his jacket, read it over and returned it. 

She wondered why he was so nervous. But the answer came quickly. An officer shooting generally required counselling sessions. Her partner was straight out of hospital. Her palms were sweating. She could only imagine how apprehensive Clint would be right now. 

‘I think Donny will come peacefully.’ She tried to ease his nervousness.

Ryan scoffed. 

‘You told me how he shot his own father. I wouldn’t count on that if I were you.’

‘His dad was a violent man. Beat his wife. Probably Donny too.’ 

‘And what? You think nothing rubbed off on him?’

Dawn bit her tongue to keep her comments to herself. 

Not every child emulated their father. But as the words rolled around her head, she knew that wasn’t entirely true. Her father was an alcoholic. She battled with addiction to so many things. 

Then Lisa’s face popped into her mind. Her sister was everything their father wasn’t. Kind, calm, loving. But she took after their mother. 

Dawn drove past the rusted bus, following the track as it wound between a pile of wrecked cars and the refrigeration unit. She parked outside the worn iron shed, glanced at Ryan who nodded he was ready, then stepped out. 

Rapid, deep-toned barking made her jump. Ryan touched his jacket but stopped when the source reached the end of the lead. 

The two Pit Bulls snarled against their choker collars. The breed was outlawed in 2011, with mandatory registration and desexing the only way owners could keep them. 

Dawn shivered as the larger, white dog bared its teeth. Vaguely, she wondered if these two were bred for fighting or just guarding the property. Either way, she was glad they were tied up. 

‘Donny?’ Dawn called as they approached the shed door. The dogs continued to snarl.

Two containers were arranged at angles alongside the makeshift home. A sail strung between them, creating an outdoor seating area. 

Fay Scheer sat at a worn timber outdoor table with a cigarette shaking between her fingers. 

‘Mrs Scheer.’ Dawn approached. ‘Is Donny inside?’ 

‘Detective.’ The male voice brought Dawn’s attention back to the front of the shed. The dogs started barking again. The sound reverberating around the metal-clad walls. 

‘Donny. Thanks for seeing us on short notice.’ 

Donny glanced from Ryan to Dawn and back to Ryan. His eyes roamed over her partner with suspicion. He would know they were both armed. Dawn didn’t conceal her own firearm. It sat on her right hip, safety on, clasp fastened. 

Donny filled the doorway wearing a tank top and shorts with a pair of thongs and nothing else. There was nowhere for him to conceal a weapon, but he wasn’t out in the open yet. A weapon could easily be hanging just inside the door.

‘I’m not sure I had any choice.’ His voice was flat, emotionless.

Dawn smiled to cover the anxiety brewing in her gut.

‘I’ll just show you the photos. Did you want us to come in, or would you prefer to talk out here?’

Donny frowned. Then realisation crossed his features. 

‘I’m unarmed detective.’ He lifted both hands in the air. ‘What’s this really about?’ 

Dawn’s nerves were frayed as the dogs continued to bark and growl.

‘Rex. Tilly. Shut Up. Get to bed.’ 

The white bull terrier snarled a warning, then both dogs slunk back into the shadows. 

‘If you can just come outside. We can talk out here.’ 

‘What’s going on?’ Fay’s voice made Dawn spin. 

The woman stamped her smoke out in the dirt.

‘We’ve just got a few questions for Donny. You’re welcome to listen in Mrs Scheer.’ Dawn turned to Donny, then back to his mother. Something in the woman’s eyes made Dawn’s skin tingle.

Donny seemed to sense the mood change in his mother. Stepping from the shed, he closed the door, brushed past Dawn and joined his mother. 

‘We can talk out here.’ 

He coaxed his mother to sit, then joined her. Dawn and Ryan rounded the wooden table. Ryan dragged the bench out with a wince, then sat. Dawn joined him.

‘What’s this all about?’ Donny clasped his hands together on the table. A meaningful show of his cooperation. 

‘There have been some developments in Hannah Paddock’s murder investigation.’ 

Fay’s arms grew restless. In search of a place to settle, one hand scratched the other. Neither she nor her son spoke. Dawn glanced at Ryan who nodded he was ready for anything. 

‘Donny. Why did you call Josie Fitzsimmons and tell her you found Hannah’s car?’

Donny slowly chewed at the inside of his mouth. Butterflies leapt around Dawn’s stomach. 

There was only one way they could know it was him who made the call from the payphone in town. The CCTV footage. Donny knew it. Dawn could see him thinking. He was weighing up his options. Were they bluffing? Did they have the footage?

He remained silent. 

‘Why didn’t you call the police about an abandoned car?’ 

Donny remained silent. It was Fay who scoffed. 

‘You have got to be kidding. Neil would have skinned him alive if he mentioned anything to the cops.’ 

Donny sighed. His mother had given him up without realising it. 

Dawn didn’t hesitate.

‘Donny. Within minutes of you making that call from the payphone, a text from Hannah’s phone was sent to one of her friends, but we know Hannah was already dead by then.’ She didn’t mention the fact his mother was in possession of Hannah’s phone, likely up until her death. Maybe he didn’t know.

‘I just reported the car. I don’t know anything about Hannah.’

‘You knew she was visiting your mum, trying to help her escape your dad’s violence.’ 

‘Neil was a hot-head, but like I told Hannah, he meant well.’

