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Chapter One

The sea was angrier than usual that night and the ferocious waves were over two metres high. Thick layers of foam washed up onto the shore, and the water which usually stopped a long way from the stone sea wall was now crashing into it, with the force of the water hitting the wall each time causing the water to spray up and over onto the adjoining footpath along the esplanade.
She watched the violent water from her balcony and sipped on a hot chocolate. The water had passed its usual high tide mark, and it looked like it was now verging on a king tide. The weather reports seemed to be right, she hadn’t seen it this rough for years, and she looked up at the dark, rain-filled storm clouds in the night sky.
The balcony of her home was undercover luckily, and she sat at her outdoor table under the heat of the new gas heater that had been installed a few months earlier, with her laptop resting open in front of her. The beach-facing home was built in the mid-sixties and was high off the ground on a metal framework. It was clad with the fibre cement sheet cladding that was used by all builders in the sixties and had been painted in a baby blue colour, which was now faded and in much need of a new coat. The front of the home had ceiling-high windows, which faced out towards the turbulent sea, and her balcony spanned from one end of the house to the other. The home was one of the worst houses on the best street, and the locals whispered to each other when she moved in and started to renovate. They all knew where the money was coming from.
She had just finished what she thought was her crowning achievement in her journalistic career, a long-form article which, after years of painstaking research, was finally completed and ready to be sent through to her editor. Her hand sat on the keypad of her laptop and the icon hovered over the send button, but something was eating at her insides and she shivered in the gloom in indecision, unsure of what was making her feel this way.
Looking into her now empty mug, she decided a wine might be a good way to celebrate before she hit the send button, and she made her way inside to grab the bottle from her fridge. As she went to open the sliding glass door, a scream shattered the night air, and she spun back around and looked out into the frosty night. She slowly walked back to the handrailing on her balcony and stood completely still and tried to point out where the noise had come from. Surely no one was down by the beach? Anyone down near the water during this weather would be crazy.
‘Help!’ came a voice from down by the sea wall.
She squinted into the darkness in the direction of the voice and she struggled to see through the misty rain. The pitch-black cloud cover had blocked out the moon and made visibility poor, and she couldn’t see anything past her front gate. She strained her ears and eyes as best as she could out into the cold night and listened for the voice again. 
‘Help me!’
It had come from the direction of the top of the stairs, which ran down onto the beach. There was a block of public toilets there, with a row of outdoor showers that the beachgoers would use to wash off the salt water. She closed her laptop and walked back through her sliding doors and into her kitchen. She found her iPhone on the charger and she unplugged it and called 000.
Once she was directed to the local police, they told her to stay where she was and not to leave the house. They had multiple calls in of the wild weather and didn’t want any members of the public going near the sea in the current conditions. She hung up the phone and looked at the photo on the wall of her daughter, Charlotte. If it was her out there, what would she do? It didn’t take long for her to make the decision, and she grabbed her puffer jacket from the coat hook and put on her closest pair of runners.
As she made the front gate, the misty rain had now risen to a complete downpour, and she pulled the hood over her head and tried to wipe the droplets of water off her glasses. The seawater continued to crash hard against the stone wall and the spray from it came as far as the centre of the road which ran along the esplanade past the front of her property. She had mostly happy memories down at the beach, but there was one moment when her life had changed forever. And she struggled not to think about it as she ran towards the water.
‘Hello? Is anybody out there?!’ she yelled out.
‘Help me! Please!’
She could tell that the voice was coming from the staircase now, and she walked in that direction in the frigid temperatures. She hoped the person was okay. Maybe they had slipped over on the footpath against the sea wall? She had nearly done it many times herself on her morning runs. She fumbled for her iPhone in her pocket and switched the flashlight on, hoping it would help illuminate the wet footpath in front of her. This storm was unusual for this time of the year, and the same footpath had been busy with holidaymakers and beachgoers only six hours earlier.
She reached the public toilets and, for the first time and could see a van parked beside them. It wasn’t unusual for the odd backpacker to be parked down here she knew, but thought this weather would’ve scared most away back towards the caravan park. As she got closer to the van, she realised that it may not be tourists, as it was a newer, dark-coloured Toyota, and wasn’t covered in the usual garish stickers and artwork that the backpackers would cover their vans in.
‘Help!’
She turned away from the van, towards the direction of the voice which was now coming from the beach.
‘Hello?! Are you okay?! I’ve called the police. Help is on its way!’
The wind howled, and the driving rain continued. She stood under the cover of the public toilet building and hoped that the police would come soon. Her friends had always said she was the clumsy one of the group, and she didn’t want to risk walking down the slippery stairs at night. What if she slipped and fell into the water? Looking out at the sea, she knew no one would survive in this weather out there.
It was times like these she wished her husband Paul was still around. He would’ve flown down the steps and into the danger without a worry in the world. It was his recklessness that had helped end their marriage, but standing under the shelter, it was one of the first times since their divorce that she felt like she needed him.
She looked down the road towards Main Street, hoping to see the flashing lights of the police. It was a small coastal town, and she knew that even during the holiday season that the local police struggled to deal with the influx of tourists. What if the person down there had fallen over and couldn’t get up? The sea would take them away, and they’d never be seen again. She steeled herself for the heavy rain and walked out into it towards the direction of the stairs.
A loud noise came from behind her towards the van and she turned back in its direction. What was that? It sounded like a door closing. The van had looked unoccupied, but maybe someone was in there? She hoped that they could hear the voice too and would come to help.
At the top of the stairs, she looked out across the beach. The water had now receded slightly, but the noise of the waves crashing was still just as loud as the wind and rain. She couldn’t see anyone at the base of the stairs but decided to make her way down slowly and held her phone light out in front of her, to steady herself on the slippery steps.
She got to the bottom of the stairs and could now really feel the violence of the thrashing ocean. She had been visiting this beach since she was a kid and knew it was usually a fairly calm area, and she reminisced on many of the happy memories down there of her mother and brother. She turned at the bottom of the wooden steps and looked to her right. She couldn’t see another soul out there and she wondered if she was imagining things. No one would be crazy enough to be walking down here at night.
‘Hello?! Is anybody there!’ she yelled, hoping her voice would travel over the crashing ocean.
She turned back towards the steps and suddenly felt an odd feeling like somebody was watching her. She craned her head upwards along the seawall to see if there was anybody there but saw no one. It must have been her mind playing tricks on her.
She turned back and walked out onto the small sliver of beach and continued along beside the old wooden poles which held the stairs up, when suddenly she saw a black shadow coming in her peripheral. She now knew that someone was on that beach with her. As the figure emerged from underneath the wooden stairs in the darkness, she couldn’t make their face in the pitch-black darkness, but every sense in her body told her she was in danger for some reason and she knew she had to get away. She turned and tried to run, but the figure made up the distance between them much quicker than she could have imagined and swiftly wrapped their arms around her neck, pulling her backward against them.
She felt her glasses sliding off her face as she struggled with the figure and tried to let out a scream. The figure had its arm wrapped so tightly around her neck that she could feel the blood rushing to her head. She kicked and thrashed against the figure, trying to scratch the arm wrapped tightly around her, but the figure behind her was strong. She knew that as she tried in vain to fight against the attack. As she began to lose consciousness, she thought of two things. Her daughter, and the article that she had poured her life into for the past two years.
Feeling her go limp, the figure let her body drop onto the wet sand. Looking down at her and satisfied with a job well done, they grabbed her by the hood of her jacket and slowly dragged her body into the turbulent waters. They knew that in a storm like this, she would never be seen again.
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Chapter Two

One week earlier
The sea was calmer, and the waves were low. Seagulls circled something on the beach ahead, eagerly looking for their next meal. The sky was a warm, muted orange, and the morning sun was starting to come over the horizon. It was shaping up to be a beautiful day. Phoebe stood at the base of the stairs and started her morning stretching routine. It was something she had to do as she got older, as she wasn’t as limber as she used to be. She started with her hamstrings and glutes, and worked her way down to her calves, feeling the blood flow through them and her muscles loosen up. Since she had moved back to Riema, she had maintained a routine of an early morning run before she started her day, and after, she would head to the local café and have breakfast. It was a much different lifestyle to her faster pace days in the city, always in a rush, and always late for the next meeting. 
As she stretched and looked out towards the sand and water line, her mind lingered back in the past. She was ten years old when she lost her mother at this very spot. Here, for a family holiday, she had spent the day at the beach with her mother and brother, enjoying the sunshine and playing in the sand. The surf was big that day, and she played with her brother in the choppy water between the flags, both happy not to venture out past knee-deep, as she had never been a strong swimmer. Her Mum had headed out into the cool water for a swim as they headed back in, and it wasn’t until ten minutes later, her brother, Michael, had come and asked her if she’d seen her. She raced to the lifeguard to sound the alarm who immediately raced into the sea in search of her lost mother, who had vanished. Millions were spent by her father over the next few months on the search of land and sea. A trace of her was never found.
Once she had finished her stretches, she began her morning run. Her pace started slowly, but once she warmed up in the brisk morning air, she found herself moving along nicely, and the soreness she had in her left ankle seemed to be holding up. She had always enjoyed running; it was an internal war between her mind and her body, a constant battle to not stop, to keep going, for every minute of the act. It was something she was used to in her daily life, the fight. Her father had never made it easy.
When she had moved to Riema, it hadn’t taken long for the locals to find out that she was back. She had spent considerable amounts of money and time modernising her old beach shack to return it to its former glory, as it was the one place where all of her memories were happy ones. Summer holidays were always spent in Riema with her grandparents until the moment her mother disappeared. Her days back then were spent at the beach, playing in the streets with the other local kids, and setting up tents in the front yard to camp out under the stars. It was the one part of her childhood that felt unencumbered, and she assumed it was because her father was never there.
Around halfway into her run, she caught a glimpse of a silver car parked against the stone seawall on the esplanade. It was a Mercedes Benz, with dark, tinted windows. It was the third time she had seen it this month, and although not uncommon, it wouldn’t have been the first time her father had someone following her, and she made a note to try to get the licence plate number, and do some research into what company he was using now.
Her watch alerted her that she was two kilometres in, and she noted that her pace was a little faster than normal, a good sign that all of her hard work was paying off. She looked up in the distance at a figure in front of her, a tall man dressed in a black exercise singlet and black running shorts. His pace was a little slower than hers, but as she neared him, she noticed the powerful muscles in his legs as they rhythmically went back and forwards, and by his slow stride, she assumed he was taking his morning run very easily. As she neared him, she noted he didn’t have any earphones in, a rarity for runners on this beach, and he looked over and offered a greeting.
‘Morning.’
Now up close, she could tell he was around her age, and he was about half an inch taller than her with a dark brown tan. He had short brown hair that was greying at the temples, stubble to match, and piercing light blue eyes. His smile was slightly lopsided, but his teeth were straight. It was the first thing she took notice of when she looked at a person. Though still young enough, there was something about him that exuded a quiet confidence.
She lowered her pace to match his, quietly happy to slow down for a beat and enjoy the sunrise. ‘Morning.’
He pointed ahead to the end of the beach track, where the forest began to climb up towards the wilderness. ‘Race you to that timber gate?’
She didn’t need to be told twice, and she took off before he had a chance. It was only around two hundred metres, but she lengthened her stride out and felt the pavement flying underneath her. All she could hear was waves crashing as the path neared the waterfront and her breathing, and she couldn’t feel the man beside her. She was confident that she had him covered. With only fifty metres to go, she heard him coming, and soon he was behind her, beside her, and then powering on in front of her with long strides, he made it look effortless. He hit the gate with both hands with a thud and spun around to lean on it with his arms crossed and a triumphant smile, hardly out of breath.
She made the gate and hit it with speed also, and looked down at her watch. It was a new record for her three-kilometre run. ‘I think you gamed me there,’ she said.
He winked at her and smiled. ‘A bit of healthy competition never hurts. I needed the push.’
‘Didn’t look it. You looked like you had me covered easily.’
He grabbed a small fold on his stomach. ‘Just starting back out, trying to work off all the beer.’
She had been divorced for four years now, a messy, ugly affair, and her ex-husband had taken custody of her daughter, which had been a long battle in the courts. She had hardly even considered the thought of dating since then and had poured herself into her work, an investigation piece into one of Australia’s biggest businesses. She looked at the man as he leaned against the gate and felt there was something familiar about him that she couldn’t quite place, and maybe she should try to get to know him better.
‘You running back?’ he asked, pointing back in the direction that they came.
She laughed. ‘No. I’ve only just worked up from home to this gate. The walk back is my cool down.’
‘Sounds good to me, I’ll join if that’s ok?’
‘Of course.’
The beach walk track had gotten busier since they had started on their run and was soon filled with many familiar local faces, who were all curious of the new pair as they walked back home, deep in conversation.
‘You local?’ he asked.
‘No. My grandmother and grandfather lived on the esplanade, in the baby blue house, number eleven. We used to holiday here when we were kids. And when they passed, it was given to me.’
‘With the iron roof? I know the one. I’m just down the street. The pink house, number eight.’
The pink house two doors down from her had been unoccupied for her time in Riema. She initially assumed it was a holiday rental, as most along the esplanade were. Many of the local homeowners had moved further inland and kept the beachside properties fully furnished and ready for people to take advantage of during the holiday periods as different apps like Stayz and Airbnb became more popular.
He continued, ‘Just got here last week. It’s going to be a holiday house for me. I’ve got a few weeks off, so going to try to give the place a tidy up, make it liveable again.’
She stole a glance over at him as she walked and tried to guess his age. He looked to be similar in age to her, somewhere between late thirties or early forties. There was something familiar about his face like she had seen it before somewhere. He was obviously wealthy, or lucky, if he had bought on the esplanade. Her home itself was worth well over two million. Maybe he was a celebrity? If he was looking for a quiet place, Riema was a great option.
‘I’ve just finished renovating the inside of my place, modernised it a bit. I don’t think my grandparents had done much except paint.’
His eyebrows raised. ‘Oh yeah? Maybe you could give me some colour suggestions for my place, I’ve just started inside. A female touch never hurt anyone.’
She chuckled. ‘Hey, I never said I knew how to style. I got an interior designer to do that. But yeah, if you need some suggestions, I’d be happy to come over and give you a hand.’
‘Great, it’s a date.’
She blushed at that and hoped he couldn’t see her face from underneath her cap. He wasn’t wearing a wedding ring. It was a good sign. They walked back up the top of the steps, and he pointed over to his home, the pink house, only two doors down from hers. It looked old and tired, but he had an infectious energy, and she was sure he would return it to its former glory.
He continued, ‘Right, well, I have some gardening to do. It was a pleasure to meet you?’
‘Phoebe,’ she replied.
He held out his hand to shake hers. His hands were callused, and his grip was firm.
‘I’m Nick.’
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Chapter Three

Police are now reporting that Phoebe Allard, the missing daughter of media magnate, James Allard, may have met with foul play. Reported missing six days ago in the coastal town of Riema, she has not been seen since the morning of November 1st. Police are asking anyone who may have seen her over the days leading up to her disappearance to contact them immediately. The eldest daughter of James Allard, CEO, and chairman of Allardcorp, who is currently Australia’s richest man, has offered a reward of up to $250,000, for her –
Nick exited the pop-up window on his phone and placed it down on his bedside table. His alarm clock read 9am. He hadn’t slept in that late in years and wasn’t sure whether the change in scenery, and the prospect of a few weeks off, or the empty beer bottles on his bedside table, had aided his sleep. The bedroom still smelt like wet paint, and he was sure it was going to be for a few more days yet. He was still getting used to the fact he now had his very own holiday home as he smelt salt water from the ocean and heard the seagulls squawking loudly out on his balcony. He slowly rose from his bed and winced in pain. He had been shot in the shoulder the previous year and the injury was still causing him problems. His physio had prescribed a rigorous regime of exercise to get it back moving correctly, but he often forgot to do them. He had found himself inspired for a week and trying hard to get it better, and then slowly tapering off and then wondering why the pain was returning. He cracked two Endone tablets from the bedside table, washed them down with a glass of water and hoped it would help mask the pain for the morning. It was going to be a busy one. He needed to put a final coat on the living room and kitchen walls, and all of the paint rolling wasn’t doing his shoulder any favours.
He was in Riema, a small coastal town 200kms south of Sydney, and up until a few weeks earlier had never even heard of the town, until he received a phone call from his little sister Jess. She had told him that a long-lost friend of their mother had located her after seeing his face on the news a few months earlier, and that she had to meet them both to discuss something regarding her. Jess had made the journey to Sydney to meet with him, and together they drove to a property out past the northern beaches and into the hinterlands to meet with the woman, whose name was Florence. The property she lived in was absolutely enormous, a sprawling acreage surrounded by dense bushland, which opened up to a beach-facing property that was no more than 100 metres from the ocean.
She had sat with the siblings and told them both that she had grown up in the bush in Edithvale and had been best friends with their mother during their childhood. She had tried her best to keep in touch when their mother had moved on to their hometown, Milford and had Nick and Jess, but they soon lost touch when she moved to Sydney for university. She had met her husband by chance, on a holiday with her parents on a cruise ship, and he had swept her off her feet. And soon, they were married and trying to start a family of their own. Her husband Rick was from old money, a famous family which owned half of the steel mills on the eastern seaboard. Disaster struck when he was diagnosed with inoperable pancreatic cancer, and he was dead at age forty-two, leaving Florence as a young widower. He had left his expansive empire to her and her alone. With a massive property portfolio and millions of shares she had enough to live comfortably for three lifetimes over.
Nick sat and listened to her talk and wondered why they were asked to be there. She had known his mother in their youth, but his mother had died young, when he was seven years old, viciously murdered in their childhood home while he and his sister slept. Florence had moved away in her twenties and married around the same time as his mother Billie, so what was so important that he and Jess had to drive all the way here for?
Florence placed her teacup down on the coffee table. He could feel the weight of the empty cup in his own hand and he looked at the intricate pattern painted in the porcelain. He didn’t know much about ceramics, but he could tell it was expensive.
‘Sorry, where was I?’ she said.
‘Our Mum, Billie, you were saying you were close?’ Jess asked.
‘We were. Very. It’s funny really. I always knew she would fall on her feet. She had a rough childhood. I was a lot luckier with my parents, so I tried my best to help her. I couldn’t believe it when I heard the news of her murder. You were both so young when she passed.’
‘I was seven, Jess was five. We never knew much about Mum's side of the family, she never really spoke about it,’ he said.
‘Billie’s mother, your grandmother, died young as well. And her father ran off. She was brought up by her grandmother. I met her in primary school, and we were best friends from that day on, all through high school, and still even when she met your father, Tim. We tried to keep in touch, but it was a lot harder back then.’
Florence’s eyes glistened with tears as she spoke of his mother, and of happier times. He looked around the home and noticed there were no signs of children or any family photos that would usually adorn an elderly persons living room. It had been a long drive with terrible weather and traffic, and he knew that their drive home wasn’t going to be much better. It seemed to him like Florence was lonely and just wanted to talk about the past.
Jess beat him to it when she asked, ‘I’m sorry Florence, you told me you needed to tell us something about our mother?’
Florence chuckled. ‘Well, not exactly. When I saw you, Nick, on the TV last month, I couldn’t believe it. It was like staring back into Billie’s eyes. And looking at you, Jess, Wow. You’re a spitting image.’
‘Thank you.’
Florence looked out the window, towards the ocean. She had never re-married and carried the loss of her husband with her wherever she went, along with the guilt of not being to have children, who could continue on with his family name and legacy.
‘I’m dying. I have stage three liver cancer. And I have no children, no family at all left,’ she opened her arms up wide. ‘I have all of this stuff, these things, and no one to give them to.’
‘We are so sorry to hear the Florence. Is there anything we can do for you? He asked.
‘Yes. There is. I have given most of my life's savings to charity. My properties are a little harder. I would like you both to choose one each. No exceptions.’ She held her hand up towards them as they both began to protest. ‘Billie was a good friend. One of my best friends back then. She showed me a kindness as a child that no one else ever did. And I never forgot about her. I want her kids to be able to enjoy a life that she never had.’
So here he was in Riema, sitting in the bed of his very own holiday home. Florence wasn’t lying when she said she had many properties, over thirty in total were on the list. He looked through it with his sister and saw the small, pink, California bungalow style beach house in Riema on the top of the third page. It was old and battered, from years of the harsh seaside weather, and looked to be in a state of disrepair. There was something about it though in the photo that drew him to it, and he let Florence know that was the one he wanted. Her solicitor sent through the paperwork, and soon he received a single envelope with a set of old brass keys and a postcard from Riema with, ‘Enjoy it. I never got the chance.’ written on it. Jess had chosen an apartment in Sydney, only walking distance from his own home, and he was excited at the prospect of seeing her and his young nephew more.
The house was built in the mid-50s. It was a classic California bungalow weatherboard home, painted in a pale pink, with a corrugated iron roof and red brick chimney on the end of it. It was raised on metal poles like most of the beach homes in his street, and he could park his ute in the carport underneath it. The balcony which faced the beach was old and in a terrible state of disrepair and it was on the top of his list of repairs to do to the home once he had tidied up inside. The inside wasn’t much better, as the home had sat unoccupied for five years. Florence had been kind enough to send around an electrician and plumber to ensure that everything was operational before he took ownership, but the rest was up to him.
A week earlier, he was just putting a coat of paint on his living room walls, a ‘coastal white’ that the hardware store shop girl had chosen when he overheard Riema on the news. It was a report of a missing local woman, Phoebe Allard, who hadn’t been seen in two days. When the image of the woman popped up, his interest was piqued. She lived two doors down from him, in the baby blue-coloured house near the top of the beach steps, and he remembered speaking with her on his morning run the week previous. He knew the Allard name. James Allard was the owner of Allardcorp, one of the biggest media companies in the world. He wondered if they were a relation?
Back in the present, he opened his laptop up and googled Phoebe Allard again. He had been keeping an eye on the story as it developed and hoped for good news. Most articles were from the same news report he had been hearing on the news, and the rest were of her father, James. He typed in James Allard and opened the Wikipedia article on him.
James Lee Allard, born 1946, is an Australian-born media proprietor, and investor. His company Allardcorp runs hundreds of local, national, and international publishing outlets around the world, including newspapers in Australia, the UK, and in the U.S.
His television broadcasting channels Channel Four Australia and Four News are two of Australia’s most profitable businesses. With a net worth of US$14.2 billion as of 5th March 2023, Allard is the 24th richest in the world, according to Forbes magazine.
He read through more articles on the Allard family and found something interesting. The current head of Australian operations of Allardcorp was Paul Allard, ex-husband to Phoebe. It seemed he had taken the Allard name when they wed, which was a sound business decision, he thought to himself. Paul was now the forward face of the Allardcorp empire in Australia, and there were many articles about his fast ascension to the top of the media world. He wondered why Phoebe had returned to Riema; it was a stark contrast to the palatial home in Watson’s Bay that Paul lived in as he scrolled through images of it in the latest article he read. He wondered why the daughter of the richest man in Australia was living in such an old house in a small town. She was hiding from something, that was for sure.
He closed his laptop lid and looked out through his windows at the pale blue sky. The ocean breeze blew his curtains gently, and the fresh air helped clear his head. He was on holiday, and not on a case. He knew there would be a competent team searching for her, and he didn’t need to get involved. He was well overdue a break and when the opportunity has arisen to come up and spend some time at his new holiday home; he took it. But as the days went on, he just couldn’t get their meeting back on the beach out of his head. There was something about her that he liked that had caught his attention, and he knew that after six days with no contact, it usually meant bad news. The local police would be searching for a body by now he guessed if they had not been able to establish any contact.
Breaking him from his dark thoughts, his iPhone rang on the table and he checked who was calling him. Chief Inspector Mark Johnson was displayed on the screen and as he took the call, he had a bad feeling, already guessing what might be on his boss’s mind.
‘Nick, how are you, mate?’
‘I’m great, Chief, everything ok?’
‘Yeah, all good. Listen, are you still down in Riema?’
He braced himself as he answered, fairly sure his holiday was about to be cut short. ‘Yeah. I am, why?’
‘Phoebe Allard. I’m sure you’ve seen it all over the news?’
‘Yep, I’ve been following it. My place is two doors down from hers.’
‘What? You should have told me. They’ve found her.’
Nick felt relief for his neighbour, and he thought of her warm smile from their chance meeting. ‘That’s great, Chief, so why the call?’
‘She’s dead, Nick. They found her body this morning. I’ve let them know you’ll assist.’



OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Four

After a quick shower, he put on a comfortable pair of jeans and his only t-shirt that didn’t have paint stains on it and decided coffee would be his first stop, before he went to the police station. The Chief had told him he was to assist the Riema police in an advisory role for now, and that he had Detective Sergeant Chris Betts and Detective Constable Heather Romac on their way down as reinforcements from Sydney to help head the investigation. He was disappointed to hear he had Betts organised to help, as he had worked with him throughout the years and didn’t have much time for the older detective. He found him short sighted, prone to a bad temper and knew he could be a loose cannon. When he started to protest the decision, the Chief cut him off. He was on holiday, and Betts would take control and handle it when they got there.
The small coffee shop, Leo’s, on the main beach road was a hive of activity, but he felt like the news of Phoebe’s disappearance had hampered the local spirits. The owner, Leo, wasn’t his usual cheery self when he walked through the doors as he ordered his usual. Standing behind the coffee machine, he looked over his shoulder and waited until his young staff members were busy helping other customers before he spoke quietly.
‘Did you hear the news?’
Nick decided to play dumb. Maybe the coffee shop owner had some gossip he wouldn’t usually divulge to the police. ‘No, what news?’
‘Phoebe Allard. Apparently, they found her body this morning.’
‘Oh wow. Really? Where?’
‘Out by the Silverleaf café. Got a call this morning.’
Nick knew of the Silverleaf café. It was a popular tourist spot on the outskirts of town. Tourists would go there for brunch and dinner, and all the animals and fresh produce grown there were used in the restaurant. He had got a coffee from there on his first drive into town.
‘That’s terrible, did she have any kids?’
Leo placed the lid on his cup and slid it toward him. ‘She did. A daughter.’
He knew what her daughter would be going through himself quite well. He had lost his own mother at age seven, and the feeling of loss never truly left him, the grief came in waves. At least her daughter had money. Her grandfather was one of the richest men in the world. It was a luxury he and his sister never had.
He walked back along the esplanade toward home with his coffee and eyed his ute parked in the driveway. It was originally his Dad’s, a vintage Holden HQ in a menacing black, with a rumbling V8 engine. It had been meticulously restored by his father, and when he passed, he had taken ownership of it and decided he would leave it at his beach house as his holiday car; he had no use for it in the city. As he idled down the beach road, to let the old V8 engine warm up, he passed Phoebe’s home and noticed a sleek silver hatchback Mercedes parked in the driveway. It was a car he hadn’t seen before, and he opened up his phone and quickly added the licence plate number into his notes app.
He drove along the beach road further away from his house and looked at all the homes on the waterfront; they were a diverse mix, with some ultra-modern concrete behemoths, to your old beach shacks like his and Phoebe’s. Why the daughter of one of Australia’s richest men lived in such an old home was still a question for him, and he wondered how her relationship with her enigmatic father had been before her disappearance.
The beach road snaked in a westerly direction away from the centre of town, and he soon got to the main highway, which ran north to Sydney and south to Batemans Bay. Riema was a small town, with only a population of around 2000, and he likened it to a coastal version of his hometown, Milford, which was far east of Riema, over the Great Dividing Range, 800kms inland. A small farming town, the only waterway he had ever seen in his childhood, was the Edward River, which ran straight through the centre of it. Being so far from the river he had grown up with and this close to the ocean was an almost alien feeling to him, and he was still coming to terms with the smell of seawater and the fine beach sand.
He pulled off the main highway as he neared the entrance of the café and was pleased to see only police vehicles in the carpark, and a young officer stood at the entrance, ready to advise any passers-by to move on. He knew with a woman as famous as Phoebe, and with the power and influence her father had in the media, and especially with his Four News channel, that the small coastal town would soon become a hive of media activity. After solving the disappearance of 17-year-old Belle Smith a year ago, he himself had been all over the media, in a blur of interviews both in newspapers and on television. The other detectives in his team had laughed at his expense, but he knew they were all just secretly jealous they hadn’t cracked the decades old case.
The Silverleaf cafe was quite small, it was originally a farmhouse back before it was renovated in the 90s into its current iteration. The property was surrounded by brand new, white farm fencing like the type you would see on a horse farm. It was a neat idea, and it caught his eye as he rounded the corner on his way into town for the first time and he had decided to pull in and check it out. The old farmhouse itself was red brick, with a terracotta tile roof. Coming off the back of the house was the newer part of the extension where the dining area was located, and he could see where rusted corrugated iron sheets had been haphazardly screwed over the new extension to give it a rustic look. At further inspection, it had the hallmarks of a building that was trying a little too hard to show off its past life. Over-priced relish and jams lined the shelves on the wall, and he took one look at them and decided he wasn’t going to pay twenty dollars for something he could buy at the supermarket for five. He had grabbed a takeaway coffee back then, eager to make his way to his new home, and hadn’t wandered out through the dining area to the ‘farm’ proper. If you’d been to one farm, you’d been to them all he knew. And not all of his memories of the last two years had been great on them.
He turned into the driveway towards the policeman guarding the entrance and wound down his window. The young officer was tall, well built, with a slight five o’clock shadow beginning on his face. He could tell by the stripes on the epaulettes on his shoulder that he was a Senior Constable, and he looked like he meant business. A murder in a small town like this probably had never happened in his career, and Nick knew that the locals would be on high alert.
He held a hand up as Nick slowed. ‘Sorry mate, this is an active crime scene. I’d ask that you move on. The café is closed.’
Nick flipped open his police badge, and he noticed a flicker of recognition on the Senior Constable’s face. ‘Detective Sergeant Nick Vada. Had a call from Sydney. I’ve been asked to offer assistance until the homicide squad arrives.’
The officer stepped to the side to allow him to pass. ‘Park anywhere you’d like, Detective,’ he held out his hand and Nick shook it. ‘Senior Constable James Stewart, pleasure. Looks like we’ve got a celebrity helping us.’
Nick cringed internally and quickly brushed off the compliment. It was something he was hearing more of and felt like it dampened the hard work of the surrounding teams that he had. ‘I had a good team behind me. I’m not here to step on anyone’s toes, I’m here on holiday so I won’t be hanging around for long.’
‘Well, that’s a shame, we need all the help we can get. Head on through the café at the front and through the dining area, they're all out the back.’
He pulled the old ute to a stop and switched it off. He sat for a few seconds and gathered his thoughts, feeling the warm leather of the steering wheel in his hand. The ute was a constant reminder of home and of his late father, and of a lifetime of regret and indecision with his family. He never knew how much time he had left before he passed suddenly, and he felt a deep regret for not spending more time with him toward the end. He hadn’t worked for almost a month now; it was the longest he’d been off the job in his whole life, and he had had trouble sleeping, even with the prospect of owning his own holiday home not being enough to keep his mind away from his dark thoughts. He was surprised he had lasted the whole first week off drinking, considering how bad he’d been over the last few months and he had tried to make a conscious decision when he got to Riema to stay away from alcohol. But after hearing of his neighbour’s disappearance, his mind had turned dark again, and he had started off gently with a six-pack of beer from the local bottle shop. Frustrated as he made his way through the beer with ease, the cycle continued, and he had lost count of how much he had drunk over the last few weeks, but knew that it at least had helped him sleep. The drinking will stop, he promised himself, as he opened the door and got out into the fresh coastal air.
He assumed they were further inland but could hear the crashing of waves as he walked through the main doors of the building and could still smell the salt in the ocean air. He then remembered that the main highway ran along the coastline and turned back inland, just past the café, as it made its way toward the outskirts of Riema. The location was perfect for anyone heading towards town, it was prime real estate.
The café which was usually a hive of activity was dead, with all of the café tables empty, and the stools and chairs were neatly upturned on them. He spoke into the gloom. ‘Anybody there?’ He looked out through the dining area and spotted people further on in the paddocks, and he made his way in their direction. As he walked out through the back dining room doors, he eyed the outskirts of the property. It was surely the smallest farm he’d ever been on, and by eye, it looked to be only around one acre. A group had congregated in the main centre paddock of the property, and he looked out towards the direction of the ocean out at the back fencing and noticed that all the farm animals had been shepherded into the back paddock. Cows, chickens, pigs, and ducks all raced around together, while a man tried his best to corral the chickens into a makeshift pen that was propped up in the corner. He had to laugh as he watched him work with the animals. The man was wearing white linen pants and had dreadlocks tied up into a bun on top of his head. He looked like he hadn’t worked a day of his life on a farm.
There were four people standing in the centre of the largest paddock. It was roughly fifty metres wide and had perfectly manicured grass across it. He hadn’t seen that much green on a farm in his entire lifetime, and he wondered just how they kept it in such great condition. Then again, he knew the yearly rainfall in Riema was much higher than the dry and arid area that he was from. Bollards were arranged in a rough circle around the group, and blue and white police crime scene tape was strung across it to keep out any unwanted attention.
A woman turned away from the group and walked out to meet him. Of Asian descent, she looked to be in her mid to late forties and was at least a foot shorter than him. With black hair tied up in a ponytail and glasses, he could see she was a sergeant and looking at the ages of the other officers, he assumed she was in charge.
‘Good morning, Sergeant Ruby Zhao, you must be Nick?’
‘Detective Sergeant Nick Vada. I’ve been asked to offer assistance until homicide arrives.’
‘Thanks, it’s a tricky one we have here, honestly, we need all the help we can get with this one. I was told your reinforcements may have been held up?’
It was news to him, and although Phoebe’s death was tragic, he was feeling selfish, and he knew that the detectives on their way were more than competent. He wanted to get back to finishing his house.
‘I’ll chat with the Chief and see when they are due. What have we got?’ he asked.
They walked under the police tape, and the three surrounding the body parted to reveal Phoebe, lying on her back in grass. Her body was swollen and bloated, and he grimaced at the smell, it was something he never got used to. She had on a pair of jeans and a puffer vest which had been badly torn, and the gooseneck feathers were floating softly away in the breeze. Her eyes remained open, staring up at the sky and her face was a pale grey colour. Her hair was matted and looked like it had something in it. Was it leaves? He wasn’t sure. A man stood at her feet with a clipboard. He assumed he was the local coroner, and he soon caught him up to speed.
‘Phoebe Allard. Aged forty-two, she was found first thing this morning by Zeke over there,’ he pointed out toward the man shepherding the animals.
‘Cause of death?’ he asked.
‘I’ll know more when we get her back to the morgue. My preliminary examination was strangulation. I’ve assessed the damage to her larynx, and she was definitely strangled at some point. But by deposits coming out of her mouth, and what looks to be seaweed in her hair, I’d say drowning was the cause of death.’
‘Drowning?’ He looked around the farm, with no waterways in sight. It was clear her body must have been moved. ‘So, I’m guessing she was moved?’
‘Precisely. There are small amounts of anterior lividity on her back. There are no signs of rigor mortis, and you can see by the red blotchiness on her stomach that she’s been dead for quite a while. I’d say she died around the time she was reported missing. Her body has sat somewhere, and then been dumped here.’
Nick had been around the dead more than most and couldn’t understand how somebody could’ve dealt with that smell over the past weeks. She was relatively tall but thin. One person could’ve moved her easily, but why dump her out in such a public place? It all didn’t make a lot of sense.
The sergeant chimed in, ‘No signs of tyre tracks, in or out, although we’ve had quite a lot of rain over the last two days. Zeke came to open up this morning and noticed the animals circled around something. He called us straight away.’
‘Explains the torn jacket,’ he said, as he looked down at her feet and looked at the single running shoe on her foot. He remembered them from their meeting, as the bright colours had stood out then. The shoe was a bright fluorescent yellow, with a blue-speckled pattern. ‘Where’s her other shoe?’
‘Not located as of yet. She’s got nothing else on her either, no phone, no wallet.’ 
He looked down at her face, expressionless, staring into the sky. The phone was the first thing he would look into. It’s where every case started in the 21st century. People couldn’t live without them, permanently attached to their hands.
Ruby introduced him to the small team. ‘This is our local coroner, Archie Hanford, Constable Emily Morton, and Senior Constable James Stewart.’
They all exchanged pleasantries, and he shook all of their hands. Both the officers looked young. But capable enough. And he knew when the Sydney team arrived, they’d make a great team.
Emily was the first to bring it up. ‘I’m looking forward to working with you, detective. I just finished the latest episode of Into The Flames. Your work on the Belle Smith disappearance was incredible. Years they tried to find her, and you solved it.’
His star was on the rise in the police force, and after solving the cold case of missing schoolgirl Belle Smith, his name had been everywhere for the past few months. A podcast had been created which had discussed and then followed the investigation called ‘Into The Flames’ and the final episode had been devoted to his career. The series had been the most downloaded podcast in Australia for a short period, and he had struggled with being in the limelight over the past few months. It was a part of the reason he was in Riema. He was looking for a quiet place to lie low and recharge, hoping that the press would die down. It was looking like that wasn’t going to be possible he thought, as he looked down at Phoebe's body, and the more he thought about it, the more he wanted to help get to the bottom of it and find out who had taken another mother from this earth.
‘I was lucky. I had a great team to help me.’
Ruby sensed his awkwardness and herded Emily off to assist Zeke with the farm animals. She looked over at Nick as he crouched down near the body and couldn’t believe her luck. The most famous detective in Australia, in Riema on holidays. What were the chances? She was going to use him as much as possible and quietly hoped that the Sydney team were stuck for a little longer. He looked closer at him, however, and could tell he looked tired, and she thought she smelt a hint of alcohol on his breath as he spoke. Who was she to judge though, the man was on holiday after all.
‘Nick, I haven’t notified the family as of yet. Her mother has passed, and her father doesn’t exactly have a direct contact that I can easily find off-hand. I know we’ve just lumped you with all of this. But could I ask whether you could make a few calls to your higher-ups, and get a number for James Allard?’
He nodded, pulled out his phone and walked away over toward the outdoor seating for privacy to look through his contacts. His first port of call was the Chief, and he picked up on the first ring.
‘You don’t muck around. Any news?’
‘She’s been dumped in the back of a café, out of town. Looks like she’s drowned.’
‘Drowned? How’d she end up out of town?’
‘No idea. Looks like someone’s dumped her body here. The coroner said she's been dead a while.’
There was a short silence on the other end. ‘Okay. This one is going to be messy. You need to approach with caution. She is as high profile as it gets. I don’t know whether you’re the unluckiest or luckiest detective on the planet.’
‘I’d say the latter,’ he replied, ‘Also the reason for my call. I need James Allard’s phone number.’
‘Understood. I think Hattie may be your best option there. I doubt the richest man in Australia is easy to get on to.’
‘But wouldn’t he have been calling, asking about updates for Phoebe?’ It was inconceivable to him. A father’s only daughter, he would’ve been on the phone the minute he heard the news.
‘I asked that the other day actually when I heard she was missing. Apparently, the Commissioner is a friend. I asked her personally. She hasn’t heard a thing.’
‘Don’t want to ask her for James’ number?’ he asked.
‘Not particularly. She requested you on this personally, so let’s just pretend for today that you are super detective, Hattie will be able to find it.’
Nick chuckled at that. ‘Good idea. I hope you explained to her that I’m on holiday?’
‘It wasn’t mentioned.’
‘Right. I better call Hattie.’
He hung up and worked his way down his contacts to Hattie Boyd and rang her number. Originally, an IT analyst for the missing persons unit, she had been promoted to the head of her division after her work on the Belle Smith case. She was a valuable resource he had at his disposal now, and he had developed a good friendship with her over the last few months.
‘Nick, how are you? Just spoke with Mark. How on earth did you get yourself roped into this?’
She had a habit of cutting to the chase quickly and was the only person he knew who called the Chief by his first name. She was Czechoslovakian, and you could still hear the thick European accent coming down through the phone.
‘Wrong place at the wrong time, I guess. I have a challenge for you.’
‘Ooo is it hard? I’m running a full systems update on the DV and Arson divisions this week. I need something to keep my mind occupied.’
‘I need James Allard's personal phone number.’
She sighed. ‘Oh, that shouldn’t be too difficult,’ He heard the clacking of a keyboard in the background. ‘Give me ten minutes.’
And with that, she was gone. She was efficient, that was for sure.
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Chapter Five

Nick walked back over to the group who stood around Phoebe’s body. He knew Hattie would have the phone number within the hour. She’d never let him down before.
‘Did she have any partners we know of?’ he asked.
‘Not that we know of. I’ve only lived here for six months; I was transferred from the northern beaches. As far as we know, she was a bit of a loner,’ Ruby said.
‘I met her once. I think it was about two weeks ago now, down by the beach,’ he said.
‘You did? How did she seem?’
He had pondered that himself ever since he saw the news of her disappearance. She seemed completely fine when he met her. Cheerful even. She didn’t act like someone who was in trouble and didn’t seem like someone who would have enemies.
‘She seemed fine. I ran into her when I was jogging, and she introduced herself. She told me where she lived, and I told her my place was only two doors down.’
James spoke up. ‘You bought the pink house?’
‘Sort of. It’s a long story.’
Ruby pressed. ‘Did you see her again after that?’
It was another thing he had thought of. Had he seen her since their chance encounter? Or seen anything suspicious around her home? ‘No. Not that I remember, what about her ex-husband?’
‘Apparently, he’s overseas from what we can gather. I thought our next option might be a house call. Maybe his daughter or his new wife is home.’
Nick remembered the article he had read on her ex-husband, Paul Allard. It said his residence was in Sydney, in the affluent suburb of Watson’s Bay, ‘Don’t they live in Sydney?’ he asked.
‘You didn’t know? Riema is basically Allard-town these days. Haven’t you read the local papers? Paul and his new wife Chelsea have built that monstrosity out on the heads on Ballantyne Lane. Ten million it cost them. Upset a lot of locals,’ James said.
He hadn’t read that Paul had re-married. That must have happened recently. An ex-partner would usually be his first port of call in the homicide investigation of a woman. Domestic violence was rife in Australia and divorces were never clean, there were always motives there.
‘He remarried?’ he asked.
‘For someone all over the papers, you certainly don’t seem to read them,’ Ruby said with a chuckle. ‘Big wedding late last year here in Riema, was the talk of the town. He married Chelsea Sheen. You know the influencer?’
The name rang a bell in his head. He was sure he’d seen her on Facebook or Instagram. Blonde, with big lips. They all seemed to look the same these days.
He scratched at the stubble on his chin. ‘Sounds familiar. Blonde with big lips?’
‘That’s her. She was married to Ben Sheen, you know, the footballer? She’s right into health and fitness, sells workout plans and protein and all that. Millions of followers.’
It wouldn’t have been a nice feeling for Phoebe, who seemed to of moved to Riema to get away from all the drama that the vortex of her family name seemed to create. It was a fresh start. And he couldn’t imagine the feeling of her ex-husband and new wife moving into town and building the biggest, most expensive home in Riema. He wondered how Phoebe would’ve felt about that. And what that had to do with her untimely demise.
The young café worker who was hoarding the animals came back over to the group and Nick introduced himself. He was older than he had thought and he placed him in his mid-30’s. He had the look of your typical backpacker hippie type with his white linen pants and long dreadlocks.
‘Take us through your morning again if you could please Zeke,’ he asked.
‘I get in early and unload the milk and food deliveries. After that, I head out and feed the animals. I noticed they were all milling around something,’ his voice faltered slightly, and he looked down at the ground. ‘And then.. I.. found her.’
He gave him a pat on the shoulder. ‘You’ve witnessed something extremely traumatic mate, please make sure you speak to someone and try and work through it. We see these things a lot and it never gets any easier.’ As he looked across at the farm animals in the field, it prompted his next question. ‘Sounds like you’ve got a lot on your plate every morning, does anyone ever help you?’
‘Yeah, I’m never usually by myself. The owners, Dan and Jacqueline, are usually here to help, they’ve been away for a couple of nights and it’s just been me and Alex, one of the other workers running the place.’
He made a note in his phone at the names of the owners of the property. ‘How do you get a car in here? Are there any gates?’ he asked.
‘Follow me.’ Zeke walked away in the direction of the highway and the three officers followed, the paddock fell away as they reached the lowest point of the property and they came to a wide, double gate that had a chain and a padlock on it. Nick walked up to it to inspect it and noticed that the chain was tied around only one side and padlocked shut.
‘This always like this?’ he said as he held the chain up.
‘Yep. Dan got sick of getting out to unlock it. Small town, it wasn’t like we were worried about any theft.’
‘We’ll need to take this, get it tested. If the killer entered through here, they may have left some DNA on the lock or the gate.’
Once the coroner had loaded Phoebe’s body into his vehicle, and he had finished a thorough inspection of the remaining paddocks, including stopping to pat one of the small lambs, he jumped back into his old ute, and followed James and Ruby’s police cars back to what he thought was going to be the Riema police station. They had passed where he thought it was as they made their way through town and both parked in front of the newly built Ambulance station, which was only two blocks behind where his house was. The building was a huge structure and a bugbear for some of the locals. Leo, at his local coffee shop, had complained at the amount of money spent on the building, when the promenade on the beach was well overdue for a tidy up.
A modern, red brick building, the entire front wall was made of glass, which he assumed tilted upwards like a panel door whenever an ambulance left. It had a sloping, skillion roof and a second-storey rose from the back of it, which he assumed held some sort of office space. He parked his ute across the road and walked over to meet James and Ruby at the entrance.
James continued to look back at his ute and whistled. ‘She’s a beaut mate. What year? Looks like a HQ.’
He was impressed. James looked to be at least ten years younger than him, and he knew that the younger crowd weren’t into their classic cars as much anymore. He had a good eye. The ute was a classic, and over fifty years old. He was surprised someone his age had that kind of knowledge.
’72. Yep, you're spot on. She’s a HQ.’
‘My dad’s mad about cars. He’s restoring a few as we speak. He’s got a Valiant, a For..’
His voice trailed off as a small green hatchback roared down the street. Pulling up behind his ute, a middle-aged woman got out of the car in denim overalls and blue gumboots, and looked to be in distress.
‘Michelle Kennedy. Local masseuse,’ Ruby whispered under her breath across to Nick. What he was supposed to do with that information, he wasn’t sure.
‘Ruby! James! Where is she? Is she at the Silverleaf?! God, please no!!’ she cried out, and Ruby met her in the centre of the road and embraced her in a tight hug. ‘Come and sit down over here, love.’ She gestured for Nick and James to move out of the way, and they both sat down on the bench seat beside the entrance door.
Michelle sobbed, and tears streamed down her face. ‘I thought you were going to find her. I thought she may have done a runner. I didn’t know it was going to come to this.’
Nick watched the lady cry and assumed she was a very close friend. She was devastated, and the sergeant was doing a great job of comforting her.
‘What happened? Who did it? Was it Paul? I haven’t seen him around, but I wouldn’t put it past the asshole.’
‘We’ll know more in the coming days, Mrs. Kennedy,’ Nick replied as he knelt down in front of them both and handed her a tissue. ‘I’m Detective Sergeant Nick Vada. I’m here to give these guys a hand for now. Why don’t you come up and have a cuppa?’
She looked up at him and took the tissue and blew her nose. ‘Thanks, Detective, that would be nice.’
They made their way through the small glass door, which was cut into the main door at front of the station. Inside, two brand new Volkswagen ambulances sat idle in the work bays, ready for their next call.
Upstairs, they made their way into an expansive office space, which had been turned into a makeshift police station. Desks lined the back wall with computers and paperwork, and filing cabinets were stacked along the glass wall, which overlooked the ambulances. James ferried Michelle off into another room toward the back end of the ambulance station and Nick continued on with Ruby.
‘What happened to the police station?’ he asked.
Ruby stood in the new kitchen at the end of the row of desks and poured two mugs of green tea. ‘Remember those storms and floods last year? Blew the roof of the old cop shop. This is our station for now.’
He remembered how bad the floods were north of Sydney but didn’t know they had hit this far south. ‘Jesus. Not good at all. So, how long are you based in here for?’
‘Head office told me when I transferred that construction would be starting on our new police station before I even got here,’ she said with a laugh. ‘They haven’t even knocked down the old building yet. Funding issues, apparently.’
Ruby walked over and handed Michelle a cup of green tea. She placed her hand on her shoulder and Nick could see them discussing something quietly.
His mobile phone buzzed in his pocket. It was Hattie, and after a complaint of the lack of a challenge, she gave him a phone number she said belonged to James Allard. He dialled the number into his iPhone and waited on the line and after a series of odd clicks and beeps an odd dial tone started playing that he had never heard before.
‘Allardcorp, how can I help?’ Came the curt, professional voice from down the line.
‘Morning, this is Detective Sergeant Nick Vada, currently based out of Riema. We need to speak with James Allard urgently regarding his daughter.’
‘You’re in luck, detective. The Allard’s are due to land in Riema in 30 minutes. I will contact his assistant, Remi, and arrange an appointment.’
‘Thank you.’
He ended the call and spoke to Ruby. ‘James Allard is arriving in Riema in 30 minutes. Where’s the local airport?’
Ruby chuckled. ‘This is James Allard we are talking about. He doesn’t use local airports. There’s a helipad on the roof of Paul’s house.’
‘Tell Michelle we’ll catch up with her later on. We need to head out there and give them the bad news before the whole town tells him.’
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Chapter Six