Fay’s words hit Dawn like a slap to her face. 

As a former victim of domestic violence, she understood Fay’s words. Making excuses for your partner was instinctive. Your abuser provided a sense of stability, even if it was a violent, harsh environment. It was familiar. Leaving was frightening. Unknown. Risky.

‘It was just how Neil was brought up.’ She continued to defend her husband, even in death.

Ryan shuffled in his seat. Dawn knew what he was thinking. Like father, like son. Generational violence. Taught and learnt. 

‘Why did you call Josie and not the police?’

Donny shook his head. He was internalising his answer. Dawn struggled to decide if she was right about him or not. Throughout her career she was often surprised at who ended up being capable of murder.  

Donny wasn’t at the top of her list of suspects. Yet the evidence was stacking up around him. 

‘I knew about the smuggling. Her son Adam is a mate. Figured, Hannah being her housemate and all.’ He shrugged. ‘I knew she wouldn’t want to leave anything out in case it led to the smuggling operation.’ 

He shook his head. 

‘I’m not in favour of it. Taking the native animals and shipping them overseas is fine by me, but the methods used mean the animals suffer and die all the time. That’s just wrong.’ 

Dawn agreed with him. In her book, animal smuggling wasn’t as bad as child porn and human trafficking, but it came close. 

‘There’s just a few issues with the timeline Donny.’ 

Fay struggled to light a smoke with shaking hands. Donny grabbed the lighter and lit a steady flame. Fay’s fingers wrapped around the cigarette shakily. 

‘We have a witness placing Hannah’s car outside your property on Friday afternoon, and it was still there Saturday morning. Fay, you told us Hannah didn’t stay long on Friday.’ 

Fay sucked a long drag on her smoke. It filtered through her nostril until she spoke. 

‘Must have gotten my days and details mixed up. Easily done out here.’ 

‘Maybe, but because of Donny’s involvement in moving Hannah’s vehicle from the Trevathan Falls area, we’ve obtained a warrant ...’

Fay stormed to her feet. 

‘What the hell?’ 

‘Calm down mum.’ Donny reached for his mother. She shrugged herself away from his grasp, tossed her smoke on the ground and stormed toward the front door. 

‘Mrs Scheer. You can’t ...’ 

Dawn leapt from the bench. Ryan right behind her, but Fay was too fast. The shed door was open before Dawn could reach the woman. 

‘I did it. I killed Hannah.’ Donny’s frantic voice made Dawn pause her pursuit. Ryan collided with her back. 

‘Dawn!’ He grabbed her by the shoulders. 

Disoriented, she struggled for balance. 

‘Mum. Please calm down.’ 

Dawn righted herself in time to see Ryan bearing down on Fay Scheer. A pistol in her hand.

‘Clint no!’
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Dawn’s vision narrowed, as her partner’s feet left the ground. His body hovered in the air a moment, before colliding with Fay. Donny’s voice cried out from her right. She turned to see him rushing toward his mother. 

Her hand caught his arm, wrapping it around behind him as a shot rang out. The sound echoed around the metal surroundings. 

A feral howl erupted beneath Ryan. Dawn wrestled with Donny, twisting his arm up hard until he stopped struggling. 

Her heartbeat pounded in her ears. 

‘Ryan!’ 

Fay Scheer continued writhing below her partner, but he wasn’t moving. Donny struggled as Dawn closed the cuffs around his wrists. 

‘Stay still. Don’t make this worse Donny.’ 

‘Get off me. Get off me.’ Fay’s hands thumped against Ryan’s sides. He still wasn’t moving.

Dawn dragged Donny to a kneeling position. 

‘Clint! Answer me.’

Her partner was sprawled on top of the woman. His weight too heavy for her to move. Her arms and legs flailed beneath him. The gun now on the ground, just outside her reach.

Dawn’s vision swam with tiny flickers and flashing lights. Her fingertips tingled. 

Don’t faint. She told herself. Don’t have a panic attack!

Donny began wriggling to his feet.

‘Mum!’ Donny tried to move toward his mother. 

Adrenalin kicked back in, forcing the panic attack away.

‘Stay here.’ She shoved Donny toward the bench seat, not taking the time to cuff him to anything. ‘Clint!’

A groan emanated from the collection of limbs on the ground. 

‘That hurt.’ 

Dawn stifled a nervous giggle, then approached Ryan, her eyes still on Donny. Reaching out, she touched her partner. 

‘You had me worried.’ 

She reached out and helped him to his feet. 

He tapped his chest. 

‘Luckily we put these on.’ 

Fraying fabric was the only confirmation the vest collected the bullet meant for her. A vest didn’t guarantee safety. A shot could easily be fired wildly, missing centre mass and hitting an arm, neck, head or groin. 

She puffed out a breath, trying unsuccessfully to hide her frustration.

‘That was a reckless move.’ 

He grinned.

‘You called me Clint.’ 

‘The gunshot affected your hearing.’ 

‘It was before the gunshot.’ 

‘Won’t happen again.’ 

Dawn pointed to the red-faced woman at their feet. Ryan watched her a moment, the grin still plastered in place, then leant over and grabbed Mrs Scheer by the arm. 

‘Fay Scheer. You are under arrest for the attempted murder of a police officer.’ 