The Sikorsky helicopter cut through the thick cloud cover with ease. Painted a stealth jet black, with no visible registration numbers, it flew well above the commercial airlines. Both pilots were ex-military and had flown all over the world. They needed to be the best, as the chopper carried precious cargo, Australia’s richest man, and his heir apparent.
James Allard sat facing the pilots on the left-hand side. It was his spot, and the last assistant who had sat down before him wasn’t seen in the company again after that day. Beside him sat his latest assistant, Remi. She was in her late twenties, tall and blond, with glasses and an impeccable dress sense. James seemed to have a way to pick them, and the undertones in the business were always that he picked for looks. But those in his inner circle knew she was sharper than most.
The chopper was on its way to Riema, and all occupants had no idea what faced them when they landed. Remi scrolled through her iPad and outlined their itinerary for the next day.
‘We have Gavin Denson from the Australian Financial Review meeting us at 12pm for your interview Paul. I’ve given them the talking points. They know to steer clear of Phoebe and the vote.’
James cut in, ‘They’d better not even mention it. The only reason they are still operating is because I bailed them out in 92. Packer was going to get rid of ‘em, and I talked him out of it.’
Paul Allard sat across from his ex-father-in-law and watched him speak. James’ temper was well known, and Paul knew he had a habit of speaking before he thought. It wasn’t the 90s anymore, or the 2000s either. In this day and age, the CEO of one of the biggest media institutions in the world needed a subtler, defter touch, and he knew when his time came that he would make the most of it. And try to bring Allardcorp out of its recent woes.
‘Remember Jim, we need this to go well. The public sentiment needs to be on our side here, and we still don’t know where she is,’ Paul said.
‘I’m going to find out by the end of this week, whether it’s the last thing I do. I gave her everything. And for her to do this.. It’s ridiculous.’
Paul felt his daughter, Charlotte, stiffen beside him. He placed a hand gently down on her knee and internally begged her not to speak. He knew that as she got older, that she was beginning to form her own opinions of her grandfather and he hoped she wouldn’t voice them. Keeping him happy during this time was crucial, it was only one more week until the vote, and then she can do whatever she liked for the rest of her life.
He tried his best to remain cool, and he wondered just how seriously James was taking her disappearance. ‘We’ll find her, Jim. She’s probably just run off on another one of those fitness retreats she used to do. There’s still a way through this.’
As the helicopter began to descend through the heavy cloud cover, they made their entrance into the Riema airspace. Emerging through the dim, high on the hilltop were Paul and his new wife Chelsea’s holiday home. Named ‘The Summer House’, it was a concrete mega mansion, which emanated pure modernism. With a price tag of over ten million dollars, he had bought the exclusive land out on the point of the heads and commenced construction immediately to the ire of the Riema locals. Word around town was that no conservation permits were completed, and the Allard’s merely wrote a cheque to the state government for any fines accrued.
They had been overseas for the last week in the U.S., meeting with clients in big tech regarding a new deal for an all-encompassing streaming service. It would take out all the other streamers in Australia and he hoped it would have the power to stretch globally. James had been a staunch advocate of not being involved in tech, so for him to even entertain the meeting was a big win in Paul’s eyes. He knew that if he got the chance to take over Allardcorp, he could bring the empire into the 21st century.
He looked down at the roof of his mansion and felt a pang of guilt for his wife, Chelsea. He had been so busy for the past few months and felt like they had hardly spent any time together. But she knew that his work was pivotal. If all went well, by the end of the month, she would never have to worry again. He knew Charlotte making the trip had upset her, but his teenage daughter had begged to go, and he needed a win with her as he felt like their relationship had been deteriorating ever since he had married his new wife. After all, she was only ten years older than his daughter.
With the helicopter circling to land, their phones began to go off simultaneously, and all four occupants in the helicopter busied themselves replying to missed texts and emails. Remi read through the emails on her iPad and deleted the ones she knew weren’t important. Her phone pinged, and as she read through the urgent message, her eyebrows raised.
‘What is it Remi?’ James asked.
‘The police need to speak with you, sir. It’s about Phoebe.’
Charlotte spoke up excitedly. ‘Mum!? Is she okay? Did they find her?’
‘They didn’t say. They are meeting us here.’
The helipad had a direct line of sight down to the entrance to the property, and Paul could see a police car parked near the front water fountain. Coming to the house was bad news. He hoped that they had found her. Losing her was inconceivable to him. They had their differences, but he still remembered that bright, bubbly-faced girl he met in the Sydney pub when he was a bartender all those years ago. He wouldn’t be where he was in his life without her. She knew that more than most. And looking at the police car in his driveway made him reminisce about her, and he had a bad feeling about their impromptu visit. He knew James had footed a big reward for any information about her whereabouts, maybe someone had come through with something?
Once the helicopter landed, they disembarked down the steep staircase from the helipad, and headed into the cloakroom at the side entrance of the property. The entrance to the room had a giant glass door on a pivot hinge, which made the impression that the entire wall was opening up as the group made their way through it.
‘Let’s pray for some good news,’ Paul said as the group followed behind him.
Charlotte stood awkwardly in the cloakroom beside her father. At 15, she was tall and lanky like her mother, and he had noticed over the last year his baby girl slowly blossoming into a woman. She was smarter than he or Phoebe ever was. And he hoped she could help continue on the Allard name in the business if she chose to.
‘Char, how about you head up to your room? Your bags should be back by now. You unpack and I’ll come up and let you know what the police say.’
Her face remained down, engrossed in her phone. But he was relieved when she gave him the slightest of nods as she turned and headed up the stairs to her bedroom. James and Remi walked ahead down the hallway towards the front living area of his home while he stood in the back entrance, bracing himself for the news. The right-hand side wall of the hallway had floor-to-ceiling glass, and outside the windows, the gardens were lush and green, full of exotic rainforest plants that had been shipped in from South America. He had an eye for architecture, and the house design was his, but the styling was purely Chelsea, and the home was a mixture of light green and blue hues, bleached whites, and sandy beige tones to ‘mimic’ the sand and sea outside.
Down the hallway and in the grand, high ceilings of the dining and living area, James and Remi sat on the couch. With their backs to him, he could see a female and male police officer, both speaking in hushed tones.
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Chapter Seven

Nick and Ruby made their way up the tight, single-lane road on their way to the Allard mansion. The wind had picked up, and he had to grip the steering wheel firm of the police car, as the coastal wind lashed its side. Ruby had sent James off to help Emily secure the scene at the Silverleaf café and to do their best to keep away the prying eyes of locals, and she quietly hoped to pick the experienced detective’s brain on their way out. She had read through his arrest record, which was impeccable. Murder was rare in Australia. Last time she checked, there were around 90 a year. Nick had only been a detective for 8 years and had solved over 25 murders. It was 10 more than the closest detective from what she could ascertain, and she hoped to learn more about his methods, and to see what made him tick.
Nick could hear a loud thumping noise from above the roof of the car, and he leaned forward and skyward as they slowed at the gated entrance. ‘Helicopter. Is that theirs?’
Ruby craned her head upwards as well and held her hand up to shield the sunlight from her eyes. ‘Yep, that’s them. That’s James Allard’s personal helicopter.’
He tried to imagine just how much money it would take to own your own helicopter. He remembered a friend from back when he was in school who had moved to Darwin to fly helicopters. He had caught up with him for a beer in the city and had explained to him that his two-man helicopter cost $1000 an hour to run. Looking up at the sky at the size of the chopper hovering over them, it looked to be a big one. It was at least a six-seater. Which meant around $3000 an hour, he guessed.
He was a little disappointed when they reached the muted entrance. Two large metal gates blocked the entrance to a neat concrete driveway, and a single pillar of concrete on the driver's side of his car had an intercom box mounted on the face of it. He wasn’t sure what he was expecting. But it wasn’t this. He wound down the electric window and stopped the police car at the front gates.
‘Can I help you?’ came the voice from the intercom box.
‘Riema police. We have an appointment with Mr Allard.’
A soft click came from the other end of the line, and he looked forward to see the two huge gates glide out away from them. They were both made from thick steel and whatever was making them move so slowly and easily must have been powerful.
Huge coachwood trees lined the long concrete driveway on the way up to the entrance of the home, which neatly met overhead, forming an evergreen canopy that covered the car in darkness. Purple Japanese wisterias were threaded throughout overhead, which created the illusion of an almost purple sky and he was sad his grandmother Kath wasn’t still around; it was a sight to behold, and it was something she would have appreciated. The front of the home was as muted as the front entrance and as the driveway widened, the evergreen canopy ended, and they arrived at a small opening with a fountain. All they could see from where they parked were polished concrete steps, which seemed to head towards a front door, and a huge, wood-panelled garage door. As they both got out, they could see the enormous black helicopter lowering out of the sky, and from where they were standing, it looked to be landing on the roof.
‘You have no idea how many complaints I’ve had about that bluddy helicopter,’ Ruby said.
He hadn’t seen many other properties on his way up on the drive but knew a lot of the pricier homes on the coast could be hidden out of view, in protection from the wild winds which came from the coastline.
‘How many people even live this far out?’ he asked.
‘Plenty enough. There are five other homes that I know of out here. When Paul Allard bought the land, most of them weren’t happy. This section of land was a nature reserve, and there used to be a lookout on this very spot. Now instead of people coming to the lookout, we get people coming to watch their chopper land.’
They walked up the expertly shaped concrete steps and knocking on the front door, they heard a bubbly voice come from a speaker above their heads. ‘On my way.’
The front door of the house was more a wall than a door. A solid piece of cedar timber, it had the words ‘The Summer House’ routed into it. Through the sidelight glass, a woman soon emerged and pulled the huge pivot door open, revealing a cavernous entrance.
Over six feet tall, rake thin with ashy, light blonde hair, Chelsea Allard stood at the entrance with a million-dollar smile. He recognised her immediately and realised he had seen her on his television the night before, in some news story about her fitness business. She had the look of someone with money, and he could tell her tan was real, from hours spent in the sun, or more likely a tanning bed. Her arms were toned, and her abdominal muscles showed above her high-waisted leggings. There’d been a time when he was that fit in his life, but now was not that time.
‘Morning officers. Can I help you?’
‘Morning, I’m Sergeant Ruby Zhao, and this is Detective Sergeant Nick Vada.’
Chelsea's eyes lit up when she looked at Nick and heard his name. He felt like she was judging them from the minute the door opened. It was something he was used to in this profession. But he felt her façade falter slightly at the mention of his name.
‘Detective Nick Vada, wow, to what do we owe the pleasure? They’ve got the most famous cop in Australia out looking for Phoebe, do they?’
He sensed the sarcasm and knew that a new wife always had an element of jealousy of the previous one. Chelsea definitely had Phoebe covered for looks, standing in the doorway on a Friday morning in her workout gear, she looked like a supermodel. But from first impressions, Phoebe had her covered in the personality department.
He chose to ignore the jab. ‘We’re here to speak with Mr Allard regarding his daughter, Phoebe.’
She sighed. ‘Come on in. They’ve just landed.’
She turned off and headed down a hallway at least forty metres long. He tried to keep his jaw off the floor at what he was seeing. The styling gave off a vibe of a beach house, but it wasn’t like any beach house he had ever been in. With polished, heated concrete floors throughout, both sides of the hallway had floor-to-ceiling glass, with one side full of lush rainforest plants and the other side showing off a tennis court in an expansive yard, with the ocean beyond. This level of money was far beyond anything he had ever seen, and he mentally prepared himself for the meeting as they followed Chelsea into the living area. It was even more impressive, with the entire back wall made of bi-folding doors which were open to lead out onto a balcony overlooking the water as the fresh ocean breeze blew in through the doors. Various staff wandered throughout the living and dining area, and he counted at least five from what he could see.
‘Please, take a seat on the couches. They’ll be in shortly.’
They both sat down on the vivid white sofa which faced the kitchen. Ruby shifted uncomfortably, and whispered to him, ‘Does something feel off to you?’
He could feel it, too. Something didn’t feel right in the house. There was an undercurrent with the staff and uncertainty in the air. None of them met eyes with either of the officers as they worked, as some cleaned and others worked in the kitchen.
Chelsea padded back over towards them with a protein shaker in hand. ‘Would either of you like a coffee?’
His stomach rumbled, and breakfast had felt like a lifetime ago. ‘Yes, please,’ he replied, with Ruby nodding alongside him.
‘I have oat, rice, hemp, or almond.’
He looked up at her, confused. ‘Sorry?’
‘Milk? I said I have oat, rice, hemp, or almond milk, which would you like?’
Ruby's nose was scrunched, and he tried to stifle a chuckle. His partner Bec had been telling him he needed to try to limit his dairy intake. Maybe now was the time to start. ‘I’ll try Almond, please. One sugar.’
‘I’ll pass, thank you,’ Ruby replied.
‘Coming right up,’ Chelsea said, and she headed back into the kitchen, working the dials on a coffee machine he was sure was bigger than any machine he had ever seen before.
Ruby whispered again to him. ‘Almond? Gross. I’ve always wondered how they get milk from them. I’ll just stick to my normal milk.’
He was about to reply when he felt a shift in the air pressure in the cavernous space, and soon the clip-clop of high heels came from the hallway to their left. A tall, blonde woman in a tight black pantsuit came into view, and beside her stood Australia’s richest man, James Allard. He was shorter in person than he thought he would’ve been and wore dark jeans and a black polo shirt. He wore glasses and had a dark goatee that was going silver. He moved with purpose, and although in his late seventies, he could still feel the power of the man, as the mood in the room shifted at his mere presence.
He nodded at Chelsea, who was leaning against the island bench on her phone. ‘Give us a minute, will you love?’ and she turned in a huff and headed out onto the balcony into the sunshine. James looked over toward the two officers seated on the couch, and Nick, unsure why, stood to greet him.
‘Good morning Mr Allard, please take a seat.’
James smiled in his direction. ‘Nick Vada. Gee, I know I’m important, but they’ve brought out the big guns. We interviewed you a couple of months ago on Channel Four, didn’t we?’
Nick had been on a homicide special on Channel Four, which was filmed a few months after he cracked the famous case of missing schoolgirl Belle Smith. It had been an awkward affair. On a panel with other officers sitting around a table and a host, they discussed their methods on camera. He hadn’t watched it back but heard from his sister it was okay, and he hadn’t made a fool out of himself.
‘You did Mr Allard.’
‘Please, Call me Jim.’
‘Okay, Jim. Please take a seat.’
James sat down, and the women beside him followed suit. Was she his assistant? She sat quite close to someone who worked for him, and he wondered what that arrangement was.
‘We appreciate you taking the time, Jim. Unfortunately, we come with bad news. Your daughter Phoebe was discovered deceased this morning around 6am on the outskirts of town.’
He watched the two closely as they received the news and saw tears begin to well in the old man’s eyes. He knew had lost his wife young, and now his daughter. Nick knew the feeling of loss well and knew it never got easier, no matter how much money you had.
James tried to stifle a sob. ‘Wh-What happened to her? Where was she found?’
‘I can go into too much detail right now. I’m sorry. As soon as we know more, you will be the first to know.’
He rose from his seat and Nick could see his rage building. ‘What bastard did this?! If I get my hands on them, I’ll kill ‘em!’ James’ body shook uncontrollably, and tears streamed down his face. He wasn’t taking the news well, even if he was the richest man Nick had ever met. Death brought every person on an even playing field.
‘Everything ok?’ came a voice from the entrance to the room.
Walking into the living area, Paul Allard came over in their direction. ‘What is it? Is she ok? Have you found her?’
Nick looked at the heir apparent to the Allard dynasty. He had the same tan as his wife and flashed bright white teeth, which were too perfect not to be veneers. He wore a dark business suit, and his hair was long and wavy, with his fringe swept back and tucked behind his ears.
He had seen the reaction of hundreds of family members to bad news, and as he relayed it to Paul, wasn’t surprised to see his façade crumble at the news of his lost ex-wife. It was obvious he still cared about the woman, and the reports he had read of a bitter, in-court divorce looked to be more tabloid now than fact.
Ruby had outlined their next steps and had told them all to stick in Riema for the next few days, as they would all need to be questioned further. Chelsea was the only one who seemed to protest at that, as she had a fitness retreat in Bali that she was running in three days’ time. It would have to wait for now while they completed their investigation. James let them know that if they needed absolutely anything, to call him directly.
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Chapter Eight