‘You can’t.’ Donny fought back tears. ‘She was just protecting me.’ 

‘I’ll call the team in to start the search.’ 

Dawn strode to Donny, lifted him from the bench seat and steered him toward the police Landcruiser. 

The team was close by, on standby. Less than a minute later, two Landcruisers bucked and skidded down the track toward the building. 

Reynolds was first out. 

‘We heard a shot. Is everyone alright?’ 

Dawn watched Ryan place the pistol into an evidence bag and shivered as she relived staring down the barrel of the gun. 

‘We are now. You and Chung take Donny and Mrs Scheer to the station. Caution them. Keep them separated, no talking on the trip. We’ll be back after a preliminary search and forensics are on scene.’

‘Will do.’ Reynolds took control of Donny as Chung guided Mrs Scheer to the rear seat of the police vehicle. 

She approached the sergeant to hear Ryan regaling his heroics—his little finger wriggled inside the hole on his vest. 

Dawn slapped his hand. 

‘Stop messing with evidence.’ She grinned at his feigned shock. 

‘You saw that right?’ He pointed to her, but looked straight at Ross. ‘Workplace harassment.’  

Dawn tapped his pointed finger down. 

‘Shut up and start searching. We’ll start inside. I think we should leave the refrigeration unit to Gleeson.’

Sergeant Martin strode alongside Dawn to the shed door. ‘She’s about thirty minutes out.’ 

‘Great, thanks Ross.’ She put her hand on the shed door, then turned to the sergeant. ‘Secure the area. We still don’t know if this is linked to the smuggling operation or not. Cesar Garcia or Richardson could be here, or nearby. You take Jamison and clear the place like an active crime scene.’ 

‘You got it.’ 

Dawn waited for Ryan to draw his gun. Then did the same. Her eyes roamed over his body a moment. 

‘Are you sure you’re okay?’

‘I’m fine. Let’s do this.’ 

The shed door opened out. Dawn grabbed the handle and stepped back to allow Ryan to brush past her and enter first. She followed with gun raised, eyes alert. Turning to the right, she noted the wide-open living area. A kitchen ran along the back wall. She stalked across the wide space to an open doorway. 

Stepping inside, she scanned the room over her weapon. It was sparsely furnished with a freestanding timber wardrobe, a side-table, coatstand and an unmade bed. Two rifles were mounted on the wall above. Both were unsecure and likely loaded. 

The room was unoccupied.

‘Clear.’ 

‘All clear here.’ Ryan exited a room from the other side of the shed. ‘Just the main bedroom.’

‘This must have been Donny’s room.’ Dawn joined Ryan in the living area. Unpainted pine V-groove boards lined the wall, making the room feel smaller than it should. The ceiling was raked and lined with silver wrap. 

‘Check this out.’ Ryan used his foot to roll the edges of an animal hide away from the bare concrete floor below. 

‘Could be where the animal fur came from.’

‘You think our victim died here?’ 

‘It makes sense. She was trying to get Fay to leave her husband and swap her phone back over.’

‘Still doesn’t confirm Donny killed her.’ 

Dawn sighed. 

‘No. It doesn’t. But I don’t think he did.’

Ryan handed Dawn a pair of gloves, then slipped his hands into his own pair. 

‘What. You think Neil Scheer, did it?’ 

‘I don’t think so. Donny would have pointed the finger by now, not admitted to it himself.’ 

Ryan opened a kitchen drawer.

‘Might as well start a search while we wait for Gleeson. There’s no point trying to interview anyone without more to go on.’ 

Dawn nodded as Ryan closed the drawer and opened another. 

Her partner was right. There was nothing concrete unless forensics could prove this was Hannah’s murder scene and even if they could, how were they going to narrow down the killer? 

Part of Dawn wanted to ignore Donny’s confession and put the blame on Neil Scheer. But that scenario wasn’t ringing true for her.

Her hands rifled through paperwork on the worn kitchen table. Bills. A catalogue from the local grocery store. Nothing important.

If the shed yielded nothing, all she could hope for was to find evidence in the refrigeration unit. The thought was gruesome, but it was the only way they were going to tie up the loose ends surrounding Hannah Paddock’s murder. 

Donny was already on bail and would face manslaughter charges over his father’s death, but the man was a known bully, who beat his wife and likely his son. Any sentencing would be lenient, at least she hoped so.

Fay’s wild eyes filled Dawn’s mind. The woman’s shaking hands were reasonable considering everything she’d been through, but something niggled at her, just outside her focus. 

The sound of a vehicle outside caught her attention. 

‘I’ll check on Ross and Jamison and see if Tammy is here yet.’

‘Mmmm.’ 

Ryan was distracted as he rummaged through a kitchen cupboard. Dawn ignored him and left the shed to see Tammy stepping out of a white van. 

‘Gleeson. Glad you could make it.’ 

‘I headed off as soon as you gave me the heads up about the raid, but the road was under water in a few spots, so slow going.’

‘All good. We think the victim was stored in this refrigeration unit,’ Dawn pointed to the faded ice logo, ‘but she could have been killed inside the shed. We’ve got animal hides on the concrete floor in here. Where do you want to start?’ 

Gleeson opened the rear doors on the van and began lifting bags out.

‘Let’s run the black light and luminol around inside, then I’ll check the fridge.’ 