As they drove back away from the mansion down the narrow road against the sea, Ruby was silent in the passenger seat. Nick wondered if she was thinking the same as him. It was never good news relaying a death to a family, but there was a bubbling undertone in the room that he couldn’t quite place.
‘What are you thinking?’
She sighed. ‘It’s nothing, I guess. I hate giving that sort of news to people.’
‘Yeah, me too. It’s something I’ve had to do a lot more times than I’d like.’
He turned back onto the main highway and continued on past the Silverleaf café toward town. ‘I was picking up a weird vibe in there. What do you think?’
Ruby nodded in agreement. ‘Something felt off to me as well. I don’t know. I need to think on it.’
They returned back to the station, and after helping Ruby file their interview, Nick called it a day early and headed back home for the much-needed beer he’d been thinking about all afternoon. He had missed calls from his sister, his partner Bec, and the head of his homicide division in Sydney, Craig Boornan. Odd for him to be calling him, he thought, as his role in homicide was a little more unusual than others on the team. Dubbed the ‘Rural Specialist’ after his last few cases, he was on call for any unusual homicides in the bush, and mostly dealt directly with his Chief Inspector, Mark Johnson. It suited him nicely as his partner Bec still lived in Mildura, and trying to maintain their long-distance relationship was hard, but the flexibility of his role had helped.
He spoke with Craig and updated him on the details he had so far as he sat out on his dilapidated balcony. When he first got to his new house, he had managed to line the balcony joists with some old plywood he had found in the backyard so he could sit out on his new deck and admire the view. The old plastic outdoor seat sagged slightly on the wood as he sat there, and he hoped it’d hold until he could buy the right decking material. His shoulder had bothered him all day, and he winced in pain from holding the phone up to his ear for too long on his last call. When he got off the line, he saw he had another two missed calls from Bec, and decided he needed to find out what was going on.
He looked out into the surf as the phone rang. The sky was a deep, burnt orange and he could see small dots, which were surfers, spread out across the waves. Riema had a famous surf break which was caused by the point and the shallow reef merging underwater. And it brought world-class surfers to the sleepy town.
He answered on the third ring. ‘Evening, three calls in an hour. It must be important.’
‘Finally, he answers,’ Bec sounded frazzled down the other end of the line, which was unusual for her. ‘Hattie called. You’ve been roped into this Allard homicide?’
‘Wow, news travels fast. Yep. But Mark has Betts and Romac on their way. The minute there here, I’m done.’
‘It might not be that simple. I have some bad news.’
Not what he needed to hear after the day that he had. He sipped from a cold bottle of beer and closed his eyes, bracing for whatever news was coming his way. ‘Go on then. What is it?’
‘Her body. Max just called and said he’s been dragged in tonight for receival. Came from the top. He’s on his way in now.’
Nick sat up abruptly. He said seen Phoebe being zipped into the body bag no more than five hours ago. The local coroner had told them he would get started immediately. He knew Max Dellard, Bec’s colleague, well. He was the head coroner for the state of NSW, the best of the best, and he had aided him in many investigations. The transfer was out of his hands, unfortunately, but knew that going to Max she was in safe hands. His frustration stemmed from why he hadn’t been notified before the transfer happened. Just who was running this investigation?
‘Who made the call?’ he asked.
‘Apparently, James Allard called the NSW premier’s father. Their old school friends, from what Max said. Her body is coming by helicopter.’
It made sense to him to use the Allard chopper. They weren’t going to be needing it for the next few days, anyway. Three Allards arrive in Riema. And one Allard leaves it, forever.
‘We notified them today. You should’ve seen the house. It was like nothing you’ve ever seen.’
‘I could only imagine. What was he like? James?’
‘Shorter than I thought. He didn’t take the news well, which wasn’t surprising. I kind of guessed after her being missing for this long that we weren’t looking for someone alive. I assume they were close. He’s going to be calling in all sorts of favours to get this one solved.’
‘Well, he’s got Australia’s best detective on holiday in the very town she died. Pretty convenient, if you ask me.’
He sipped his beer again and chuckled. ‘You keep talking like that my head’s going to explode, how’s your mum and dad?’
Only a few months earlier, Nick had made the trip to Mildura to meet all of Bec’s extended family. Her mother and father were now retired after both spending their careers in pharmacy. They had sold up and bought a small hobby farm out on the river. He had felt at home out by the Murray River, it was a little bigger than his own river, the Edward, back in his home town, but he still felt a comfort sitting by the dark, running water, sipping beers on the back deck with her father, while Bec and her brothers and sisters played with her nieces and nephews. It was a future he could see for himself one day. If the job didn’t get him first.
‘They’re good. Dad asks about you every day. Always checking in. He wants to bring Mum and come and check out the beach house when you’re done.’
‘I’d like that. It’s a bit lonely here.’
He could tell by the tone in her voice that she missed him. And he felt bad that he was spending his holidays away from her. But it had been her idea for him to get away and spend some time at the beach. He was fixing up their future; she had said.
‘Well, don’t you worry. I’ve got one more week of work and I’m coming to see this shack. I hope you used the colour I chose for the bedroom.’
After talking for a few more minutes and wishing her goodnight, Nick placed his empty beer bottle on the side tray of the old barbecue that sat out on the balcony. It was thick with grime and oil, a bygone relic of previous owners, and once the deck was done, he decided it would be the next thing he would return to its former glory. As the sun set, he decided he might walk down to the surf club and have some dinner. His fridge was bare, and he didn’t feel like going to the supermarket, and who knows, maybe some locals had some handy gossip about the last few days he could use to his advantage.
Down at the surf club, he sat up on his usual stool, close to the doors which ran out onto the deck, which overlooked the beach. Sipping on a cold schooner of beer, he wondered why he hadn’t given the coastal life a chance before this. The sun, the sea and the smell of saltwater were intoxicating, and the noise of crashing waves out beyond the deck was soothing to him.
After a perfectly cooked rump steak and vegetables and his fourth schooner of beer, he noticed two men having a heated discussion over by the TVs near the sports bar. One was young, and he guessed in his twenties. He wore board shorts with a white singlet, and his blond hair hung loose onto his shoulders. With a dark tan and muscular arms, it was a sure sign to him that the kid was a surfer. The second man looked to be in his forties, and although dressed the same, looked like he had lived a much harder life than the younger man.
They seem to be arguing about something, and finally, the younger man turned off and left in a huff. The older of the two walked over toward the bar in Nick’s direction and placed himself up on the stool right next to him.
‘Grab us a schooner of Northern, would ya Gerry?’
Up close, he could see the sure signs that the man was a drug user. His forearms were scarred, and his movements were frenetic, like he was on something right now. Nick turned back and faced forward and sipped his beer, hopeful to not strum up a conversation with the man. He didn’t want any trouble after the day he’d had.
‘Oi, You.’ Came the voice from beside him.
He turned back to see the man looking directly at him. ‘Help you?’
‘Yeah. You bought the pink house over on the esplanade, didn’t ya?’
‘Yeah. I did.’
The man whistled. ‘Gee, you must have a bit of coin. Shifty Wilson’s is the name. I rented that place a couple of years ago.’
‘No shit. Good for you, mate.’ He hoped their conversation would be over soon. He wasn’t in the mood to be talking with someone like this.
The man came closer and itched at a spot on his neck. ‘Hey listen. I think I left my barbie up on the front deck back then. Went past the other day and you wouldn’t believe it. It’s still up there. If you bought that joint, you must be cashed up. Reckon I could get it back?’
He knew that the only way to appease him and get him away was to agree. He didn’t need to be getting into a bar fight. ‘No worries, mate. Why don’t you come past tomorrow and grab it?’
Shifty’s eyes lit up. It was an opportunity for a score. He’d had a rough couple of months, and he thought he could easily spruce up the old barbecue and get some quick cash for it. Some idiot would buy it on Facebook Marketplace. ‘You’re a bloody legend, mate. What’s your name?’
‘Nick.’
‘I’ll see you tomorrow, Nick,’ he said as he jumped off the barstool and walked out toward the front doors. Gerry, the elderly barman, wiped a beer glass and was within earshot of their conversation. ‘Keep an eye on that bloke, mate. His name's Shifty for a reason.’ Nick flipped open his wallet to reveal his NSW police badge. ‘I reckon I’ve got him covered.’ He placed a fifty-dollar note on the bar. ‘Thanks, Gerry. I’ll be back tomorrow. Keep the change.’
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Chapter Nine

Two weeks before
Phoebe’s phone buzzed on her desk incessantly. She tried to block it out of her mind and focus on her task at hand. She was nearing the end of the article she had been writing for a year now, which would change the way she was seen in her profession. And it needed to be perfect.
After the third ring, she flipped her phone upwards on the table to see who was calling. The screen displayed unknown, and she knew exactly who it would be.
‘Phoebe speaking.’
‘Phoebe, it’s Remi. Your father needs to speak with you. Urgently.’
‘Remi, if he wants to speak with me so badly, why are you the one calling?’
‘He’s just in the middle of something, he told me to-’
‘Just stop there, Remi. I haven’t made a decision either way just yet.’
Remi pushed. ‘Be that as it may Phoebe, we are only three weeks away from the vote and we need certainty. There’s nine on the board and at the moment you’re the deciding vote.’
She’d heard it all before, over and over. She had been on the board at Allardcorp since her 21st birthday alongside her brother Michael until his multiple drug overdoses put a stop to him having a say in the business. Her Dad had locked him in an exclusive rehab facility years ago, and she hadn’t heard from her brother, or seen him since. It was one of the many reasons why she wasn’t currently on speaking terms with her father. Family wasn’t on his top list of priorities, and she had never truly forgiven him for the way he had treated her brother.
‘I haven’t forgotten. Just please leave me alone. When I’ve made my decision, you will all know.’
She hung her phone up before Remi could get in another word. Her whole adult life had been spent in and out of boardrooms. In her twenties, she thought she may have had what it took to run the family business one day. But after years of seeing her father treat people the way that he did, especially her brother, she had enough. She decided to study journalism and make her own path. Choosing to work for the Sydney Herald, the only newspaper her father didn’t own, it was a concerted effort to distance herself from the family business. She had seen the change over the last ten years, the way he had turned their media outlets into right-wing political influence machines, always attacking the so-called “left” and doing their best to sow division across the globe. She could see that he was doing his best to destabilize democracy in Australia, and people were beginning to see through his lies.
She closed her laptop and rubbed her eyes with frustration. The call from Remi had left a sour taste in her mouth. If her father was so desperate to swing a vote, why wasn’t he calling her? It was a copout to hear from Remi, his latest string of young blonde assistants. She needed to make a decision but was in two minds. It was a battle between her motherly instincts, and what was best for herself long term.
A text message came through on her phone and she reached over, half expecting to see another plea from Remi, but being pleasantly surprised to see it was from her new friend, Daniel. He was asking if she wanted to catch up for a drink tonight. Why not? She thought. The article can wait. Daniel was the owner of the Silverleaf café, and they had struck up a friendship over the past few months when she would head in to order her morning coffee. She had tried Leo’s coffee, which was much closer to her place, but was never happy with the bitterness of his beans, so made the trek out to the Silverleaf every morning after her run. It helped that he was quite the looker, tall and athletically built. He was in his early forties, but had the youthful exuberance of a man much younger, and his smiling face was the best part of her mornings at the moment. Recently split up from his wife, their catchups were becoming more prominent, and she wondered if he felt the same romantic interest that she did. Life in Riema was lonely, and she was still young. Her ex-husband, Paul, had remarried. Why couldn’t she try again?
Her only concern with Daniel was just how solid his breakup was. He told her it was over between him and his wife, but she had seen them together at the supermarket and once again at the petrol station over the last month, and they looked like any normal couple, happily going about their business. She had confronted him about it, which he denied, saying it was definitely over. But something sitting in the back of her mind didn’t feel right about the whole situation. It was a fault of hers. She always went with her heart, and not her gut, and it had got her into trouble before.
She sipped a glass of wine and read through her texts from her daughter Charlotte. They were now only coming month by month and were clipped and short, a far cry from the long texts of when she first decided to move in with her dad. Her ex-husband, Paul, had retained sole custody of her during their messy divorce, and Phoebe thought maybe it was for the best back then, but now she wasn’t so sure. He had remarried quickly, to a famous influencer that she now saw way too much of on her TV and phone. To see Charlotte playing happy families with her now made her sick, and if she had her way, would finally be over soon.
The stress of the vote had been weighing on her, and her last few weeks had been spent worrying more about just where her life was heading, than enjoying the renovations that had just been completed in her home. She had always wanted to keep the old, faded façade, a bygone memory of her childhood, and a happier past. But on the inside, she had spent a considerable amount on modernising. Most interior walls had been removed, and she had the entire floor ripped out and replaced with vintage, white-washed oak flooring. Sitting next to her luxurious gas fireplace, she sipped a glass of wine beside her balcony doors as night-time fell, completely unaware that a short distance away, a car sat parked along the beach wall on the esplanade, watching her through the window.
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Chapter Ten

Nick drove through the Main Street of Riema in his dad’s old ute. The v8 engine rumbled along like clockwork and he was lost in thought at the memory of his father and his childhood. Riema was small and quiet, and it was just the way he liked it.
The disappearance of James’ wife, Gabby Allard, seemed to be an everlasting memory in the town, and was everywhere back in the day. He remembered reading about the case during his early days as a detective. Similar to the disappearance of former prime minister Harold Holt, she walked into the ocean and was never seen again. James Allard had poured millions into the search at the time, and he had used the might of his name in the media to ensure that the whole country was on the lookout for her. It was all in vain, however, and she was never seen again. Riema locals still talked about the time when the nation's media descended on the town, and surely felt it must have felt like it was happening all over again, with Phoebe’s murder.
It all seemed a little too similar to him. The same town. The same beach. Both Allard women were taken. What was the connection there? Something about it picked at the back of his brain, a forgotten memory of something once said. He tried to latch onto it in his mind, but soon it was gone. He parked halfway along the street and let the car idle for a beat, and watched the people going about their daily business. The newsagent had the headline board up in the window and it read, ‘Body found in coastal town Riema confirmed as missing woman, Phoebe Allard,’ he sighed. News travelled fast around here, and he was interested to see the reaction of the townsfolk. Another Allard dead in Riema, and after Paul was crucified for the construction of his mega-mansion, he wondered just how many locals wanted the Allard family to stay in the sleepy town.
The local supermarket was the first building at the end of the Main Street, and whispers amongst the locals were that it was going to be pulled down and replaced by a much bigger one. Next door, the newsagents stood, which was a much older brick building, with a sloping corrugated iron front veranda that had the daily headlines hung at eye height from it. Besides that, was a smaller shop which looked to be built recently, he guessed, going by the modern design of the front of it. It had a smaller front veranda, which didn’t match the other stores on the Main Street, and the front windows and door were much sleeker and commercial. The sign on the door read ‘Michelle Kennedy healing hands – massage and reiki specialist,’ and in reading it, he jumped out of his ute and made his way up to the door. Grabbing the handle, it didn’t budge, and he placed both hands on the glass to look inside. The sign on the door read open, but he guessed Michelle was not in. What was her relationship with Phoebe? He had forgotten to ask Ruby, but guessed they must have been close friends going by just how upset she had been at the station. He needed to speak with her urgently and hoped she might be able to help with a timeline of Phoebe's last few days and give them some more information about her relationship with her family and ex-husband.
Ruby called, and as if reading his mind, told him she had spoken to Michelle, who was at home, and said she was heading out to her property now if he’d like to meet her there. He agreed, and once he received the address, turned out of the Main Street and headed out onto the main highway, and headed for the hills up towards Ballantyne Lane, and the point where the Allard mansion was. The old ute struggled as it wasn’t used to the steep inclines out on the coast, it's stomping ground was the flat open roads of the outback and he felt it stutter slightly as the incline increased toward the highest point of the first hill. He could see Riema in his rear-view mirror, and wondered why Michelle would want to live so far out of town on her own, and away from her business?
The main road was busy with school holiday traffic, and he nearly missed the turnoff onto the gravel road where her home was located. Seeing it at the last minute, he slammed the brakes on the old ute and wasn’t surprised to feel a shudder from the brake pedal, like the car was voicing its frustration of bad treatment.
Idling down the long dirt driveway, the area in front of him reminded him of Florence’s home in the N.S.W hinterlands. The driveway ran down towards the home, which sat in a low valley. As he looked into the paddocks beyond, he guessed it must have been at least a 30-acre property. A hobby farm, he guessed, because the paddocks were bare, and looking at the angle of the terrain, he knew that no machinery would have been able to traverse it. The house sat in the base of the valley and was a near new, sprawling single-storey brick veneer house. It looked to be no more than a couple of years old. Did everyone have money in Riema? He wondered, as he parked beside Ruby’s police car in the driveway at the front of the home.
They made their way together up the front path and the front door opened to reveal Michelle Kennedy, who was wearing her same denim overalls and gumboots as the day before. Various wind chimes tinkled in the soft breeze and he lost count of the amount of dream catchers that hung between the silver fern pot plants under the guttering across the front of the veranda. He pictured Michelle Kennedy as an alternative type, with a more laid-back, artsy, hippie style that belonged in Byron Bay than out here in the bush near Riema.
She leant against the front door jamb and offered a sad smile in their direction. ‘Morning Rube.’ Ruby gave her a warm hug and Michelle embraced her, and then placed both of her hands flat on her shoulder blades. ‘Wow. You’re full of tension. I thought we worked through this. You’ll need to come and see me as soon as possible.’
‘Thanks, Michelle, you fixed me up good last time! I didn’t walk straight for a week after that last session.’
She motioned for them to follow them inside and he saw more of what he assumed he would as he sat down in the lounge room. The lounge was spacious, and the curtains were drawn, and he sunk into the large leather couch which had a blanket draped over it with a picture of a wolf howling at the moon. The smell of incense overpowered him, and the sound of some kind of woodwind instrument came through the Bluetooth speaker on the kitchen counter, which was covered in crystals and salt lamps.
Michelle pulled a leather bean bag out from under the dining table and placed a box of tissues onto her lap and then stared intently at Nick, straight into his eyes. She was an unusual woman, that was for sure, and he wondered whether Phoebe wasn’t as straitlaced as he thought when he met her.
‘You have past trauma which has affected your last few months on this earth, detective,’ she said in his direction.
She didn’t know the half of it. The nightmares. The drinking. The pain and ache in his body. He needed a break, and sitting here in this room wasn’t it.
‘I do psychic readings if you’re interested,’ she added.
‘Thanks, but no thanks, Ms Kennedy.’
‘Please. Call me Michelle.’
He placed his phone down on the coffee table and set it to record. He also pulled a small notepad from his pocket. ‘Okay, Michelle. Now from the top if you could. Can you please tell us how you knew our victim?’
‘Phoebe came to me when she first moved to Riema for a massage at my shop. I divorced my husband a couple of years beforehand and he was quite wealthy. But he abused me terribly, financial abuse. Have you heard of that, detective?’
He tried to keep up with her train of thought, but it seemed all over the place. He had heard the term financial abuse before. A form of family violence where a husband or wife will withhold money, controlling all the household spending and refusing to include the spouse in financial decisions, in this day and age as inflation rose, and it became harder and harder to make a living, he was hearing of it more and more.
‘I have,’ he said.
‘We lived here since we got married. He was away a lot with work, and he never let me leave. I was happy at the start. I wanted to create a nice home for him, a safe sanctuary where he would be happy when he got home. And a place to start a family,’ she sighed. ‘But as the years passed, we struggled to have children, and he closed off. In the end, I was pretty much here by myself with not a cent to my name, living off two-minute noodles. When I finally divorced him, I took the bastard for all he was worth. And finally got the chance to live my dream.’
‘And what was that dream?’ he asked.
‘To start my own holistic health business. Psychic readings, massage and reiki healing.’
It was a world he had no idea about, psychics and tarot and reiki, whatever that was. From what he could gather from Michelle Kennedy, she seemed to be an alternative, odd character, and he wondered why Phoebe would’ve gravitated toward her.
‘Reiki could aid in some of your woe detective, it could also help with that shoulder pain you’re having.’
The dull ache in his shoulder hadn’t gone away for the past few months. She hadn’t even touched him, and she could sense it. Maybe this woman was actually onto something? He was a practical man and didn’t believe in anything spiritual, but there was something about her that seemed a little different. She gave off a chaotic energy, and he was interested in hearing more about her, but needed to know what she knew about Phoebe first.
Curious, he asked, ‘How did you know about my shoulder?’
‘I can sense where people's pain is, detective. Your negative energy comes from pain. And that pain is from deep trauma.’
‘I was shot. A year ago. I’m lucky to be alive, I guess.’
Ruby looked across at Nick and felt a newfound respect for the seasoned detective. She had read about his last few cases in the papers and had heard all the stories, but never really thought about the stark reality that you don’t just get over such huge life events like those so quickly. She had only known Michelle for a few months but knew she was amazing, and she seemed to be able to sense and feel people's emotions more than most. If anyone was going to be able to fix Nick, it would be Michelle.
Michelle took out a thin herbal cigarette and lit it, and the room soon filled with the smell of honey mixed with strawberry. Nick breathed in it, prepared for the onslaught of tobacco that he hated, and was pleasantly surprised at the scent as it went up his nostrils.
She inhaled again and let it slowly come out of her nose. ‘I see,’ she said finally, ‘I’d like to see you again, detective. I have some methods that may be able to help in your healing journey.’
Nick couldn’t believe what he was saying. He didn’t believe in this stuff usually. ‘I’d like that. But first, please tell me more about Phoebe.’
‘You want to know about me and Phoebe? Hmm, where do I start?’
‘How did you guys meet?’ Ruby asked.
‘Phoebe came to me around six months ago. I’d only had my practice open for a week and she wanted to get some work done on her lower back and the injury from her sporting days that was affecting her running. As soon as my hands touched her body, I knew there was more to her than met the eye. Deep family trauma. Her aura was similar to yours, detective,’ she said as she pointed her cigarette toward Nick. ‘And I told her I could feel it and sense it, a darkness.’
‘A darkness? How do you mean?’
Michelle sighed. ‘There was just always a lot going on with her. Which is understandable, I guess, when she had that family name.’
‘Can you elaborate?’ Nick asked.
She shrugged. ‘She was always fighting with her ex-husband. She lost custody of her daughter, Charlotte, a couple of years ago. That really knocked her around. She wanted the best for her when it all happened. But now she’s not so sure. That family and business are evil. She moved here two years ago into that house on the esplanade. It was her grandmother’s and grandfather’s originally. She spent quite a lot of money sprucing the place up. It's beautiful inside.’
‘What was she doing for work?’ he asked.
She blew more smoke out and let it linger in the air before swiping it away. ‘I never really asked. I think she was a writer. She was forever on her laptop, tapping away at the keys. I kind of assumed that she didn’t need to work with her father being a billionaire and all.’
‘When was the last time you saw her?’
She looked out the window, and the only sound came from the tinkle of the wind chimes hanging from the front porch. Her eyes welled with tears and she thought of her lost friend.
‘A day before she went missing. We had a cuppa at her place and caught up. When I tried to call her the next day and she didn’t answer, I didn’t think much of it. She was forever in and out of Riema, back in Sydney for the family business, she’d say. I just guessed she had forgotten to tell me she was back up there for a bit. I called Ruby after two days.’
Nick wrote in his notepad as she spoke. He hadn’t realised it was Michelle who had contacted the police about her disappearance. It made sense though, if Paul and Charlotte were overseas, a day or two of lost contact was never too serious.
‘And did you notice anything unusual about that day? Anything different about her demeanour?’
Michelle put her herbal cigarette out in her ashtray. ‘That’s just it, detective, she was fine. Just like any normal day. And I’m sure you can tell by now that I can pick up on energies. I’ve racked my brain searching those few last days for anything. But there’s nothing.’
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Chapter Eleven