Dawn reached for two bags and led the way inside. 

‘Ryan. Gleeson needs the room.’

Her partner rotated around with a wide grin on his lips, and a Polaroid photo waving in his hand.

‘What did you find?’ Dawn placed the bags on the ground and crossed the room. 

‘I think this might be the missing piece we’ve been hoping for.’ 

Ryan turned the photo toward Dawn. The air escaped her lips so fast her head spun. She sucked in oxygen as her eyes scanned the woman tied and gagged in the orange and chrome kitchen chair. The same chair right next to Dawn now. 

Her eyes drifted to the chair and back to the photo. 

‘That’s Hannah.’ 

Ryan nodded, then pointed.

‘And that’s Donny behind her.’ 

‘It can’t be what it looks like.’ 

‘Oh I think I’ve said it before. Like father, like son.’ 

The words dug under Dawn’s skin like fire ants. She couldn’t explain why, but a little part of her was breaking with the thought Donny could have killed Hannah. Despite all the evidence, she was sure he was the victim in all of this. 
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Dawn sniffed under her arms and reconsidered if she should have gone home last night for a shower and fresh clothes. Tammy and her team spent all afternoon and into the night processing the Scheer property. There was enough time to catch a few hours’ sleep, but Dawn knew she wouldn’t have gotten a wink. 

Now, she drained her coffee, tossed the cup into the closest bin, crossed to the whiteboard and picked up the marker. Ryan began summarising the evidence as she tapped the black pen against her top lip. 

‘We have the .22 calibre bullet Gleeson pulled out of the kitchen cupboard. We found human tissue on it, so it’s only a matter of time before we match it to our victim. 

Ryan bit into his egg and bacon roll and placed it down on the desk in front of him. Dawn’s stomach growled, but she couldn’t bring herself to face food right now. 

‘I know. The luminol lit up like a bloody Christmas tree, and all the evidence confirms Hannah was killed in the house where the photo was taken.’ She tapped the pen on the picture of Donny with Hannah, ‘but it doesn’t confirm Donny killed her.’

Her partner swallowed his mouthful hard.

‘What is it with this kid? Why won’t you entertain the idea he did it?’ 

‘Because...’ She didn’t have an answer. Was it because she was fooled by him? Was it because he was a victim of a crappy childhood—a belligerent father and weak mother who never stood up for herself?

She knew blaming the victim was wrong. But she was angry. Angry she couldn’t protect them all. But, it just wasn’t that simple. 

Victims of domestic violence were complicated people. They often had no idea they were being manipulated. By the time they knew what was going on, it was too late to change anything. 

She had no right to compare other women’s circumstances with her own. She found the strength to walk away from domestic violence, but she was brought up by a loving mother and her father wasn’t always an alcoholic and he never hit her mother. 

Her mother’s voice rang in her ears. 

You can never understand someone unless you’ve walked in their shoes.  

‘It just doesn’t make sense.’

‘What? Donny’s being beaten as a kid? Seen his mother controlled and coerced and beaten if she didn’t comply all his life? He’s conditioned Dawn. Plain and simple.’

‘We’ve got no proof it was him, Ryan. It could be. But we need proof. That photo just puts him in the room with Hannah. We don’t know who else was there. Who took the photo anyway? His father could have been holding a gun to them both for all we know.’ 

Dawn tossed the marker to the closest table and realised she and her partner were arguing in front of the entire team. 

Scanning faces, she saw a mix of amusement, concern and defiance. Ross just shook his head. 

Dawn rounded on Ryan.

‘We need to interview him. But let’s go in lightly and see what he tells us.’ 

Ryan crossed his arms over his chest and splayed his legs. His lips pressed together a moment, before he nodded. 

‘You could be right. But blaming the dead guy is the easy way out of this.’

‘Donny already tried to confess, but unless we get proof he did it, I’m not keen to charge him. We might be stuck accepting Neil Scheer did do it.’

‘No. I don’t like that idea one little bit.’ 

Dawn strode toward the hallway.

‘Let’s just interview him first.’

Her chest ached. Donny was only nineteen. Barely an adult. He had so much of his life ahead of him. The last thing she wanted to do was stitch him up for murder if he wasn’t guilty. But the vision of Neil Scheer crumpling to the ground and Donny’s blank face afterward, sent a shiver through her body. 

Chilled air slapped Dawn as she entered the interview room. Donny’s head rested in his cuffed hands. He didn’t look up as Dawn dragged the chair out and sat opposite him. 

‘Donny.’ He shook his head in his hands as though he didn’t want to acknowledge reality. Dawn continued. ‘The forensic team has finished executing the search warrant. They need to run more tests, but so far, the news is not good mate.’ 

His right hand wiped down his face, the left dragged along with it. He drew a breath and sat back in his chair. His hands landed heavily in his lap. Dawn let the silence linger a moment, giving him time to speak. 

He didn’t. 

‘Your mum is in hospital, under guard. She’s doing okay.’ 

Reynolds informed Dawn earlier how Fay Scheer cowered in the back seat, legs drawn to her chest all the way back to town. The young constable decided to drop the woman at the Cooktown Hospital instead of putting her in holding at the station. 

Donny’s blue eyes were cloudy as they finally found Dawn’s. Not a word left his lips but something in his expression thanked her for taking care of his mother.

‘We found the bullet that killed Hannah. Her blood type was on it. Won’t take long for DNA to be confirmed as Hannah’s.

It wasn’t entirely true. The DNA probably wouldn’t be confirmed until closer to the court case, but it wasn’t the only piece of evidence found. Two bottles of Ketamine pills were found in the bathroom cabinet. Neither was prescribed. Likely purchased online or sourced illegally. Lab tests should confirm it was the same as the Ketamine found in their victim’s body.

Dawn slid a folder across the table and opened it in front of Donny. A copy of the polaroid Ryan found in the kitchen drawer was on top.

‘Can you explain this photo?’ 

She glanced at Ryan whose eyes were fixed on their suspect.

Donny kept his focus on Dawn.

‘For the recording. Detective Grave is showing the suspect a photo of him with the victim, who is gagged and tied to a chair at the family home,’ Ryan’s voice droned in the background. 

Dawn tapped the photo.

‘This photo could be enough to see you locked away for a very long time Donny. You organised for Hannah’s car to be moved. You shot her in the face, post-mortem to hide the real cause of death. Forensics have confirmed her body was kept in the refrigeration unit on your property for a day to cover the fact she died when she visited your house on Friday.’

Dawn left the photo in front of Donny, sat back in her chair and waited. His focus remained on her as he rocked his head from side to side. His lips pursed and flattened. He said nothing. 

‘Donny. We know Hannah’s car was still at your family property Saturday. We have a witness who saw it there. You already told us you killed Hannah. But we’d like to understand why?’ 

He remained silent. 

‘If someone else killed Hannah, now is your only chance to straighten things out.’ 

‘I did it.’ 

The rasp in his voice stirred Dawn’s stomach. He was on the verge of tears. 

‘You’ve been cautioned Donny.’

‘I did it. Just look after my mum.’ 

Dawn’s skin tingled. It was too easy. The evidence was there, but his admission came way too easily.

Ryan’s voice pulled her from her thoughts.

‘Donald Edward Scheer. You’ll be remanded in custody until a court date is set or bail is posted, but don’t count on it this time. The brutal murder of a nurse who was just trying to help you and your mum get out...’

Dawn’s skin crawled as though ants were attacking her. She interrupted her partner. 

‘You still haven’t told us why Donny. Are you sure your dad didn’t kill Hannah?’ 

Ryan glared at her. Donny’s eyes found hers. His faced contorted. Would he take the lifeline she was throwing him? 

Dawn’s pulse thudded at her temples as silence lingered.

‘I told you. It was me.’ 

Dawn’s stomach knotted. Why wasn’t he taking the escape route? She could feel an anxiety attack coming on. But why? This wasn’t her life.

Ryan grabbed her arm. The sensation dragged her back to reality. 

‘Interview suspended.’ Her partner turned the recording equipment off. 

‘Grave?’ He helped her to her feet. ‘You okay?’ 

Dawn couldn’t take her eyes from Donny’s. There was something in them she desperately needed to read, but her emotions were all over the place. 

‘You need a doctor?’ 

She knew she was hyperventilating. Her blood pressure was dropping. Star bursts exploded in her vision as Ryan opened the interview door. Another set of hands gripped her arm. 

The last thought racing into Dawn’s head as the world went black was...

What the hell was happening? 
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A cluster of figures surrounded her as bright florescent lights drove into her eyes. 

‘Are you okay?’ Ryan held a cold compress to her forehead. Reynolds hovered next to her legs which were now up on a chair. 

‘I’m okay.’ She dropped her feet to the floor. 

‘Wait up. Not so fast.’ Ryan put his hands on her shoulders, pinning her in place.

‘Ryan. I need to interview Fay Scheer.’ 

‘What for? We’ve got a confession. Her corroboration isn’t necessary. It can wait.’ 

Fay’s reaction to the search warrant. To her dead husband. To everything. It was bugging Dawn, but she couldn’t put her finger on the reason. 

‘No. Donny didn’t do this Ryan. Believe me.’ She guided his hand away from her shoulders, put her feet on the ground and rolled to her knees, hands on the ground to stop herself from falling over from the dizziness. 

Ryan’s hand appeared in front of her. She slapped her hand into his and let him help her to her feet.

‘I’m not seeing what you’re seeing, but it wouldn’t be the first time. It seems pretty cut and dry. Dad is a brute. Son is following on the same course.’

‘That whole scenario is not as common as you think. So many kids who are victims of abusive families are the exact opposite of their abuser.’ 

Dawn sucked in a breath, calming her nerves as she puffed it out.

‘I have a theory, but we’ll need a confession and there is only one way I can think of getting it.’ 

‘Fay Scheer?’ Ryan rubbed the back of his head. ‘You think Fay Scheer did this?’ 

‘It’s bizarre. The whole situation is. Hannah goes to the property to help Fay leave. She is adamant Neil is just misunderstood. She’s not going anywhere, so why let Hannah get so close?’

Dawn turned to Reynolds with a smile. ‘Thanks for the help. I’m good now.’

Reynolds stepped back. Dawn smoothed her clothing and accepted a glass of water from Jamison. 

‘I’m okay Jamison. Take a break mate. I think we are good for now.’ 

‘Are you sure?’ he whispered. 

‘I am. It’s just low blood sugar. I haven’t eaten.’