Nick awoke the following morning on his new living room couch with a throbbing headache and in a cold sweat. The same searing pain in his shoulder seemed to be getting worse, and he had had another nightmare about his mother, which were reoccurring more and more. The dream was always the same, starting in his childhood home in Milford, a killer roamed, and the knife shone in the pale hallway light. A door appeared, and he knew it was the door to his mother’s bedroom. Soon after, a trickle of blood would appear and then, looking down at his feet, slowly, a pool of it would begin to emerge, completely covering over his shoes, ankles and then up to his knees. He would awake in a panic and realise it was just that same nightmare, that he’d been having on and off for two years since he solved his mother’s murder. Somehow, after each time, it made him feel worse.
His so-called holiday was over, and as he tried to straighten his kinked neck as he sat up on the couch and knew there was work to do. They needed to search the Silverleaf café more thoroughly. He needed to interview Zeke again, and he wanted to speak with Paul Allard, and get to the bottom of his and Phoebe's marriage. Were the wounds still fresh? It was always the ex-husband they would look at first and starting the investigation, it was standard protocol. Being the daughter of James Allard didn’t worry him. She was another victim, and although it was unusual to have met her, he knew it wouldn’t change his investigation process.
The lounge room was a mess, the coffee table covered in empty beer bottles after his impromptu drinking session the night before. How much longer could he keep this up? It was a self-destructive cycle that he knew he had to stop. But the drinking masked his pain and loss, the things he’d seen through the years, the bad news he had given. It was slowly adding up.
He took a quick shower and tried to sort himself out. For the last thirty seconds, he turned the water to full cold and shivered as the freezing water ran over his body, immediately feeling better from the frozen blast on his skin. He grabbed his phone off the kitchen table and quickly checked his emails and texts. There was one from Ruby, asking to meet him at the station at 10. He looked at his watch. He had thirty minutes, ample time to grab a coffee.
Riema was small. Only 2000 people lived in the sleepy coastal town, but news of Phoebe’s murder seemed to have everyone on edge. And when he walked into Leo’s coffee shop, a hush fell over the usual bustling shop, as locals whispered and pointed in his direction. Leo was his usual cheerful self, and Nick knew he had some explaining to do as he perched up on his usual stool beside the machine, where he waited for his order.
He moved with precision, filling each cup up with the exact same level of milk each time, and working the machine like an expert, filling the porta filters to the brim with fresh beans, whilst maintaining conversations with those around him. He looked over in Nick’s direction with curiosity and said, ‘I thought I recognised you from somewhere. Could have told me you were a copper.’
‘Does it matter? Technically, I’m on holiday.’
Leo handed a full tray of takeaways over to a mum, who had a wriggling toddler in one hand, and her mobile phone jammed up to her ear, deep in conversation. ‘Well, not anymore you're not. How bloody lucky must Ruby be! The most famous copper in Australia on our doorstep, and a local now too!’
‘Let’s not get too excited Leo. I’m just one man.’
Leo brushed that off. ‘Ahhhh pfft. Locals around here have told me the stories, and I’ve read the papers. They say you’re one of the best.’
‘I appreciate that, mate.’ Leo handed his usual over to him, and he took a sip. Perfect once again. ‘You ever made a bad coffee in your life?’
Leo chuckled. ‘Never my friend!’
He looked over towards his staff to ensure they were out of earshot. ‘Leo, how did you know Phoebe’s body had been found? From what Ruby told me, she’d only been found a few hours before you told me. How had it got out so quick?’
Leo looked a little taken aback, and he seemed uncomfortable at the turn in conversation. He placed the cup and milk jug down he was holding and leaned over close to Nick. ‘It’s a small-town Nick. Jaqueline Myers called me to tell me. We have the same coffee and baked goods supplier. She asked if I could take their weekend order. I said no, of course, the Silverleaf does three times my business. It’d all just go to waste here.’
‘Jaqueline Myers? Does she own the Silverleaf?’ he asked.
‘Yep. Married to Daniel Myers. Their good people. Moved from Sydney a few years ago. They’ve done well with that little café. Keeps the tourists away from the esplanade. I’d rather deal with locals, anyway.’ He picked up the milk jug again. ‘If I hear anything else, though, you’ll be the first to know.’
‘Thanks, Leo.’
Back at the makeshift police station, he arrived to see James and Emily setting up a flat screen tv at the end of a large conference room table. A laptop sat beside it with a conference room speaker setup. And Ruby walked in beside him, also with a coffee from Leo’s.
‘Must have just missed you,’ she said.
He took a seat down at the conference room table and pointed at the flat screen. ‘What’s all this about, then?’
She took a seat across from him and placed a thick binder on the table. ‘Phoebe’s body has been transported to Sydney for the autopsy. Came from the top apparently.’
‘Yeah, I tried to call you last night. My partner Bec works for crime scene services in Mildura. She heard it in her circles and called me straight away.’ Ruby sighed, and he could see and feel her frustration. It was the biggest case of her career so far, and for the higher-ups to come in and step on her toes this early, he knew it would have upset her, and he tried his best to keep the morale up. ‘Don’t let it get to you. This stuff happens all the time. She’s the daughter of the richest man in Australia. It was never going to be easy.’
‘Thanks, it’s just frustrating, that’s all. I need to be kept in the loop on these things.’
‘Well, I can tell you this. James Allard went to school with the NSW premier’s father. So, he’s working with people far above our pay grades. We’ve just got to work with what we’ve got.’
James popped his head out from the back of the TV. ‘I think we’re good to go.’
‘So why the TV setup?’ Nick asked.
‘Phoebe’s autopsy. I’ve managed to get the State Coroner to provide us with a video stream so we can listen in and ask questions. I know it’s not as good as being there, but it’ll do.’
Nick liked her ingenuity; he would never have thought of that himself. The TV flickered into life, and the red light blinked on the webcam, which was propped up on the top of the TV. The bright, stark white autopsy room of the State Coroner’s pathology centre came into view. He knew the room well, having spent time there during his training as a detective, and also throughout his years on the job for various cases.
The view on the screen moved, and it looked like the camera was being set up on a tripod. When the scene finally stabilised, a stainless medical workbench came into view, with Phoebe’s naked body lying on the cold slab. A man stood at her head and looked straight back at them through the camera. Nick assumed he had a screen in which he could see them sitting at the conference table because he stopped and did a double take.
‘Nick? Is that you mate? Shit, been a long time. What are you doing in Riema?’ he asked.
Max Dellard was the State Coroner for the NSW Coroner’s office. They were similar in age and he had risen through the ranks in his role fast. Highly skilled and professional, Nick had a great working relationship with him, and he knew that they were in safe hands with him conducting the post-mortem.
‘Max, good to see you. Just helping out for now. Re-enforcements due any day now. Betts and Romac are on their way.’
He wore a light blue surgical mask over his face along with matching scrubs, but Nick could see his frown clearly behind his glasses. ‘Interesting,’ he replied.
Ruby watched their interaction intently. It was the second time she had seen an obverse reaction to the mention of her reinforcements. She looked over at Nick and hoped he would stay on to assist, but she also knew he’d had a busy year and was entitled to a holiday as much as anyone. He looked tired, his was face unshaven, and his eyes had dark circles underneath them. The amount of media attention in his last case was beyond her imagination, and she had seen his face plastered on the cover of most national newspapers. It would’ve been hard for him, as someone who seemed to be a quite private, guarded person.
The group sat and watched Max on the TV screen perform the post-mortem and Nick watched Emily and James squirm as he performed the precise incisions on her chest and scalp. Once she was stitched back up, tissue samples were taken for further examination, along with fibres found underneath her fingernails, and they watched as Max concluded the autopsy, and removed his medical gloves, wiping the sweat off his brow.
‘Preliminary cause of death is drowning, there was seawater in her lungs and her brain is hypoxic. Just like your local doctor attested to. She also has damage to her trachea and larynx, suggesting attempted strangulation, but that didn’t kill her. I’ve managed to find some fibres underneath her left fingernail which will be submitted for testing. Also checking toxicology, no drugs were in her system. Her blood alcohol level was low, and remnants of red wine were found in her stomach. Her body has been moved after death and livor mortis bruising on her knees and hips, plus bad ligament damage suggests she was pushed into a tight space after death.’ He flipped through the pages on this clipboard. ‘Crime scene report says she was found in a farm paddock? I’d suggest the killer has put her in a car boot or similar tight area to move her. That would explain the bruising. All in all, pretty straightforward.’
Ruby wrote down furiously as Max was finishing, but was disappointed that after all the politics, this so-called expert hadn’t found anything new and she was still working with the preliminary information the local doctor had told her. No new leads had surfaced.
Nick thanked the coroner for his time, and soon the screen went blank. They weren’t working with any more information than they had started with in the morning.
‘Ruby, let’s get her phone records, see if we can find the last location it was marked at, calls and messages, etc. James and Emily can head back to the Silverleaf, have a look around and see if they can find anything unusual, or any signs of where a car may have entered.’ He read through the notes on his pad that he had scrabbled late the day before. ‘Also, try to contact the owners of the café. We’ll need to speak with them as well.’
‘Good idea,’ Ruby replied, and she walked off to her computer to put the request in for phone records. ‘Also, I’m not sure if you read in the case file, but she called us the night of the storm.’
Nick was shocked. ‘What? Is there a recording?’
‘Unfortunately, not. We were all flat out that night. I had calls of tree branches falling on roofs, the Main Street was flooding, it was pandemonium. The call was transferred through to our state hub.’
‘Did you speak with the operator who spoke with her?’
‘Not yet. I have put a request in with her boss. The minute she’s back in, she will call.’
As she sat down at the desk, her phone rang, and she took the call. Soon, she turned back towards the group with a shocked expression on her face. Speaking quickly, she told the caller she would be there in five minutes. Whatever it was, it was urgent.
‘That was Greg Norton from the local pawnshop. He’s got Phoebe’s phone.’
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Chapter Twelve

Nick and Ruby made a beeline for the local pawnshop. The last shop along the Main Street, it was a ramshackle old red weatherboard building, which doubled as a vintage furniture store. Signs on the front spruiked, ‘Cash For Gold’ and ‘Instant Cash Loans.’ There was one in most plazas in the city and he had been to more than he could count and knew they were an invaluable resource for the police, with a menagerie of criminals like drug dealers and shoplifters, often frequenting them to sell their stolen goods for fast cash.
Inside, it was cram packed to the ceiling with just about anything you could think of. Old timber chairs, guitars, a case full of DVDs, stereos, and even a pair of snow skis. Leaning against the front counter was the elderly owner, Greg, who had an iPhone sitting in front of him in a teal blue case.
‘Thanks for calling this in so quickly, Greg.’ Ruby said.
‘No dramas at all. I plugged it in to do a factory reset, and all sorts of missed calls and texts started to come up. Now, I don’t know the passcode, and I didn’t try it, but as soon as I saw the background, I knew I had to call you.’
He spun the phone around towards them, and just above the notifications on the screen was Phoebe’s smiling face, alongside a young girl he assumed was her daughter, Charlotte.
‘Yep, that’s Phoebe alright. How did you come into possession of the phone?’ Nick asked.
‘Shifty Wilson. He’s an old family friend. His mum knew my mum. Came in last night. He’s in here quite a bit selling bits and bobs. Told me it was a mate’s phone who owed him some cash.’
Nick thought of the old surfer and tried to imagine him being capable of murder. It took mere seconds to cross him off the suspect list in his head. He just didn’t come across as a calculated, organised murderer. He was too busy looking for his next score. But knew that they had to do their due diligence.
‘God dammit,’ Ruby said. ‘I should’ve locked him up already. He’s always causing trouble.’ Greg passed the phone over the counter to Ruby, who placed it in a clear evidence bag. ‘Thanks for the help, Greg. If he comes in again today, please call me. We need to have a chat with him.’
‘No worries, sergeant. Look, Shifty’s had a rough trot. He’s Margie Wilson’s young bloke. I know he’s caused a couple of dramas but try to cut him some slack. I don’t think he has anything to do with this murder.’
‘Noted Greg. Thanks for the help.’
Back in Ruby’s police car, Nick filled her in on his chance meeting with Shifty the night before. And his suspicions that he was involved in criminal activity.
‘You’ve got that right,’ she replied. ‘Has been causing me headaches since I started here. I’m fairly sure he’s dealing drugs to the local surfers. Although I can’t prove it yet.’
‘Where’s he live? He looked near homeless last night?’
‘At the other end of the esplanade in those brick commission flats. Well, that was the last place we dropped him off. He’s been picked up for public drunkenness twice this year already.’
‘Let’s check it out.’
They made their way down the esplanade and he looked out across the beach and into the ocean. Had Phoebe been killed at this very spot? And why did the killer move her body? It didn’t make any sense. They had a perfect way to make her body disappear forever, but forfeited that for something much more dramatic. They arrived at the block of units at the end of the esplanade, beside one of the local parks. It contained four red brick units with a joined tiled roof, and an old Ford taxi sat out the front of the first unit, with its wheels removed up on blocks, covered in graffiti.
‘Charming,’ Nick said, looking at the car.
‘I know we're close to the beach, but this is about as rough as he gets here in Riema. These are all housing commission, so we get a fair spectrum of people coming through here. I’m surprised Shifty has lasted in here this long.’
Ruby reversed the police car backward and pulled up around the corner, unsure if their presence would scare him off. As they walked down the driveway, Nick took the lead and told Ruby to stand back, hoping Shifty may think he was here about his barbecue and not police business. Rapping on the screen door of number four, the front door swung inwards, and Shifty Wilson stood in the doorway wearing basketball shorts and a white singlet with a curious look on his face.
Wiping sleep from his eyes, he looked at Nick with a smile. ‘Nick! Mate! You got my barbeque?’
Nick had tried the screen door before he knocked and noted it was locked. He didn’t feel like kicking in a door this early in the day, so tried a different tack. ‘Yeah mate, it’s my ute. Hey, listen, you got any beers? I’m hanging for a drink.’
Ruby stood down by the front door, out of view on the porch, and watched as Nick spoke to the drug dealer. His methods were unorthodox, but they seemed to get results.
Shifty glanced over Nick’s shoulder, and he assumed was assessing him as a threat. Making the wrong decision, he clicked the lock on his screen door open and said, ‘Yeah, it’s 5 o’clock somewhere, ain’t it? I got a couple of coldies. Come inside.’
As he entered the property, Ruby followed through the front door. In seeing her walking in behind him, Shifty tensed up and held both his hands up in front of himself.
‘Whoa whoa, what’s this all about? I didn’t do nuffin’ Why’d you bring a copper here?’
Nick flipped out his police badge and held it in Shifty’s direction. He watched as the poor man almost deflated in front of him. His face full of defeat, he sat down on his old leather couch and lit a cigarette. ‘I didn’t know you were a copper. Coulda’ told me.’
‘Detective,’ Nick replied as Ruby passed the clear evidence bag with Phoebe’s phone in it over to him. ‘What do you know about this phone, Shifty?’
He watched as the cogs turned in Shifty’s brain, and he wondered how he planned on getting out of this one. Sensing no exit points, he replied, ‘Found it.’
‘We guessed that as much,’ Ruby replied. ‘Where did you find it, Shifty?’
Shifty took another inhale of his cigarette and let the smoke come out of his nostrils before he continued. ‘At the beach, near the bottom of the main stairs. I go out there some mornings and look for stuff. Tourists drop shit all the time. Wallets, phones, pretty much everything. I sell it to Greg at the pawnshop. Helps me get by.’
‘Do you know whose phone this is?’ Nick asked.
‘No idea. It was off when I found it. I thought it had a flat battery. It’s one of those flash big-screen ones, though. Even if it was broken, Greg would’ve given me $100 for it, I thought.’
Nick looked around the unit. Shifty sat on an old, black tattered leather couch, which was the only piece of furniture in the room besides a solitary milk crate in the corner, which had an old TV perched up precariously on top of it. He almost felt sorry for the guy, having to scour the beach for lost property just to get by, but had to shake himself out of it when he remembered Ruby telling him how much drama he had caused her.
He passed the phone back to Ruby and looked back to Shifty. ‘It’s Phoebe Allard’s phone. I’m sure you know who she is, and who her family is. You sure you haven’t been down the beach and seen anything that you shouldn’t have?’
‘Shit.. Nah, I swear. I hang out with my mates every night, don’t go near the beach. I just go down there in the mornings. That’s when I find most of my stuff. Even got an old metal detector I use.’
Ruby placed her card down on the table and slid it in his direction. ‘If you hear anything else, Shifty, now you’ve got my number, call me.’
Nick watched Shifty take another drag of his cigarette, with his mind full of indecision. He had something on his mind, and Nick wanted to know what it was.
‘What aren’t you telling us, Shifty?’ he asked.
Shifty took a swig from the beer bottle beside his ashtray. ‘If I tell you. Can I have my barbecue back?’
Ruby looked at Nick and raised an eyebrow as he spoke. ‘I’ll even drop it off.’
‘Okay. Deal. She’s got a boyfriend, you know. Have you spoken to him yet?’
As far as they knew, Phoebe was single. And he didn’t have the patience to be led astray by the drug dealer. ‘From what we heard; she was single. Who’s her boyfriend?’ Ruby asked.
‘Dan Myers,’ Shifty said.
Ruby looked over at Nick and then back at Shifty. ‘Dan Myers? Owner of the Silverleaf cafe? He’s married.’
Shifty took another swig of his beer bottle. ‘Dunno. Saw his car out front of her house only the other week. He was up on her balcony drinkin’ wine, all cosied up. They were shaggin’ for sure.’
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Chapter Thirteen

Dan Myers sat in the cramped interview space, which was originally a medical storage room in the ambulance station, and shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Ruby had urgently called him for an interview, and after making up a story to his wife Jacqueline that they were short on supplies for the café, had managed to get there in record time.
Ruby went off to write up their exchange with Shifty, and Nick decided to take the interview alone. Once he had arrived, he let the café owner sit alone and sweat a little, while he got all of his ducks in a row. He was surprised he had got to the station so quickly; it wasn’t the act of a guilty man, that was for sure.
Ruby wasn’t so sure about the alleged affair that Shifty had explained to the two officers, but knew they had to do their due diligence. She also admitted that after only living in Riema for six months, that she hadn’t heard any rumours and that she wasn’t totally on top of all the locals’ private lives. So, anything was possible.
They had sent James and Emily down to the beach, along with a search team that had been brought south from Bateman’s Bay. He was sure if there was any further evidence on the beach, they would find it.
Nick sat down in the interview room and placed his iPhone and notepad on the table. Dan Myers sat with his hands crossed on top of each other, and he nervously spun his wedding ring around on his finger. He guessed he was in his mid-forties, and his hair was dark brown and parted in the middle. He wore black-rimmed glasses and was clean-shaven. He looked like he kept fit, and Nick wondered just what he would’ve been running through his mind at this moment.
‘Detective Sergeant Nick Vada, commencing the interview, 11:01pm. Dan, thanks for coming in. Can I start with your full name, age and occupation, please?’
Dan’s voice broke slightly as he spoke, ‘Eh-erm, Daniel Myers, forty-four, café owner.’
‘Thanks. Now you own the Silverleaf café with your wife Jacqueline. Am I right in saying that?’
‘Yes. We bought it four years ago.’
‘Thanks. Do you know why we’ve asked you to come in?’
‘I’m guessing it’s about Phoebe. She was found in my paddock. I thought you might have come out to talk with us. This is all a bit formal, isn’t it, detective?’
‘It’s about Phoebe, yes. But not about where we found her.’ he thought it best to cut straight to the chase. ‘We have reason to believe you were involved romantically. Is that correct?’
He watched as Dan’s façade faltered slightly at the accusation. It was the tipping point for the interview and for the case. He opened his palms up to the sky and looked down at his hands. ‘That’s correct.’
‘And you're still married?’
He looked up at Nick directly into his eyes. ‘Look, I’m not going to lay out my entire romantic life for you. But yes. Technically, I’m still married.’
‘Well, you can see why we brought you in then, can’t you? We have a dead woman found on your property. And you were having an affair with her? It all seems a little too easy. Looks like an open and shut case to me.’
He bristled at the accusation. ‘I never slept with her. And I didn’t kill her.’
‘Where were you on the night of the big storm? Can anybody vouch for your whereabouts?’
‘I was actually away with Jacqueline and some friends. Went down to Mollymook and stayed a few nights.’ He removed his glasses and cleaned a dirty mark off one of the lenses with the sleeve of his jacket. ‘Feel free to ask her. I’m sure she’ll be happy to tell you.’
Nick wrote in his notepad to confirm his alibi with Jacqueline or any of the people that were supposedly with them. ‘And how about I ask her about your relationship with Phoebe?’
As he finished the question, he could hear raised voices outside the door. He looked in that direction and then back at Dan. ‘Give me a minute.’
Outside, Ruby stood with her back to the doorway, holding off a man and a woman whom Nick knew well. Detective Sergeant Chris Betts and Detective Constable Heather Romac stood in the ambulance station, and he could tell that Betts and Ruby were both in the middle of a heated argument.
Detective Betts stood up close to Ruby and had his voice raised. ‘He’s our suspect now. Stay out of our way and let us do the work.’
He walked beside Ruby and moved her gently to the side. ‘Why don’t you take a step back, Betts? We’re all the same team here.’
Betts took a step back and sized up Nick. He was a similar height to him, but that was where their similarities ended. He was thicker through the middle, and his round belly pushed the buttons on his work shirt to the breaking point. In his late 50s, his hair was swept to the side, mostly to cover up the bald spot on his scalp. Nick knew he was a heavy smoker, and his teeth were stained from years of abuse.
‘Well, if it isn’t the super cop. The Chief said you were here on holiday. You can take off now. I’ve got it under control,’ Betts said.
Nick had crossed paths with the older detective many times during his career. He was the oldest detective in the elite homicide squad that they both operated in. Old-fashioned, short-sighted and at times plain rude, Nick had never liked the guy from the moment he met him back in his first few months on the squad. And he knew Betts felt the same.
Standing beside him, Detective Constable Heather Romac was a new addition, and a woman Nick had never met before. He never knew how Betts had managed to maintain his position in the unit, and it was often joked that he must have had something on the Chief that made him unfireable. She looked to be in her early thirties, and she had long brown hair tied up neatly in a ponytail. Her face was familiar to Nick in a way and he wondered whether he had seen her around the station before. She had an expression of shock at the way Betts was acting, which made him assume their partnership was fresh.
Nick had thought about his status on the case as the morning progressed. And after seeing Betts arrive and act the same way as he always had, he knew he had to try to stick around for Ruby. And he owed it to Phoebe. There was something about their chance meeting that made him feel a connection to her. It was a connection he hadn’t felt for a long time in any of his previous cases.
‘Good to see you too, Betts. I’m Detective Nick Vada,’ he said to Heather.
Heather smiled. It was one of those smiles that lit up her face and went right up to the eyes. ‘Hi, Nick. Nice to meet you, I’m looking forwa-’
Betts cut in, ‘Yeah, yeah. We can all catch up over coffee and cake afterwards. Who we got here? This the boyfriend? Let me have a crack at him. I’ll get him squealin’ in no time.’
‘This is the owner of the property that Phoebe's body was found on. We don’t know about the romantic connection just yet,’ Ruby said.
‘Well, unlike you, sergeant, we catch murderers for a living.’ He pointed at Nick and back to himself. ‘So, if you found the body on his farm, and I hear around the traps that he’s got something to do with her, it’s pretty obvious that he’s got something to do with it, doesn’t it?’ He pushed past Nick and into the small room.
Ruby's eyes burnt holes through Betts' back as he slammed the door in their faces. Her concerns had been right. The reinforcements were not that at all. And an easy-going guy like Nick even seemed frustrated at them. She prayed that he would stick around; she needed the senior, level-headed investigator.
‘What a prick. Excuse my French, is he always like that?’ she asked Nick.
‘I’m so sorry about that,’ Heather replied. ‘We’ve had a rough drive up. And last few weeks, I guess. Things haven’t quite gone his way.’
‘It’s fine Heather. I’ve known Betts a long time,’ he said as he struggled to find any kind words. ‘He has a, uh, unique perspective on things.’
‘Heather!’ Betts' voice bellowed through the door.
She blushed. ‘I better head in.’
‘Good luck.’
Nick motioned for Ruby to follow, and the two officers walked down the metal staircase and into the bays where the Ambulances parked, hopeful of staying out of earshot with anyone else in the station.
‘I thought you said these guys were good? He’s a pig,’ Ruby said.
‘Yeah. Well. He and I have a different way of looking at things. I’ll just say that.’
Ruby decided she wasn’t going to beg, but it was now or never. She needed him to know she was desperate.
‘Look, I’m not going to beg.’
‘I know I know. I’ve thought about it. Let me call the Chief. I’ll stick around and give you a hand.’
She felt like hugging him, and relief was evident on her face as she cracked a smile. ‘Thank you.’
‘Don’t get too excited. I’m not the super detective everyone makes me out to be. We are going to have to do some old-fashioned police work. I just follow the clues like everyone else.’
He made his way outside and called it into the Chief. It was official. He was going to stick around in Riema and try to get to the bottom of this.
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Chapter Fourteen