She knew it wasn’t true. Panic attacks were rare these days, but Donny’s case made her think of her brother being set up to take the fall for murder. Fraser’s death gave her nightmares and was at the root of her anxiety for years.

Now, her brother’s case was reopened, his innocence confirmed, her panic attacks were all but gone. But Donny’s case was stirring up old memories. She knew in her gut Donny was innocent. She just needed to prove it. 

‘Let’s get to the hospital.’

Dawn strode down the hallway. The tap of Ryan’s boots on the lino the only sound to break the silence. 

Sergeant Martin was still out at the Scheer property, while Chung guarded Fay at the hospital. 

Neither of them spoke as they left the building. It wasn’t until Ryan put the key into the ignition he broke the tension. 

‘What makes you so sure the kid is innocent?’ 

Dawn couldn’t answer her partner’s question. She didn’t know. His eyes. His posture. His life. 

‘He might not be. But he’s still not given us the motive and I can’t figure one out. It makes sense for Neil to kill Hannah to stop her meddling in his affairs. But Donny didn’t implicate his father, even when I gave him the chance.’

Ryan reversed the police Landcruiser from the angle parking.

‘Yeah. About that.’ 

‘He didn’t do it Clint.’ 

The curve of his lips told her using his first name wasn’t swaying him. 

‘So why not point the finger at his dad?’ 

‘Exactly my point!’ 

They rode the short distance to the hospital in silence. Each lost in thought. Ryan held the door into the emergency department open. 

Dawn entered, crossed to the triage nurse, flashed her badge over the patient in front of her and waited as the duty nurse called someone out from behind the glass. 

‘Detective. We have your officer in a private room with your...’

‘Thanks.’ Dawn filled the space before the nurse could find the right word. 

A line of patients in the waiting room gawped as she followed the nurse. She nodded and smiled as she passed by. 

‘It’s clinic day.’ The nurse explained without being asked. ‘Pretty busy.’ 

‘Sorry to put you all under the pump.’

The nurse glanced over her shoulder as she scanned her ID and pressed a button to open a secure ward. 

‘A patient is a patient. We don’t discriminate.’ She pointed. ‘You’ll find Brett in there.’ 

Dawn grinned at the nurse’s knowledge of the constable’s first name. The nursing, paramedic, fire service and police staff socialised together often, but something about the way she said his name told Dawn, Chung was a little bit of a ladies’ man. 

It didn’t surprise her in the least. He was a charmer. 

‘Is the patient heavily sedated?’ 

‘No Detective. She’s been quite chatty since she got here, despite the hand cuffs and Brett looming over her. I’d use the word manic, but I’m not a mental health nurse.’

‘Thanks.’ Dawn glanced at the nurse’s name tag. ‘Gail.’ 

‘Just part of the job.’ Her eyes roamed over Ryan’s chest. Her partner’s dimple popped. 

Dawn slapped his shoulder. ‘Let’s get this interview sorted.’

She entered the private room. Chung jumped to his feet, then relaxed. 

‘Chung. Everything alright?’ 

‘Yep. All quiet here.’

‘Give us a minute.’ Dawn nodded for him to leave the room. 

He gave his two-fingered salute, then snuck from the room without a word. 

Dawn dragged a chair alongside Fay’s bed. Her eyes were fixed on Dawn from the moment she entered the room. 

The jovial smile she wore was out of place. Manic the nurse said. It was accurate.

‘How are you feeling Mrs Scheer?’ 

The woman’s chest rose and fell with a deep breath. 

‘Did Donny tell you Neil killed the girl?’ 

Dawn turned to Ryan whose frown likely matched hers, but they both quickly smoothed their features. 

‘Mrs Scheer. We have some very compelling evidence suggesting Donny covered up Hannah’s murder.’

‘That poor girl. She was just trying to help. But Neil wouldn’t have a bar of it.’ 

‘That’s not what you told us when we asked you about Hannah earlier this week.’

‘Neil was there, or close by. I couldn’t just come out and tell you now could I?’ 

Dawn’s stomach knotted. This wasn’t the same wary woman they first met on the property. This wasn’t the fragile, hysterical woman who dropped to her knees when her son shot her husband. Or the woman who ran for a gun and aimed it at her.

‘We have a witness who saw Hannah’s car out at your property Friday lunchtime, and it was still there Saturday morning.’ 

The woman shrugged. 

‘We’ve found the bullet Mrs Scheer and the photo of Donny with the victim, gagged.’ 

She squinted at Dawn. The look sent a shiver down her spine. 

‘He’s admitted to killing Hannah. To covering the murder up.’

‘Why would he do that?’ 

The woman’s hands began to shake. 

‘If he didn’t kill Hannah, I can only think of one reason.’ 

‘No. Neil did it. I told you.’ She sat up in bed, pulling at the cuff wrapped around the side rail. ‘You know what he was like. You saw him put a gun to my head.’ 

Dawn placed her hand on the woman’s arm. She slapped it away. 

‘I need to see Donny. Why would he say he did it?’ 

Her hand shook as it wiped at her brow. 

Dawn knew she needed to keep the momentum going while the woman was coherent but flustered.

‘Donny is going to spend a very long time in prison for what he did to Hannah.’ 

‘No. No!’ 

The woman’s breathing quickened. 