The Sydney Herald offices were a hive of activity, and the clack, clack of keyboards, the ringing of desk phones, and a steady undertone of conversation filtered its way through into Corey Ellis’ office.
He sat with his laptop open and read through the long-form article which had been sent to him the night that his best journalist had gone missing under suspicious circumstances. He was in two minds about what to do with it and wondered whether the two years of work behind closed doors and in secret with Phoebe Allard were all now just a waste. Surely, he couldn’t in good conscience run the story.
When the news broke that she had gone missing. He couldn’t believe it. He was halfway through a ZOOM meeting with his daughters’ school when an intern came in and asked, ‘Did you hear about James Allard's daughter?’
Time went still, and he excused himself from his meeting and fumbled for his TV remote, to see Phoebe’s face staring back at him on the newscast. Vanished. In Riema on the south coast. Two days now. He looked in his email inbox at his last correspondence with her. She had sent through the final copy of her long-form article, ready for him to edit and continue their discussion on certain finer details, two nights earlier, at 9:11pm.
He wiped his glasses as he sat back at his desk, still lost in the moment when he first found out the news. But it had got worst. Phoebe’s body was discovered. Found murdered on a farm in Riema. Details were still sketchy on the ground, and he had already sent a reporter down to try to find out some more information. He wondered whether he should call the police? Was he at risk himself? Surely this article had something to do with all of this. It was a bombshell. With the potential to change Australia’s media landscape forever. And as far as he knew, only he and Phoebe had a copy of it, and he ensured it was kept safely in his encrypted hard drive.
As the days passed, no one called, and his mind ate away at him, unsure of what his next move should be. He felt like the police needed to know. And when his reporter text him and said he had heard Detective Nick Vada was working alongside the Riema police, he knew he was someone who he could trust. They had done a deep dive into his career after he cracked the Belle Smith disappearance, and his record was exemplary. If anyone was going to find out who killed Phoebe. It would be him.
The next morning back in Riema, Nick sat at his new desk at the station and worked his way through Max Dellard’s autopsy report, trying to find any further information that could help them. He had managed to get another coat of paint on his living room walls late the night before and was out like a light the minute his head hit the pillow, with his mind free from any distractions after the few hours of staring at the walls while he painted.
Betts had come back with nothing from his interview with Dan Myers, and although he hadn’t got a full feel of the bloke, they didn’t currently have any reason to detain him until they found out more about this supposed romance, and he made a mental note that he needed to try and speak with his wife Jacqueline to confirm his alibi before counting him out. The only real link they had back to Phoebe currently was Shifty Wilson, and Betts was hellbent on bringing the old surfer in for further questioning. Nick wasn’t going to stop him. Shifty was a dead end. The guy was bad news, that was for sure. But he was no killer. Let Betts and Heather waste their time. He was going to try a different angle.
Ruby sat beside him and scrolled through the various news articles that had been written about the investigation so far. She sat her tablet down on the desk with a sigh. ‘Well, at least everyone else seems to think we have it under control. Because I certainly don’t think we do.’
‘Be patient. It’s always in times like this when you can't let your frustrations get the better of you. We’ve got to work with what we’ve got. Something will come out.’
Emily popped her head in from the office next door. ‘Nick, there’s someone here to see you.’
Nick looked quizzically at Ruby and shrugged. ‘This will be interesting. C’mon, let’s check it out.’
Standing down in the ambulance bay was a man who paced nervously back and forwards. He had a satchel over his shoulder and wore chinos and a light-checked shirt. He guessed he was around his late fifties, and from first glance, Nick already had him pegged as a journalist.
‘Corey Ellis, Sydney Herald,’ he said, introducing himself.
Nick knew it. Disappointed, he replied, ‘Nick. Now I’m sorry Mr. Ellis. You know there are proper channels to go about this. Our media liaison officer has a press release with an update due out this afternoon.’
‘You can call me Corey. I’m not here for any work. I’m here for Phoebe.’
Nick looked over at Ruby. ‘You knew her?’
‘I did. I was her boss.’
‘As far as we knew, she worked for her father at Allardcorp? Advisory role on the board?’ Ruby asked.
Corey nervously looked over their shoulders again as Betts and Heather descended the staircase.
‘You’re not interviewing another of our witnesses, are ya?’ Betts asked.
Ruby looked at Nick and between them, came to a silent understanding between each other. He worked better with a small team. And there and then decided it would be him and Ruby who would get to the bottom of this.
‘Journo,’ Nick replied.
‘You can waste your time with him. We’re heading to the beach for a look around.’
Nick waved them off with a smile. ‘Enjoy.’ He turned back to Daniel. ‘How about you meet us at Leo’s coffee shop on the Esplanade in twenty minutes?’
‘Done.’
Leo’s was the usual hive of activity, and he greeted Nick and Ruby as they made their way towards the booth at the back of the café. Holidaymakers and locals spent their morning digging into Leo’s famous ‘country style’ big breakfast. Nick had tried it on one of his first mornings and didn’t have the heart to tell Leo that it was a little too fancy to be considered country. A little too much greenery on it for his liking. He was used to a greasy spread.
Corey followed diligently, and Nick watched him closely. He had a frenetic energy and nervously scoped out the occupants of the café. Whatever he had on his mind had him spooked, and Nick hoped it would aid their investigation.
Once they’d each ordered a coffee, he noted that Corey sat with his back facing the wall looking out towards the patrons. His eyes darted back and forth around the room like he was assessing the place for danger.
‘So, you were saying yourself and Phoebe had a working relationship? What was that?’ he asked.
‘I’m the head editor at the Sydney Herald. Everything runs through me. I knew of Phoebe through other colleagues who had studied with her, but we’d never met. She came to me two years ago with a story. I’ll be honest, it was a bit fantastical, but it was something I couldn’t refuse.’
‘And you think this may have something to do with her murder?’ Ruby asked.
‘I do. And I think I may be in danger.’
Nick sipped his latte. He knew many journalists, and most had a penchant for drama. It was their profession. But the editor seemed genuinely scared. He could pick it up in his body language.
Corey continued, ‘Phoebe has been on the board of Allardcorp ever since her 21st birthday, along with her brother, Michael. It was a recommendation from Phoebe’s mother many years ago, and James respected her wishes.’
‘We knew that. Paul Allard outlined her status on the board when we spoke with him,’ Nick replied.
‘It wasn’t just the annual board meetings, though; Phoebe was privy to extremely sensitive information within the business. Remember, we are talking about one of the most successful media empires in the Western world. James Allard is one of the richest men on the planet. The power and influence he has reach’s much wider than just here in Australia.’ Corey sipped his coffee and continued, ‘Phoebe outlined the various levels of corruption within Allardcorp to me, and it was the basis of a long-form investigative article she had been putting together over the last two years.’
‘So, she was syphoning sensitive information from her father's business?’ Nick asked. It was certainly more than enough grounds for motive to murder. If James Allard knew what Phoebe had done, who knows just how far he could go?
‘Exactly,’ Corey replied.
‘Just how bad was this information? Enough to kill your daughter for?’
Corey once again furtively looked over the officer’s shoulders, and then, sure he was out of earshot, continued, ‘James Allard started small. He was a journalist at the Melbourne Sun in the 1950s. He slowly, but surely, worked his way up to owning it. Soon he began buying up other papers across the land, then he started in television and film. Now we are here in 2023 and what doesn’t he own? The only thing he hasn’t got his claws into is big tech, but from what Phoebe found out, Paul is in deep without a lot of the big ones, so it won’t be long. Who knows just how far his reach will spread?
‘We know his story, Mr Ellis. But so far, you haven’t told us about any laws he has broken,’ Nick said.
‘Do you know who our current Prime Minister is?’
Nick looked at Ruby. Some interviews were tougher than others. He knew he was going to have to work for this one.
‘Yes. It’s David Criton. What’s this got to do with James Allard?’ he asked.
‘David Criton is Liberal. And James Allard is one of the largest political donors in the world to two parties. The Liberals in Australia and the Republicans in the U.S. David Criton's latest taxation laws for billionaires in Australia seem a little too convenient, don’t they? Allardcorp was top of the list for companies that are now exempt from paying tax after Criton’s sweeping changes. And did you notice how there’s been basically nothing about it in the news? Anywhere?’
Nick thought about it. He wasn’t a person who read the paper back to front, but he kept up with most things. He felt like he would have heard if the richest company in Australia didn’t have to pay taxes. ‘Well, if the party has changed the laws, then he’s not doing anything illegal,’ Ruby replied.
Nick was getting frustrated. ‘And what was Phoebe working on? What’s so dangerous that it got her killed?’
Corey finally blurted it out. ‘Vote counting machines. Every Australian electorate now uses the new Sentech electronic vote counting system. Through various shell companies, Phoebe uncovered that Sentech is owned by her father’s business, Allardcorp. David Criton won in a landslide. Biggest margin in Australian election history, when before the election, we had it as 50/50.’
‘So, what are you trying to say?’
‘Allardcorp rigged the Australian Election. I believe someone found out that Phoebe knew and killed her for it.’
‘You honestly think James would have his own daughter killed for this information? Doesn’t seem likely.’
‘That’s not all. You know that James Allard is in the process of stepping down as CEO and chairman of Allardcorp, right?’
‘Everyone knows that. It’s been all over the papers,’ Ruby replied.
‘Well, there’s one thing that they haven’t been saying, which is the most interesting of all. By all intents and purposes, Paul Allard is the heir apparent to the Allardcorp empire. But what most people don’t know is that he needs to be voted into that position. And he has competition. Alexander Covington is also on the board, owner of Plus Mobile. He’s one of Allardcorp’s gateway into big tech and is vying for the position as well.’
All this talk of boards and tech were foreign to Nick, and he had no shame in saying he was out of his depth. These people were at the top of their food chain, movers and shakers in an industry he didn’t understand. All of this information from Corey was important, but he failed to see truly what motive anyone in the Allardcorp business would have to want to get rid of Phoebe.
Nick held his hand up for Corey to stop. ‘Hold on, hold on. All of this boardroom drama means nothing to us. What does this have to do with Phoebe?’
‘The board has nine members. And Phoebe was the deciding vote for the next CEO. It all depended on her. Paul Allard was nothing before he met Phoebe. A bartender in a Sydney pub. Outside of Allardcorp, he’s no one. You're telling me that your own livelihood wouldn’t be something you’d kill for?’
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Chapter Fifteen

Nick and Ruby had left the café with even more questions than answers. The story was farfetched. And without proof, they both didn’t quite know what to make of it. Big business controlling elections was conspiracy theory stuff, and although the information about the board vote was more promising, he knew he had to focus on the evidence and clues at hand. They would lead him to a solution. Everything else was just white noise.
Corey’s discussion with Nick and Ruby played on both of their minds as they walked past Greg Norton’s pawn shop and along the Main Street. It was all a bit fantastical to him. Australian elections and board room politics. He knew the first thing people killed for was love and heartbreak. Money came second. And Paul Allard looked to be doing just fine, even if he didn’t get the top job.
Ruby watched Nick as he walked beside her. She could tell by his expression that he was deep in thought. It was an expression she had seen a few times now. She admired him. The way he spoke with people was honest and open. He didn’t seem like someone who held back. Perhaps that’s why people felt they could open up to him more than any other police officer. She hoped it was a quality she could learn and use for herself.
‘What are you thinking?’ she asked.
‘A lot of things. I’m just not sure how all of this stuff about the vote fits. Even if Phoebe made a decision one way or another, it didn’t really affect Paul Allard in a way that he could kill. Look at his house, it’s not like the bloke is short of coin.’
‘Plus, we’ve got the flight logs. He was overseas during the time she was missing.’
Nick scratched at the stubble on his chin and rubbed his temples slowly as they walked. They’d just been at a café, but his stomach rumbled. ‘Let’s go have a bite to eat.’
They continued down the Main Street, and past the door of Michelle Kennedy’s shopfront, and on towards the local Coles supermarket. The Main Street was pristine, new concrete lined both footpaths and neat ornamental trees lined each side of the street in perfect increments. At the centre of the town was a roundabout, which housed a towering clock in the centre which looked brand new, and Nick could just make out the letters carved in the base of the granite block. ‘Thanks to Allardcorp.’
He pointed to the base of the clock. ‘Just how much of this town do the Allards own?’ he asked.
‘More than what you’d think,’ Ruby replied.
They crossed the road and walked down the footpath between the bakery and tobacconist and headed down towards the esplanade where the surf club was. As the towering ultra-modern white building emerged on the beachfront, he had a feeling he knew what the answer to his next question was going to be.
‘How long has the surf club looked like this? How old is this building? This looks like it belongs in Bondi. Not a small town like Riema.’
‘Compliments of the Allards,’ Ruby replied.
As they walked through the automatic doors at the front main entrance, she pointed towards the wood-panelled board of life members on the left-hand wall behind the entrance desk. Besides the photos of men and women who had dedicated their lives to the club and the ocean, at the very top was a photo of James Allard, with a thank you plaque.
He walked over and took a closer look at the plaque. Beside it was a photo of what he assumed was the original surf club, a much smaller, old weatherboard building, which was painted a baby blue colour. The new club was easily double the size. And bigger than some surf clubs he had been to in Sydney.
‘The Riema Surf Club extends their extreme thanks and gratitude for the generous donation towards the construction of the new surf club building. Members, past, present and future will enjoy these new facilities for years to come.’
‘More Allard generosity,’ Ruby said behind him.
‘Looks like it’s in the town's interest to keep the Allard family happy. If they left, Riema would be nowhere,’ He said as he looked at the photo of James.
‘Hence why I asked for you to remain on the case. I’d like to keep the Allard money in Riema myself. The sooner we get to the bottom of what happened to Phoebe, the sooner we can deliver answers to James, and put this all behind us.’
As they walked into the entrance of the restaurant, he was surprised to see it quieter than usual. The tables which lined the floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked the deck were full, but beyond that, the rest of the place was nearly empty. Sitting alone in the far back corner of the building alone was Michelle Kennedy, who had an empty plate in front of her and a half-full glass of wine. Nick looked at his watch. He couldn’t believe it was 2pm already, and he headed for the bar first before he talked business.
‘You want a drink?’ he asked Ruby.
‘We done for the day? Or still on the clock?’
‘One drink won’t hurt. Plus,’ he pointed over in Michelle’s direction. ‘Might be a good icebreaker for our next conversation.’
Ruby looked over in Michelle’s direction. ‘I’ll have a Sav Blanc then.’
Gerry the barman walked over towards him. ‘Afternoon, business or pleasure?’
Nick smiled. ‘Bit of both Gerry. Grab me a Great Northern, and a Sav Blanc for Sergeant Zhao, please.’
With drinks in hand, they made their way over toward Michelle sitting at the table. She looked in their direction with a sad smile. ‘I wondered when I’d be seeing you again, detective,’ she said in his direction.
‘May we?’ he asked.
She pointed to the two empty seats in front of her. ‘Be my guest. Take a seat.’
They both sat down together, and Michelle finished the dregs of wine in her glass and looked over towards Gerry, who gave her a nod. Through words unspoken, another wine seemed to be coming.
She looked out over the decking towards the ocean, which was still and calm for the first time he’d seen in a while. Seagulls were perched up along the railing and on the old wine barrels, which formed makeshift tables for patrons to rest their drinks on. The smell of ocean air was strong, even inside the building, and it made him miss home and his own version of the surf club. His local pub in Milford, The Coachman’s Inn.
‘This was mine and Phoebe’s favourite table,’ Michelle said finally, breaking the silence. ‘Gerry would always save it for us. We had many good laughs and great conversations in this very spot.’
Nick could tell she was still grieving and knew his line of questioning was going to be sensitive, so tried to tread lightly. ‘We’ve found out some more information about Phoebe’s last few weeks. Some things you won’t know about, and some things you do, and you didn’t tell us.’
Michelle balanced her wineglass on the edge of the base and slowly rolled it around and around. ‘What information?’ she asked.
‘Phoebe was working with the Sydney Herald. As a journalist,’ Ruby said.
‘Hmm, makes sense. She told me she studied journalism in her twenties. I’d seen her writing a lot, but I never pressed. I thought she may have been writing a book or something. What was she writing about?’
Nick sipped his beer. He felt it fizz and run smoothly down his throat, and it immediately made him feel better. ‘About Allardcorp. And about her father and Paul.’
‘That makes sense as well, I guess. She was on the board, so she knew what was going on there.’
‘You didn’t have any idea what she was writing about at all?’ Ruby pressed.
‘No. Not at all. We hardly ever talked about her work. Like I said the other day, she kept her cards pretty close to her chest.’
‘The thing is, she wasn’t writing something nice about her father and ex-husband. From what we know, the article is fairly damning.’
Gerry placed a fresh glass of wine between the three and walked off with a smile and a quiet nod. ‘Well, she didn’t exactly have the highest opinion of Paul as I told you, so that would make sense.’
Nick was a good judge of people, and could still feel slight trepidation in her answers, almost like some were rehearsed. For someone like Michelle, who came off as the spiritual, airy fairy type, he sensed she was a lot smarter than most people made her out to be.
‘So, what can you tell us about Phoebe and Daniel Myers?’ he asked.
She looked up from her glass of wine. ‘Oh. You guys know about that?’
Ruby frowned. ‘Of course, we found out, Michelle. Why didn’t you tell us? People get killed over extra-marital affairs all the time.’
‘It wasn’t my story to tell. I’ll be honest, she never told me much. I knew it was Daniel, and I sensed that he was still with Jacqueline, but Phoebe was ever the optimist, and after her messy divorce and losing her daughter, who was I to take that away from her?’
‘It could’ve saved us a lot of time,’ Nick replied.
Michelle scoffed. ‘Your smart detective. I knew you guys would have found out, anyway. I’m not a town gossip.’
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Chapter Sixteen

The back deck of the house overlooked the thick, lush, green forest, which began at the base of the hills in the back of Riema and continued upward and out of sight. The house was new and spacious, with vivid white weatherboards with a silver zinc roof. The deck was full of activity and James manned his new barbecue proudly, with tongs in hand. Wearing a blue and white striped apron, he was a king in his domain and smiled at his colleagues all seated around the table enjoying a beer as the sun set.
Betts and Romac were unsuccessful on their venture to the beach, and the last Ruby and Nick saw of them, they were off to try and interview Shifty Wilson about the phone again. Paul Allard had been in earlier, with his daughter Charlotte, to pick up the keys to Phoebe's house. She had reminded Paul to stay in Riema, as they still needed to speak with him again. When they had returned from their discussion with Michelle at the surf club, Nick was grabbing his things from the station with a night of painting his living room planned ahead, when James had invited him around for a barbecue.
James’ home was beautiful, a newly built double-storey property that they had only moved into recently, and he watched as he spoke with his wife Jessica while he turned the sausages. She was around his height, with flowing long brown hair and the physique of someone who hit the waves every morning. He knew his instincts were correct because four surfboards leant against the side deck railing.
Running around with toy pistols were their two sons, Jack and Ollie, whom Nick guessed was somewhere between five and seven. They must have started young, he thought, as James looked to be only in his late twenties or early thirties. It was always hard to tell.
The home was over the main freeway, in the newer housing development area west of the Riema township, and out on the road which went to the Silverleaf café. As Nick entered the street when he arrived, he looked at the uniformity of the homes; they were all the same to him, all double storeys with iron roofs, all with nice cars parked out the front. The great Australian dream, some called it. It wasn’t for him; he knew that in the end, he’d be back in the bush. It was only a matter of time.
The sky turned from a deep amber red as the sun set, slowly to black, and the sound of mosquitoes flying into the insect light was constant. He could smell a citronella candle burning somewhere, another aid in keeping the bugs away, and the constant chirp from the cicadas reminded him of nights on the river as a kid. The food smelt great, and when James dropped the tray of meat down between two huge bowls of fresh salad, Nick only just then realised how hungry he was. It had been a long day.
Ruby bit into a sausage wrapped in white bread, slathered in tomato sauce. ‘God, this is good. Now I know what all the fuss is about.’
Nick looked at her curiously. ‘What do you mean?’
‘I’ve never had a sausage in bread before I moved to Riema,’ she said.
Nick couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He felt like his whole childhood was spent living off barbecues and couldn’t imagine a life without a snag in bread from time to time. ‘I’m sorry. How in the hell have you never had a snag in bread before? Where were you posted before this?’
‘Hurtsville. I was there for 15 years. Started there as a constable all the way up until last year.’
Nick knew Hurtsville well. A suburb south of the Sydney CBD it was well known for its dense Chinese population. He had worked a few cases around the area and was surprised he had never run into Ruby during her time on the beat.
‘Well, that would explain with you’ve never had a sausage sizzle. Did you know Sergeant Tiffany Worstin?’
‘I do. She was a couple of years ahead of me. But yeah, worked with her for years. How do you know her?’
Nick sipped his beer and laughed. ‘One of my exes. We dated for three years. A while back. Differing opinions, I guess. Never worked out. Why the move to Riema?’
‘So, she could enjoy the fresh ocean air and my barbecue,’ James said from behind them with his tongs still in hand.
‘Pretty close. My husband, Tim, was a stockbroker, very high pressure environment. He made his money years ago with some big deals and doesn’t really need to work anymore. He was the one that wanted the tree change. I was a little more hesitant. But now I’m here, I’ll never go back. We love it here.’
Although his last week hadn’t been great, Nick had to agree. ‘Yeah, I was never much of a coastal man myself, but it’s growing on me.’
After dinner, Jessica went on inside to get the boys bathed and off to bed. Ruby manned the sink on the dishes, and Nick cleared the tables while James helped. Soon, when all the jobs were done, Jess wished them a good night. Nick hadn’t seen her stop all night with the two boys. Being a parent was hard work. The three cops sat around the teak timber table and sipped their cold beers and discussed their thoughts on where everything was headed.
‘I don’t know how big Allardcorp really is, but do they have the power to choose how our PM is? I’m not sure anyone is that powerful enough,’ James said.
‘They’re plenty big enough, that’s for sure. But you're right. To literally control government? I think it’s all a bit out there,’ Ruby said.
Nick sat quietly and sipped his fifth beer for the night. He was a keen listener and sometimes fresh ideas helped jog his mind loose with all the pressure in his head. The expectation of him, when he was around, was now getting higher and higher, and he wasn’t sure if he was capable of the great feats that everyone thought he was. He was full of self-doubt, and this case wasn’t making things easier.
He noticed Ruby was looking at him, and he shook his head out of his daze. ‘Sorry, did you ask me something?’
‘Yeah, I said, what do you think?’
‘There’s a lot of outside noise we have here with all of this Allardcorp and voting stuff. I think we need to stick with the facts right now. Phoebe has been murdered. Her body was found at the Silverleaf. Her phone was found on the beach, which is the probable murder site. And she was writing an article about her father's own company, behind their backs. That’s the facts we have now,’ he said.
‘What about Dan Myers?’ James asked.
‘Hard to say. I think we need to speak with him again, though. I’m not sure how close their “Friendship” really was. We may never know for sure. But he is still a person of interest in my mind.’
They continued to discuss the ins and outs of the past few days when, finally, James stretched his arms above his head and said, ‘Well, I think I need to hit the hay. All this beer ain’t gonna help me tomorrow.’
Nick was just getting started and was disappointed James was calling it early, but knew with the two young kids he needed all the sleep he could get. ‘Understandable with those two. They’ve got unlimited energy.’
James laughed. ‘God, tell me about it. They never stop.’
James wished them goodnight and Ruby and Nick made their way down the darkly lit side path and out onto his front driveway. Ruby grabbed the keys to her police car from her purse and made her way toward her vehicle. ‘You want a lift?’ she asked.
Nick looked up at the clear night sky. It was humid, and a full moon, providing more than enough light to walk. ‘You know what? I think I’ll walk.’ 
Ruby shook her head. ‘You country people are an odd bunch. Suit yourself. See you at the station tomorrow morning.’
‘Night.’
After traversing the main highway, which was an experience in itself, Nick found the walk home to be pleasant enough. It was a Saturday night, but the streets were quiet, and only the odd light was on in the homes as he walked past. He wasn’t sure if it was the drink or the day that he had, but something felt off as the night had gone on, and he couldn’t shake a feeling that something bad was coming. As he came over the last rise, only four blocks away from the esplanade, he noticed a glow coming from near his house, like someone had lit a floodlight on the beach. As he got closer, however, the light wasn’t constant, and the shadows danced and flickered in the night, and as he turned the final bend, just past Shifty Wilsons’ unit, he realised what he was seeing. A fire.
He broke into a run, and although he could feel the six beers he had just drank feeling like they were about to come back up, found a decent enough stride and was soon near the top of the steps that Phoebe had descended on her final night on this earth. He looked into the distance and realised that the fire was huge now, and it was Phoebe’s house.
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Chapter Seventeen

In the distance, he saw a car speeding away at high speed. He could tell it was flying because as it hit the speed humps along the esplanade, the shine from the headlights flew up and down at a much higher rate of speed than usual. There was something unusual and almost futuristic about the back taillights, and he strained his eyes through the darkness to make out the model of the car or a numberplate, but it was just too far away to tell.
He fumbled for his phone in his pocket as he ran, and called Ruby quickly, telling her what was happening. She was straight on it and told him she would call the Riema fire brigade as soon as he hung up. As he reached the front of the home, he knew there was nothing he could do. The house was now a towering inferno, and the flames had doubled the height where the old roof once stood. He held his arm up over his face to protect himself from the heat coming off the property as burning pieces of rubble and ember rained from the sky. Soon, he could hear the sirens of what he hoped was a fire engine in the distance, and minutes later, the Riema fire brigade came flying around the bend of the esplanade, ready for action.
As the firefighters set up, Ruby’s police vehicle parked back away from the blaze, closer to his house, and as he walked down the street past the trucks towards her, he struggled to catch his breath after his sprint toward the house and he placed his hands on his knees as he got her to her and tried to maintain his composure.
She got out of the car and stood on the sidestep. ‘Jesus, are you okay? What happened?’
He looked back towards the flames. And leaned against her car, still trying to catch his breath. The run mixed with the beer hadn’t agreed with him. Through puffs, he said, ‘No idea. It all seems a little too convenient though, don’t you think?’
‘Agreed.’
The fire took over an hour to put out, and Nick invited Ruby into his place as they were close to the blaze and knew there was nothing they could do for now. They sat on his makeshift front deck, watching the firefighters work as they directed their water at the base of the blaze and also used a type of foam he knew was used for electrical fires. The esplanade had slowly started to fill with locals, all standing on the footpath along the seawall, whispering and gossiping about the source of the blaze. The road was busy too, as locals in their pyjamas drove past for a look.
Nick and Ruby made their way back to the front of the house as the firefighters packed up and the locals started to disburse, and he looked over the esplanade further down the road. Standing behind the fire trucks, even this late, at 2am, he noticed Betts and Romac leaning against the hood of their police vehicle, assessing the scene in front of them, watching the firefighters work.
As Betts saw them both, he made his way over with a smug grin on his face. ‘Who’s in charge of looking after evidence around here?’
‘That’d be me,’ Ruby said.
‘Well, if you’re the boss around here, want to tell me why the keys to a murdered woman's home were given back to a suspect during our investigation?’
‘I, I, ah,’ Ruby stammered, and as Nick saw the look on her face as she struggled to find an excuse to the rude detective, he’d decided he’d had enough. Who was this bloke to come here and speak to her like this? He made the distance up between them quickly, shocking Heather as he grabbed Betts around the collar and held his face close to his. ‘Listen here. I’ve had enough of this shit. You speak to her like that again, and you’ll be on the ground.’
Betts pushed off him. The older detective had been in his own fair share of fights and wasn’t about to back down when Nick continued, ‘Paul Allard is not a suspect. His alibi is airtight. I’ve already checked. He wasn’t even in the country when she went missing you imbecile. So, before you come at us like this, do your homework.’
Ruby hadn’t seen this side of Nick and had to suppress a smile as he stuck up for her. The laid-back, easy-going nature of his had another side. She knew there was more to him than met the eye. And although it may have been a little bit of liquid courage, he seemed to have a little mean streak, and she knew it was something a seasoned investigator needed if they wanted to get to the bottom of things.
Betts sneered. ‘You're pissed, Vada. I can smell it all over you. This is why the Chief had you on leave, isn’t it? You’ve always been shit on the piss.’
Nick boiled with rage. It had been a long week, and he wasn’t even meant to be on this case. He stepped forward again in the man’s face, and his eyes were full of fury. ‘Go on. Say one more thing.’
Heather pushed between them. ‘Cut it out right now! This isn’t a dick-measuring contest. We’ve got a murder to solve. And if we actually stop arguing and work together, we might be able to get somewhere!’
Nick stepped back. He wasn’t going to get himself in trouble over another fight. He’d already been there before. He took two deep breaths and turned and walked off in the darkness in the direction of his house. As he neared the fire trucks, the local fire chief pulled the clear visor up on his helmet and introduced himself. ‘Bruce Wooley, Riema fire chief. You’re working with the coppers, aren’t you, mate? Ruby around?’
Nick pointed back over his shoulder. ‘She’s over there. I’m the senior detective, though. Did you need anything?’ The chief looked at Nick, who now had a torn collar on his shirt and still smelt like beer, with uncertainty. Nick knew what he was thinking and continued, ‘Senior Sergeant, Nick Vada,’ he said, introducing himself formally.
The fire chief looked him up and down again and apologised. ‘Sorry. You look like you’ve had a rough night.’
‘You’ve got no idea.’
Ruby walked back over towards the two. ‘Bruce. Are you all right? Great work, by the way. I haven’t seen a blaze like it here in Riema.’
‘Thanks, sergeant. Look, I’m coming with bad news. We’ve got a body in there.’
Ruby looked at Nick with shock and they both looked back at the smouldering structure in the night. Phoebe’s home was gone. Right when they had just heard, she had been writing a story all about corruption at the highest levels of business and government. Nick assumed that all of her work had been in there, now lost. Thinking of her editor, Corey, he made a mental note to call him first thing to ensure he had the article for them to read.
Bruce continued. ‘Look, it’s still way too dangerous for us to get in and figure anything out. So, we’re going to call it for the night. The body was in the living area and a section of the roof structure has fallen on it. We’ll need daylight to get in there to retrieve.’
‘Understood.’ Ruby replied, ‘We’ll be here first thing in the morning to assist.’
The next morning, Nick woke in his bed in a pool of sweat. He had had the same dream as usual, of his childhood home, and of his mother being killed, but this time was different. Flames emanated from under her bed and he kept trying the door, but the handle was so hot it was burning his hands. Soon, his whole house was ablaze, and he was stuck in there too. Just as he felt the flames burning his legs, he awoke with a jolt. Going by how bright it was inside his bedroom, he realised he hadn’t set an alarm on his phone and guessed it was already midmorning. He could hear the beeping of construction machinery from outside his window, which he assumed was coming from the wreckage of Phoebe’s home. Just how could an unoccupied house like hers burn to the ground? It had to be arson, he guessed, as he remembered the taillights of the car speeding from the scene.
He reached into the drawer in his bedside table and popped two Endone tablets he had been given by his doctor for the pain in his shoulder, and swigged from the warm beer bottle on the bedside top with a grimace. His head spun with the pain from his shoulder. It felt like he had slept on it, and when he tried to reach it up above his head, it felt like it was on fire. He slowly tried to circle his arm around and around to loosen the joint, but it was no use. He hoped the tablets would do the trick.
After showering and cleaning himself up, he walked out onto his front deck with a mug of black coffee and drank it as quickly as he could. Hoping to reinvigorate his energy levels, his face scrunched up at how strong it was, and the bitter coffee burnt his taste buds. He leant against his balustrade handrail and saw quite the scene along the esplanade.
Two police cars, two fire engines, and a myriad of other vehicles were parked along the promenade, and a group of onlookers had materialised, all sticky-beaking locals he assumed, and they sipped their takeaway coffees from Leo’s and sat on the stone wall by the beach as a macabre audience.
A large yellow excavator that was being driven by a firefighter picked at the wreckage of the home, and he spotted the local coroner, Archie Hanford’s medical services van parked close by for the retrieval of the body the fire chief had spoken of the night before. Who could it have been inside Phoebe's home at that time of the night? Perhaps it was the arsonist, caught up in their own wrongdoing? Or an opportunistic thief who was in the wrong place at the wrong time?
As he let the thoughts run through his head, he noticed something peculiar on his front deck. His barbecue was missing. He looked over the handrailing into his front yard, hoping to find evidence, but there was none. It was gone. Another visit needed to be paid to Shifty Wilson, he thought, as he threw the last dregs of his coffee off the deck into the garden and began to walk down the stairs toward the crowd.
‘What have we got?’ he asked, as he came up behind Ruby, kneeling in Phoebe’s front yard, looking over various blobs of fire-charred pieces of evidence on the ground.
‘Morning to you, too. Have a little sleep in?’
‘Sorry. Must have forgotten to turn my alarm on.’
‘It’s fine. James and Emily are on their way too,’ she pointed over toward Betts and Romac, who looked to be in deep discussion with an official wearing a fluorescent yellow firefighter jacket. ‘They beat me here.’
Nick rubbed his forehead and then his temples. He didn’t need this right now. It was enough for all of this to be happening here. To have Betts here wasn’t helping.
‘And he apologised for last night,’ she said.
‘He did?’
‘Yeah. Said he wants us all to work together.’
‘I bet he does,’ Nick said, still unsure of what Betts’ intentions were.
As the excavator slowly picked through the rubble, it finally managed to move the main roofing beams which covered the living room. The operator moved deftly, as the bright yellow arm ever so slightly pushed the rubble away, and soon a crowd of fire investigators and police surrounded the small area he had cleared.
The body was completely black, and laying on its back, facing the sky. Going by the size of the body, he guessed it was a male, and their hands looked to be curled up like they were in excruciating pain as they burnt alive, and Nick wondered if there was a worse way to go.
Emily excused herself and ran off toward the nearest garden. James looked grey at the sight of the corpse and the air was nauseating and sweet, the smell was so thick and rich that you could almost taste it. Nick had smelt it before sadly, after investigating bodies burnt inside a car, but it was unmistakable, and something the two younger officers would never forget.
The investigators slowly poked and prodded throughout the rooms and searched around the body. Soon, when the coast was clear, they lifted the body into a body bag and two firefighters assisted the coroner to help carry it out into his van, so he could begin the identification process.
Nick sat further back from the fire crew and watched them work with precision as they assessed the scene. Ruby soon joined him with an update. They had discovered the source of the fire.
‘Jerry can of petrol was found beside the house. Half full of mower fuel. They doused underneath over there,’ she pointed out to a spot where he remembered her entrance steps used to be. ‘Wouldn’t have got the house, but it must have jumped to those gas bottles over there next to the fence. Once it got to those bottles, they exploded, and the house was a goner.’
Nick said nothing, and his mind continued to fill up with more information. He had no solutions to anything as of yet. And felt his frustration rising.
‘I think we need to call Corey Ellis. Something fishy is going on here. I think this has to do with the article,’ he said.
Just as Ruby went to reply, Bruce, the fire chief, walked in their direction. ‘Hey guys, found this underneath the dining table next to the corpse. The table was concrete, so it protected it somewhat. Looks like a men’s satchel, doesn’t look like it would belong to Phoebe.’
Nick’s eyes widened with shock as he looked at what the chief was holding. ‘Do you know who’s that is?’ he asked Ruby.
‘I do. That’s Corey Ellis’ bag,’ she said.



OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Eighteen

Paul Allard held the barbell over his head, mentally preparing himself for his last two reps. He pushed them out quickly and rested the bar back on the weight rack. Sitting up on the bench, his personal trainer, Flynn, praised him on a job well done.
He was stronger and fitter than he had ever been before in his life and looked at himself in the big glass mirrors he had installed in his gym the month before. His arms were big. Bigger than they’d ever been and tanned a dark brown thanks to his morning runs on the beach. He looked up at the television screen and watched the horse racing from Dubai and told Flynn his next set will have to wait, one of the horses he owned was about to run.
He was conflicted. Phoebe’s death had affected him harder than he ever thought it would have. It had been a messy divorce, which he knew was always going to be the case due to the fact that Phoebe was the most stubborn person on the planet. He was the people pleaser. Happy to oblige anyone’s request. Maybe that’s why Phoebe's father, James, had taken such a liking to him with his eagerness to please. He was a nobody before he met Phoebe on that fateful day in a Sydney pub twenty years earlier. A young bartender struggling his way through business school and getting nowhere. She had launched him to the stratosphere, and after years of middling jobs given to him more out of pity than need, James had finally stepped him up into a meaningful role as Australian operations manager of the family business, just before his divorce.
As he thought more about the breakup with Phoebe, he realised his mind had been on a complete 100 percent focus on the business, and how it could continue to be the market leader during difficult days ahead. His marriage had become second fiddle, and he even found himself wondering whether he was a good father, as his daughter Charlotte was giving him less and less time of day back then.
When it had finally come to a head, it was messy. And after months spent in court viciously fighting over custody, he was shocked when it was Charlotte who made the decision for them by telling Phoebe that she wanted to stay with him. He had felt terrible about it all back then, but also during that time, he really needed to know where he was going to fit into the family business when the dust settled. He had to be ruthless, he knew, because no one in this world was going to help him. He needed to be a little selfish.
That ruthlessness seemed to help to his advantage in the eyes of his father-in-law, and soon once the divorce was finalised, he found himself in the inner sanctum of the Allardcorp business, privy to information beyond its wildest dreams. And a key member of James’ inner circle.
When talks of the elder statesman stepping down had intensified after James’ health had begun to deteriorate, he had ever so delicately placed his hat into the ring and let his father-in-law know of his intentions to one day take the top spot. James hadn’t been too shocked at the notion, and short of agreeing with him wholeheartedly, he made him feel that he at least had a chance.
After Phoebe’s death, the whole next CEO and board situation was in shambles and he had spent the last two nights in back-to-back meetings nearing on every hour to decide what the next steps would be for the business, and he wondered what was going to happen with the legality of the whole vote. He was blindsided when, earlier that morning in his study, James had made the CEO decision for them, and although some board members weren’t happy, they shockingly all voted in his favour, except for Alexander Covington who had started legal action that next day. For the meantime now though, he was CEO and chairman of the entire worldwide division of Allardcorp. It still felt a little like a hollow victory to him in getting the position after losing Phoebe, and it was still taking some time to sink in. He knew that the fight wasn’t over yet, and that the battle would continue on in the courts for some time yet.
Once he cleaned up from his workout, he made his way upstairs to the kitchen for breakfast. Isabella, their chef, had his customary multigrain toast and poached eggs ready for him, and she sat a latte down beside him on the balcony as he sat down at the large outdoor dining table. The sun shone brightly, and the wind was cool and crisp coming up off the ocean. He looked down and could see that the waves were pumping, and he could see surfers all waiting in the water on his beach for the next break.
He had tried to speak with his daughter the night before, but she was just too upset still about her mum and had locked herself in her bedroom for the last few days now. The only time she had come out was when he offered to take her to the police station to get her mother’s keys to her house. When she had asked if they could head straight there to have a look around, he had felt terrible when he had to tell her tomorrow, as he had an important meeting with a U.S. client, which he was already running late for. He wasn’t even sure how to broach the subject of his mother’s death with her, as he knew how badly their relationship had deteriorated ever since he had met Chelsea, so he just hadn’t spoken about it to her yet.
Ever since they had returned from Los Angeles, Chelsea had seemed off, and her usual bubbly persona was gone, replaced by a sombre and respectful one he had never seen before. She was the only other person Charlotte would allow in her room, and he was quietly impressed with her motherly instincts. He needed her help now more than ever.
He felt two hands on his shoulders, and Chelsea bent down and kissed him on the cheek. ‘Morning handsome.’
She sat down beside him at the table holding a smoothie and had a small box with a bow on it. She wore bright pink leggings and a matching sports bra, and he could see her ab muscles poking out from underneath it. How he’d manage to snag her was still surprising to him and he praised the gods for their chance meeting on a beach on the Gold Coast three years earlier.
‘Morning to you too,’ he pointed to the box on the table. ‘What’s the occasion?’
She smiled. ‘Special surprise for you now you’re the big chief.’
He pushed his empty plate aside and reached for the box. It felt empty, and he untied the bow and lifted the lid. Inside was a pregnancy test, which had the unmistakable double lines on it, and his first thought transported him back 16 years earlier, to when Phoebe had handed him a similar stick and how quickly his life had changed back then.
‘Oh my god. Wow.’ He broke into a big grin. ‘I can't believe it!’
He got up from the chair and wrapped his wife up in a big hug. They both had the discussion earlier in the year and had started to try for kids. But not to think too hard about it. He knew that although she was young, she had tried for a short time with her previous partner, and he was sure she may be beginning to feel the pressure of not having children, which was crazy to him, she wasn’t even 30 yet.
She broke into tears and sobbed as she sat back down. ‘I’m sorry, I-I just wasn’t sure if you’d be angry or not.’
‘Why would I be angry? We spoke about it. I can’t wait to be a dad again.’
She wiped her tears away with a tissue. ‘It’s just.. the money stuff. Now I know you’re CEO. I know we’ll be okay. But I guess before that I was kind of worried.’
He looked at his wife and could see that she had been going through a lot. Their money troubles were one thing, but having to deal with him losing his ex-wife and navigating their relationship with Charlotte. It must have taken a toll on her.
‘Don’t worry about that now, Chels. I’ve got it under control. Now let's think about the future! We need to start buying things for the baby!’
His phone pinged, and a text message popped up on his screen. He looked over it briefly and felt like his day was going to turn really badly, really quickly.
‘What is it?’ Chelsea asked.
‘Phoebe’s house. There’s been a fire.’
‘Oh my god. Her house? Down on the beach? What happened?’
He re-read the text message. ‘Too early to tell. Jesus Christ, they found a body in the wreckage.’
‘What?! Who is it?’
Paul typed the name into Google on his phone and read it out loud. ‘Corey Ellis. Editor in chief at the Sydney Herald.’
‘So weird. Why would anyone be in her house at all?’ Chelsea asked.
‘God knows.’ His breathing elevated, and he struggled to maintain his composure. He wondered if they could tie it back to him. He would’ve heard something by now, surely. He needed to delicately push his contact for more information. He could tell Chelsea had sensed the change in him and she looked at him curiously. ‘Are you ok?’
‘Yeah. I’m fine. It’s just a shock, that’s all. Good memories with Charlotte in that old house.’
What he wasn’t telling anyone was that he knew Phoebe was in the near stages of completion on an article she had been working on for over two years. A vicious, deep dive into her family business and some of her father’s illegal dealings with enterprise and government. He had paid a private investigator to follow her every move, which she seemed to have picked up on. But what she didn’t know was that one of the new hires in his streaming team was an extremely competent, reformed hacker who had worked all over the world, and had easily managed to remotely access her computer and stream any information off it, directly back to him. He knew before the article came out; he needed to tell James. But after her death, just what was the status of that? If the article somehow got out, it would be devastating for Allardcorp. The amount of information she had managed to uncover would’ve completely tanked the share price. Enough to remove them as one of Australia’s top businesses on the market, and it was surely enough to tarnish her father’s legacy and the family name forever. It would’ve been like a bomb had gone off.
Stirring him from his thoughts, his phone rang loudly on the tabletop. ‘Sorry babe, give me a tick.’
‘Paul Allard.’
‘Mr. Allard, Detective Sergeant Nick Vada. Hoping you could head down to the station so we could have that chat we spoke about?’
He tried to stall the detective while he assessed his next move. ‘Can it wait, detective? I have a busy day. I have a meeting with a client in an hour.’
‘No, it can't, Mr Allard. Time is of the essence.’
He sure was pushy this bloke. Archer, his head of security, had looked into his career and warned him and James that he was an extremely competent investigator and highly decorated detective, considered one of the best in the force. James had told Paul he would have been happy to have him as an ally and asked Paul whether they should consider putting him on the books. Paul brushed off the request when he told James they already have someone on the inside working the case. It was one of James’ most powerful assets, his interwoven web of paid workers throughout government and services. It had taken many years, but now proved invaluable at an important time like this. They needed to know who ended Phoebe’s life. And whether that same person was coming for them, too.
‘I’ll be there in 30 minutes,’ he replied.
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Chapter Nineteen