‘No. His father did it. He was so violent. So...’ 

‘I understand Mrs Scheer.’ 

‘No. No. Donny didn’t do anything wrong.’

‘I believe you Fay.’ Dawn squeezed the woman’s cuffed hand. ‘There’s only one way to save him, like he saved you. Your son has been protecting you most of his life Mrs Scheer. This is your chance to protect him.’ 

‘I just wanted him to have a lovely wife. I wanted him to be happy. He needed to leave before Neil...’

Dawn suppressed a shiver as she thought of Hannah, terrified and Donny desperately trying to keep the young woman alive but protecting his mother at the same time. 

It was a no win situation. 

‘Donny didn’t want you to find him a wife though, did he Mrs Scheer?’ 

‘He would have grown to love her. He... She...’

‘Donny is going to prison Fay, unless you tell me what really happened.’

‘Neil was out on a bender. Donny was getting a delivery ready for a restaurant in Cairns. It was perfect timing. I planned it all so carefully. But..’ 

Tears pooled in her eyes, then slipped down her cheeks. Dawn could see the woman for what she really was. A broken, torn, beaten woman who just wanted more for her son. 

‘He was so shocked when I introduced Hannah to him.’ 

Dawn imagined the scene. Hannah tied to a chair and gagged.

‘Is that how you got the bruise on your face?’ 

Fay touched her healing eye with her free hand. 

‘She put up a fight, but I expected her to be strong. I counted on it. Once Donny got to know her, fell in love with her, she’d convince him to leave. He’d be safe.’ 

Dawn’s stomach knotted. 

‘Why didn’t you just go with Hannah and take Donny with you?’ 

She shook her head vigorously. 

‘No. Neil would have hunted me down.’ 

Dawn thought about the polaroid photo. Donny’s expression. His position beside Hannah. His hands on her left wrist. 

‘Donny tried to untie her, didn’t he?’ 

‘He said she was scared, and I should let her go home. But I couldn’t let her go. I needed her to love him you see.’

‘But he untied her.’ 

‘I had to shoot her.’ 

Dawn glanced at her partner. His jaw clenched and unclenched, along with his fist. 

‘I can see how that made sense.’ Dawn’s tone was bland. ‘What happened next?’ 

She shook her head and for a moment Dawn thought she’d need to hear the rest from Donny. 

‘He wasn’t even mad. He just reached out and took the gun and told me he’d fix everything.’

‘Thank you Fay. I need you to make an official statement, but I think if you put all this on paper, we can make sure Donny is looked after.’ 

There was no way he wasn’t doing time now, but she’d be pushing for extenuating circumstances and Fay ... well Fay was likely to end up in a place far more disturbing than prison. 
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The waft of beer and fried chips, mixed with Ryan’s aftershave filled Dawn with a calmness she longed to hold onto. 

Jamison reached for a french-fry and waved it in the air.

‘I can’t believe you figured it out.’ 

Dawn shrugged. 

‘Donny could have been a sociopath or a good kid in the wrong place at the wrong time. I was on the fence until we visited his mother. Her swinging moods and something the nurse said about her manic behaviour just made the pieces fall into place.’ 

Ryan refilled his beer and passed the jug along to Sergeant Martin. 

‘You weren’t on the fence. You believed the kid all along, but I didn’t. Not until we started interviewing Mrs Scheer. Which we only did because you insisted.’ 

Jamison lifted a chip to his lips but stopped.

‘What made you believe Donny?’

Dawn bit her lip. Some things just weren’t easy to explain.  

‘Instincts. A gut feeling.’ 

Ross shook his head. ‘What a waste of life.’ He took a gulp of his beer. ‘And all because a caring nurse made the mistake of trying to save a woman who didn’t want to be rescued.’ 

‘As the saying goes. No good deed goes unpunished.’ Ryan spoke as he lifted the wine bottle and reached over to top up Dawn’s glass. 

She put her hand over the rim and smiled.

‘I’m driving.’ She sipped the wine, her eyes fixed on his ‘Doing the right thing often comes at a cost.’ 

So does running away. Dawn kept the thought to herself. She wasn’t running away again. 

Reynolds reached for a bowl of fries.

‘What I don’t understand is why Donny didn’t just blame his dad?’ 

‘I asked him about that when I told him his mum had admitted to the murder.’ She sipped her wine and reconsidered a top-up. ‘He said he realised we wouldn’t settle on blaming his dad. He could see we needed to dot all the i’s.’ 

Ryan scoffed. 

‘You mean he could see you wouldn’t settle.’ 

Laughter erupted. 

Sergeant Martin lifted his beer. 

‘Good to have you on board Grave. I think Donny Scheer would have been rotting in prison if it wasn’t for your thirst for the truth.’ 

She didn’t answer. Just lifted her glass to join the toast as Ryan’s eyes fixed on her. 

She was sure he could see right through her. Most of her adult life was spent running from her own truth. Her missing mother. Her brother’s staged suicide. Finding the truth about Donny’s torment was the least she could do. She now knew what it was like to get to the bottom of a dark past, thanks to her sister’s persistence.

‘What’s going to happen to Josie Fitzsimmons and her son?’ Reynolds stole a chip from Jamison’s plate. 

Dawn sipped her wine, swallowed and tried not to think about how Richardson might have a personal vendetta against her. 

‘Anderson said the AFP will put them under protective custody for now. Roberto Garcia wasn’t missing. We now know he was dropping his brother at the airport in Cairns. So Cesar is in the wind.’

‘Makes you wonder if we should have ignored the AFP and nailed the bastard, doesn’t it?’ Reynolds said what Dawn was thinking at the time.

‘Yes. But they’ll track him when he lands. He might still lead the Federal Police to Richardson.’ 

Dawn hoped he did. Having the crime boss as an enemy wasn’t a pleasant thought. She wondered if staying in Cooktown was wise. It might make her and her family a target. But it was too late now. Lisa and Abby could be targeted no matter where she lived. Better to be close.  

Ryan leant over and whispered in her ear.

‘I’ve got news about Rick Constable’s abandoned car.’ He pulled back and drained his beer. 

Dawn read the cue and finished her wine before getting to her feet.

‘We’ve got dinner with Lisa and Michael. I’m sure he’ll be keen to know we’ve charged Hannah’s killer.’  

‘Cheers to that.’ Chung lifted his glass, then chugged his beer in one smooth motion. 

‘See you all Monday at a more respectable hour.’ 

A chorus of voices toasted the comment as Ryan waited for Dawn to join him. 

‘What’s up?’ 

‘Not here.’ He touched the small of her back, guiding her outside. The warmth of his fingertips made her stomach tingle, but his eyes set her on edge. 

The news wasn’t good. Was he worried she’d melt down like she did in the interview room earlier?

‘I’m fine Ryan. You can spit it out.’ 

‘I don’t think you want anyone overhearing.’ 

‘Why? What is it?’ 

A sense of dread made her swallow hard. She forced herself to remain calm. The last thing she wanted to do was prove Ryan right. She told herself she wasn’t fragile. She wasn’t a damsel in distress. 

They reached the police Landcruiser. Ryan continued right past and crossed the road to the parklands. Dawn followed him down the grassed embankment to the edge of the Endeavour River. He stopped and faced her. 

‘Beautiful sunset.’ He pointed over the glistening water to the hills beyond. 

Grey rain clouds collided with a setting sun to glow purple and red across the horizon. He reached for her hand. 

‘They’ve found blood in Rick’s car, Dawn. It’s a blood-type match for the Senior.’ 

She quelled the nausea in her stomach. 

‘Have they found a body?’ He shook his head. ‘Could it be from an accident?’ Another shake. 

‘They are searching for him and his brother-in-law, but it doesn’t look good Dawn.’

Her mind went blank, then kicked into gear with scenario after scenario. Did he commit suicide, and someone covered it up? Was he tracking her brother’s killer and got killed in the process? Or was he involved in Fraser’s death? 

In the back of her mind, she always considered it would take more than one person to overpower her brother and put that noose around his neck. Was it his brother-in-law and did he turn on the Senior Constable? 

‘We’ll get to the bottom of it Dawn. I promise.’ Clint pulled her close. She breathed in the smell of his aftershave as frustrated tears rolled down her face. 

She genuinely thought Rick Constable was the killer. Finding him would put a twenty-year mystery to rest, but now she wasn’t so sure.

A warm thumb wiped the tears from her cheek. She lifted her chin to see crystal blue eyes begging her for something she wasn’t sure she could give. 

His lips brushed hers, light and briefly. The butterflies in her stomach leapt into the air and floated around until they turned into fire. Fire so hot she wasn’t sure she would ever quell it. 

********
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Join Dawn as she goes bush in search of answers to her brother’s suspicious death in Grave Secret, book four in the Dawn Grave Crime series. Due out in July 2025. 

Want something to read while you wait for the new Dawn Grave novel? 

Her Buried Bones is book one in the bestselling Australian Crime series —Opal Fields. Best of all, there are six books ready to read right now, with book seven due out in June 2025.

To stay up to date with future book releases and other news, you can sign up to my readers club.

Join my readers club here! 
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I hope you enjoyed reading the latest book in the Dawn Grave series.

If you did, why not tell your friends, or better still, leave a review with your favourite retailer so others can make an informed decision about buying into the series.

If you leave a review, I’d love to see a copy, but most of all, I’d like to thank you for reading my stories. You’re awesome, really! Without you, I’d be a lot less motivated to get in front of my computer screen and dream up these crazy crime/mystery adventures. Without you, I never would have bothered to publish. Thanks!

While you wait for my next release, you might like to read about Constable Jenny Williams as she searches for answers to a family mystery in the remote outback town of Coober Pedy. The Opal Fields series has been described as “a fast paced, action-packed thrill ride through the outback.” Book One, Her Buried Bones is available on Amazon, in paperback, e-book or audio.

Or if you’ve already read Jenny’s adventures, you might like to read what happens when Jenny takes that detective job in the city, we know she’s born for. Jenny joins the Foxy Mysteries series team in book two, as Jack Cunningham’s new partner. So, if you don’t mind skipping the ‘how she got to Adelaide’ bit, and enjoy a little sizzle with your mysteries, why not check out the whole Foxy Mysteries Collection.

I have so many books planned for the new Dawn Grave series, but I’ve been asked to write more books in the Opal Fields series too, so there are at least a few more books in the outback coming your way.

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 Facebook or Bookbub 
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