Nick and Ruby had both tried Corey Ellis’ phone the minute after the fire chief handed his bag over to them.
‘No answer. Surely not. Why would he have been in the house?’ Ruby asked.
Nick had wondered the same thing when the fire chief handed over the bag. It had all come down to one thing, he guessed, the article she was writing.
‘Her laptop. I assume she was writing the article here. He must have come to try to get it.’
‘And then burn her house down while he was in it? Doesn’t make sense,’ she replied.
‘No. It doesn’t. Maybe he found something in there he couldn’t get rid of easily? Tried to torch it himself and got stuck inside?’
They were back down at the station, trying to take stock of their last few days. The local coroner had confirmed through dental records quickly that the body was Corey Ellis’s and had notified Betts and Romac along with him and Ruby. Phoebe had been killed and now her house was gone, and any chance of further evidence retrieval there had gone with it. He cursed himself for not getting to the house sooner and knew they could’ve potentially missed vital evidence. Now her boss was dead as well. Burnt alive in the inferno. All of his talk of election frauds and boardroom conspiracies felt all the more real now as they looked at the photos of Corey Ellis’ charred remains.
Emily sat at the table along with James, and they both looked worse for wear. Nick knew after his time as a constable in another country town, a long time ago, that this was probably the most action-packed few weeks that their careers were ever going to get, and he knew that they’d be telling their kids about this investigation someday. He was happy to have some privacy back at the station away from Betts and Romac to gather his thoughts as they had both continued their morning down at Phoebe’s home, looking through the wreckage and helping the investigators in evidence retrieval.
After his phone call to Paul Allard, it wasn’t much longer before a long, hulking black Mercedes Benz pulled up to the front of the ambulance station and Paul Allard came stepping out of the vehicle. Nick was surprised to not see any entourage in tow, only he and the driver walked through the doors, with no lawyer in sight. It was good news for them.
Once seated, Nick sat down with Ruby in front of the newly crowned CEO of Allardcorp, which they had found out that morning after it was all over the news. He looked a lot older up close and he could see that the lines on his cheeks and forehead looked to be artificially smoothed out; he assumed by plastic surgery of some kind. His eyes were a deep auburn brown and his teeth were a brilliant white, and he guessed were all new. Probably veneers like his wife. He even smelt of wealth, with his cologne emanating out a mixture of jasmine and cedar. Nick wasn’t much of a watch man, but read Rolex across the top of the band, and figured his watch was probably worth more than his yearly salary.
Nick could see him eye the time on his watch and began. ‘Thanks for coming so promptly, Mr Allard. I know you’re a busy man.’
‘It’s no worries. What’s all this about?’
I just wanted to clarify a few things with you. Can you please go over your whereabouts for us just one more time of where you were during the week that Phoebe was declared missing?’
Nick could sense his frustration. He had done some research into Paul Allard over the last few days. From his chance meeting with the daughter of one of the world’s richest men to his meteoric rise to the top job within the family empire. He was a hold-no-prisoner-style boss. And his temper was as legendary as his predecessor’s.
‘I’ve already told you all of this. We were in Los Angeles. Palo Alto to be exact. We were meeting with a few different companies regarding streaming platforms. Happy for you to speak with Jim or Remi to verify they were with me the whole time. In regard to the meetings, I’m afraid I can’t go into much further detail.’
‘That’s fine. And it's noted on the flight records that you were there. Just trying to clear up a few things.’
Paul shifted in his seat. ‘Is that it? Is that the only reason you got me down here?’
‘No. It isn’t Mr Allard,’ Ruby replied. They had both discussed the best way to tackle the interview and decided that they needed to hit the issue of the board vote with him head on.
‘So, the decision to make you CEO of Allardcorp? That was done at a board level?’ he asked. He had decided to play dumb, hoping that he would take the bait and lead him toward motive.
‘Yes, it was. James himself made the call, and it was vetoed. Exceptional circumstances.’
Nick pushed. ‘And we are led to believe that before that there was a little competition. And Phoebe’s vote had a deciding factor?’
Paul saw through the tactic at once and stood up, with his chair flying out and crashing into the back wall. ‘And what are you insinuating, detective? That I killed my her from another country? I’ve had enough of this. If you want to talk to me again, you can speak with my lawyer!’
Nick stayed calm. ‘I’m merely asking a question, Mr Alla..’
Paul cut in. ‘And before you go accusing me, you might need to try to figure out why reporters were in my ex-wife’s house when it burnt down!’
Nick and Ruby froze. The only people that knew about Corey Ellis’ body identification were himself, Ruby, Romac and Betts. Ruby looked over at him, her face wide-eyed with shock. There was an informant in the station, someone was leaking information. As they looked at each other, both with the same dawning realisation, they had an entire silent conversation just through the one subtle glance. They both already knew who it would be.
Nick rose his voice ever so slightly and used his best authoritative tone. ‘Sit down, Paul.’
Paul’s breathing was still heavy, and he could tell he was worked up, ready to continue to battle. The tension in the room was palpable and Nick wasn’t about to back down. They glared at each other and for a short moment he felt like he may have taken a swing at him. Soon, he bent down and picked his seat up and sat back down at the table.
‘You mind telling us how you knew somebody was in Phoebe’s home when it burnt down?’
Paul started blinking quickly, and Nick could tell he was trying to think of a way to work himself out of it. ‘I heard it from locals.’
‘You did, did you? Can we please have their details? I’d like to speak with them.’
His mouth opened silently like there was something he was about to say, and then he shut it again. He knew he’d messed up, and this detective was much sharper than he gave him credit for. He wasn’t going to throw Betts under the bus, though, as he had been loyal and had given them valuable information for many years, and he needed that to continue for the time being. Hopefully, he could work his way out of the detective’s grasp. He’d been in many tense negotiations. It was time to treat it like that.
‘I’ll be keeping their details to myself, thanks, detective. Now if there isn’t anything else, I have a meeting to attend.’
Nick guessed he would close off and was already two steps past this discussion. He was looking forward to his next chat with Betts already. ‘Just one more thing. Would you be willing to undertake a DNA test?’
Paul looked at his watch. ‘If it doesn’t take long. Do whatever you like.’
‘Sergeant Zhao, can you please grab a DNA kit for us?’
Ruby came back shortly after with a DNA kit and retrieved hair, tissue, and saliva samples from Paul. Nick assumed it was going to be easy, as he was fairly sure there was no way he could have been in Riema during the time of Phoebe’s disappearance and murder. He had already cross-checked the flight logs. But knew it was better to be safe than sorry.
Once the tests were complete, He made his way for the door as Ruby told him he was free to go. Before he opened the door, he turned back towards the two officers. ‘I sincerely hope you find who killed my ex-wife, officers. Because if you don’t, there will be consequences.’
Nick bristled at the statement. ‘Is that a threat, Mr Allard?’
‘Not at all. Allardcorp just has a vested interest in this. And I’m sure you know James has friends in high places. Who you don’t want to upset,’ Paul said, as he walked out of the room and slammed the door with a thud.
‘Well, that went about as well as I thought it would,’ Ruby said.
‘I’m surprised that he came without a lawyer, to be honest. But at least we’ve got his DNA. Might be worth cross-checking and seeing if any DNA was found on any of the evidence retrieved at Phoebe’s house.’
‘Good idea. So, who do you reckon told him about Corey?’
Nick pulled out his phone and brought up the Chief’s number. Betts’ time was up. He knew it had to be him. Romac had only been in their division for six months and they’d been having leaks to the media for years. ‘I’ve got my suspicions. Excuse me for a minute, I need to make a call.’
Out on the balcony at the rear of the building, Nick listened to the Chief's phone ringing. The Chief had told him of his suspicions of someone in their team leaking sensitive information but had never gone any further on the thoughts. He felt like he was still nowhere in the case and this good news might hold him at bay for now.
‘Nick, got good news for me?’ the Chief answered.
‘I do, Chief. But not about the investigation.’
‘Bugger, I thought with Betts and Romac there, you guys would have made some progress?’
Nick decided to cut straight to the point. ‘It’s Betts, sir. He’s the informant. He’s been leaking information to the media. He’s been talking with the Allards.’
The Chief was silent on the other end, and Nick assumed he was formulating a plan. ‘And you have concrete evidence?’
‘We interviewed Paul Allard just then, and he knew we found a journalist’s body at Phoebe’s property. The only people that had the info were the local sergeant, me, Betts, and Romac. And she’s green sir. She’s only been on the team for six months. You told me two years ago about this for the first time. Surely it's Betts.’
More silence came from the other end of the line. It was a delicate situation, and to accuse a decorated officer of breaking the law was an extremely sensitive topic. The Chief had to trust him and trust his instincts.
‘Okay. I trust you, mate. Don’t make a big song and dance of it. Pull him aside and let him know you’re watching him. Make him sweat, and we’ll see what he does next.’
‘Done.’
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Chapter Twenty

Betts sat in the back of the coffee shop alone and tucked into a chicken salad sandwich that was nowhere near good enough for its twenty-dollar price tag. He cursed himself for going at Vada the night before and knew he needed to try to keep his head down if possible, for the remainder of his time in town. It had started out as nothing, a card exchanged at a pub one late night, info for cash. Times were tough for him now after the divorce, and he was currently renting a one-bedroom apartment in the city, all whilst trying to continue to pay off his mortgage in his old home where his wife and kids lived. He had been receiving payments from Allardcorp for the past four years in exchange for tipoffs regarding the cases in the elite homicide unit and felt that now, being here in Riema, maybe he was flying a little too close to the flame. What was he supposed to do, though? He had received an urgent text message requesting that he insert himself into the case. And he knew Vada was down here already on it, but begrudgingly told them he’ll try. It hadn’t been hard, as pressure had come from above for added numbers to find Phoebe Allard's killer. His boss was happy to send him and Romac down to assist when he offered. It hadn’t been as hard as he thought.
He knew Vada was a tough customer and his last few years in their unit had been nothing short of spectacular. Everything the man touched turned to gold for some reason, and he wondered how his own career hadn’t gone the same way. Telling Paul Allard they had found a body so early was a risky move, but he had requested up-to-date, on-the-hour updates for extra cash and he needed the money. Other than the fire, he felt like the investigation was stalling, and he felt like they were going nowhere unless there was something Vada wasn’t telling him, which wouldn’t have surprised him. All of his wins had been a team effort, and though he banged on about the team on the tv and in the papers, he still saw his smug face everywhere, strutting around the office, taking all the glory.
Heather came walking back from the toilet over to the booth, and he gave her a once-over. She was around 20 years too young for him, but it was nice to stare at a set of perky tits each day. He was lucky in that regard.
‘So, what’s the plan of attack?’ she asked.
He could see her looking at his lunch with a grimace. She was a vegan and always managed to tell him all about it any chance she could get. She might have been nice to look at, but he was yet to see any of the brains that the rest of his superiors seemed to tell him about.
‘We’ll head back to the station. I’ll get you to submit those extra DNA samples into the database that arson found on the fuel can. Maybe we’ll get lucky.’
‘Okay, sounds promising,’ she replied.
It didn’t, and he wondered if she was trying to keep a positive façade up. Both of them had enough experience to know that the DNA found would’ve been severely compromised. He had never had a match on any evidence that was fire damaged as of yet and wondered what their next move should be.
‘C’mon, let's get out of here,’ he said, and as he stood to get up, he noticed he had three missed calls on his phone from a private number and one text message. Curious, he opened it up and read the words. ‘I slipped up. I told them about the body. Thought it was public knowledge.’
He stopped dead in his tracks and felt the blood drain from his face. They know. How the hell was he going to explain his way out of this? The only people who knew about the body were the fire team, the coroner, and the police. Vada would’ve been warned about someone leaking info to the press from the Chief by now surely, as Vada was the teacher's pet, always brown-nosing with the boss. Romac had only been on the team for six months and he’d been filtering out the info for four years already. He silently prayed that the detective wasn’t as sharp as he was made out to be. But realised he would probably already suspect him now. The jig was up.
‘You okay?’ Heather asked with a look of concern on her face. ‘You look pale.’
He swigged from the bottle of coke on the table. ‘Yeah, I’m fine. Don’t worry about me. Let's get going.’
They pulled up at the station and he stayed seated in the passenger seat, dreading the next few minutes. Heather grabbed her phone and keys and got out of the driver's seat.
‘You coming in? I’ll get those samples tested.’
‘Yeah, Jesus, give us a minute, would ya?’
Nick looked down from the front windows of the office at the unmarked police car pulling up in the parking bay. Romac got out of the car and slowly made her way inside. Betts remained seated in the passenger seat with the door open. What was he doing in there? He looked to be looking at something on his phone. Nick looked over towards Ruby, who was now talking to Romac about the DNA sample found on the fuel can. Romac spotted Nick at the window and made her way over to him.
‘Detective, do you have a minute?’ she asked.
‘Of course.’
He looked at her up close. She was nearly his height and had bright green eyes. Her smile was radiant, one of those that went right up to your eyes, like she really meant it. He hadn’t heard much about her in the unit before he met her and knew that if she’d made it this far, the Chief must have trust in her. To make the unit, you needed to be the best of the best.
She looked over her shoulder back toward Ruby and James, who looked to be having an animated discussion. ‘It’s about Betts.’
‘What about him?’ he asked.
‘Something’s off about him. He’s been acting strangely ever since we got here. He’s definitely not his usual self.’
Nick chuckled. ‘Is he usually nicer than this? Because I’ve never seen it.’
‘It’s not that.. It’s.. I don’t know,’ she said finally.
Nick knew exactly what was going on with him, and after making a few quick calls about Romac and her career up to date, he knew she wasn’t the informant. Her record was exemplary so far. She was straight as an arrow. And from what he could see, Betts may have already realised what was happening and was sweating. And she could now see it.
‘I’ll have a chat with him. See what I can find out.’
‘Thanks.’
She walked back off in the direction of Ruby, and he made his way down to their car to speak with Betts. Short of a flat-out confession, his hands were tied in what to do with the elderly detective. He was going to play it cool, and not let his emotions get the better of him like the night before.
Betts was seated in the car with the door open, and when he noticed him walking over, turned and looked straight ahead. He looked almost resigned, Nick thought. Like he knew what way their discussion was heading before it even began.
‘Can we have a word, detective?’ he asked.
Betts looked down into his lap, and he noticed he was wringing his hands together. ‘You think I leaked the info to Paul Allard?’
Nick was taken aback. He hadn’t expected a confession at all. He thought he would’ve tried to fight his way around it.
‘I do. And the fact you’re asking me pretty much confirms the theory. Only a few of us knew.’
‘What does this mean for me, then?’
Nick hadn’t thought that far ahead. He expected a battle to the death like usual with Betts. And to see him meekly sitting in the passenger seat of the car with nowhere to turn, he almost felt sorry for him, but then remembered how badly some of their cases had been splashed across the papers throughout the years. With many families finding out grisly details of how their loved ones met their ends.
‘It means that you’ve been ratting out our squad for years. I hope the money was worth it, because the way you're going, these are going to be your last days as a detective. If I had my way, you’d be out in the suburbs writing traffic tickets already. But I think the Chief has other ideas for you.’
‘I never thought it would come to this,’ Betts replied.
After getting off the phone with the Chief, he texted Nick again shortly after and advised that if Betts admitted it, he had another plan. Keep him on the case. And tell him what info to filter back to the Allard’s. They may know more about Phoebe’s disappearance and murder than they were putting on.
‘Well, it’s your lucky day. The Chief is keeping you on. For now. I will tell you what information to tell Paul Allard. For the time being, text him, and tell him that we didn’t suspect it was you. Also, tell him that the journalist was working with Phoebe on an article about Allardcorp. Let's see what he makes of that.’
Betts' face turned from grim to excited. ‘Done. I can do that.’
‘Let’s not get too cocky. This doesn’t change anything. This is still your last case. So, you may as well make the most of it.’
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Chapter Twenty-One

The week before
Phoebe stood at the same gate she had met Nick the week previous and looked out toward the ocean. The wind was blowing in hard along the coastline and the waves rolled in consistently. At this time of the morning, the sun reflected off them, creating a rainbow effect across the shallow waters as she began her walk back.
Dan had come over for the first time two nights ago, and they had had a perfect evening. She hadn’t had guests at her house since the renovations were completed and was happy to play the host to him for the first time. She had dressed up for what she felt was the first time since she had moved to Riema, and after three different outfit changes, was happy with what she saw in the mirror.
She had cooked fettuccini carbonara and had filled Dan in on her love of cooking. She was happy when he ate his entire bowl and commented on her prowess. It was a nice change from when Paul would want to spend his days dining at fine restaurants. He never wanted her to cook. ‘We are too wealthy for that,’ he would say. But she knew that all was not what it seemed with him.
For the last ten years of her marriage, along with Paul slowly climbing the Allardcorp ladder, he began to dabble in gambling, predominately horse racing. His father was a keen punter and with the amount of money Paul was starting to earn, and the connections her family name provided him, he was able to insert himself into the upper echelons of the horse racing communities around the world. He would say his pride and joy were her and Charlotte, but she knew his one true love was his horses that were stabled at their race farm in Dubai. A shared interest with her father. He had tipped a considerable amount of his earnings into it, hoping for a massive return that she knew was yet to come.
After the divorce, she knew that the stable had troubled times during COVID, and multiple award-winning trainers and jockeys were sacked over various allegations. It was all kept quiet in the Western media, thanks to her father owning most of it. With the horses at the facility not racing, she knew it would be killing Paul, as he relied on them to race. And to win.
Walking back down the beach path towards her house, she wondered why her thoughts had turned to her ex-husband? Who cares about his problems? She had the chance to make his life a misery at the board vote in a week's time. And the more she thought about it, the more she planned to make it happen. She was proud of who he had become, and she knew that she had a large say in the making of the supposed soon-to-be CEO of Allardcorp. But that was before the divorce. And before he had taken Charlotte away from him.
She was 15 anyway. Her mind will soon change, and she’ll come back to me, she thought. She remembered when she was 15, and the difference of her own moods and temperaments that could change on a whim. She used to play her father better than anyone and would have him wrapped around her finger. The next few weeks were going to be her crowning moment. Vote in Paul’s biggest threat, Alexander Covington, in the board vote, and prove to them once and for all who was the real boss. And then release the article she had been writing with Corey for the past two years. And end her father's reign over the media in Australia and the rest of the world.
How someone had managed to become so powerful that they could literally decide elections was still a shock to her, and even though her father was still an enigma to her, the more research he did about him, the sicker she became. His elaborate web of paid informants, the hushed up sexual assault claims. It all got worse and worse the deeper she looked. She knew he had infiltrated the police force, government, and even the other big media organisations in Australia.
Her father thought that money would change her mind, and he had offered her a significant sum to ensure Paul’s vote would go through. She had to smile at her mother for getting the last laugh. The decision of the CEO being a board vote was a grandfathered-in rule that she and James had added into the company policy at its creation, and she guessed back then it was so she could help her kids still have a hand in the final say of what was happening in the family business.
As she crossed the esplanade and looked at her little beach shack, she realised she didn’t need anything else in the world right now. She had millions in the bank locked away for life; she had her shack, which had been renovated exactly the way she liked it, and from the way Corey had commented on the first few drafts of her article, a decent career ahead being a journalist.
Dan was just the icing on the cake, and she had to smile as she thought about the hours after their dinner. The conversation on her couch over red wine, and finally, when they made love. It had been over a year for her, and although she felt shy, she hoped he had enjoyed it.
She quickly showered and changed into some leggings and a baggy t-shirt and made her way for the door. She spotted herself in the mirror in the entranceway and stopped. She tied her scraggly hair up into a messy, high bun, and applied some eye shadow and some lip gloss. Better.
The rain had cleared overnight, and the sun shone through the grey clouds as she made the short drive over to the Silverleaf and parked in the front carpark. It looked to be another busy Saturday morning, and she spotted two tourist buses parked in the parking bay across the road. Inside, Zeke, the young barista, manned the coffee machine, expertly brewing four coffees at the same time. The coffee was the reason the place hummed with activity and the front counter had a line of people back towards the dining tables. She knew Dan had used locally sourced beans, which cost a fortune, but by looking at the number of people in the shop, it looked like he was doing okay.
As she stood in line for a coffee, she froze when his ex-wife Jacqueline came out from the kitchen doors wearing a green apron and a smile. With a pencil tucked behind her ear, her blonde hair hung loosely over her shoulders and she had a carefree way as she moved about behind the counter.
Dan had told her the night before that he had finally cut it off with her, and that although they still lived together, had made the mature decision together to continue until they put their house on the market. The working situation, she guessed, was more complex, as she knew they both owned the Silverleaf 50/50, and she guessed that one of them needed to make a decision and leave. She ducked in behind the four customers in front of her as Jacqueline moved in behind the register to take the orders and she prayed she would go back into the kitchen before it was her turn. What if Dan had already told her? Jacqueline ran the farm side of the Silverleaf, and she hadn’t seen her behind the counter in all her time coming out here. It was Dan who ran the café. 
As she got to be the next in line, she tried to listen to the conversation going on in front of her. The young mum in front had two small kids with her and seemed to be a friend of Jacqueline’s, going by the way she greeted her.
‘Hey Jac! Haven’t seen you in here since you guys first opened! Where’s the hubby?’ The young mother asked.
She chuckled. ‘Hey Mel, yeah it’s been chaos the last few days! Dan’s on his way back from Bateman’s Bay. He had to grab supplies for the trip. Who’s babysitting the kids?’
Phoebe tried her best to remain calm. Dan had told her he was heading away next weekend to see a friend. No mention was made of Jacqueline. Had he been lying to her this whole time? She should’ve listened to Michelle. She told her he wasn’t being truthful.
Mel continued, ‘Got my sister coming over. Can’t wait! Haven’t been away for a couple’s trip in forever! Where was Dan last night? I thought he was coming to the surf club meeting?’
‘Nah, he couldn’t make it, unfortunately. He had a poker night over at Tim’s place. You know, out past the heads? They do it once a month and have a boozy night.’
Phoebe felt the café melt away around her. The happy patrons in line and seated, waiting for their next meals, descended into a haze. She felt hot all over and felt her breathing went shallow. What the hell was going on? Dan had sworn to her that he and Jacqueline were done. Over. And now she’s caught him in the lie. It all seems happy family in the Myer household and here she was thinking about a potential future with the man. How could she be so stupid? She turned and looked back at the people in line. Jacqueline didn’t know her from a bar of soap, so she thought, let's just push through this order, play dumb, and get the hell out of here.
As Mel finished her coffee order in front, Dan came bustling through the saloon doors of the restaurant in preparation for his usual spot manning the front counter. He hadn’t spotted Phoebe yet, as she was hidden behind the mother and her kids, and she watched as he reached across and pecked Jacqueline on the cheek. ‘Thanks, babe.’
She smiled and said goodbye to Mel, and the young mum turned to stand near the coffee machine and await her order. All of this happened within three seconds, and as she turned away, Dan looked up and saw Phoebe standing awkwardly next in line. She could see the faintest indication that he knew the jig was up. And his shoulders slumped as the air came out of his body. Tears welled in her eyes, and as Jacqueline stood next to Zeke, helping him on the machine, she tried her best to keep her composure.
Dan leant in close as she came up to the register and spoke in barely a whisper. ‘Please don’t do this here.’
With those few words, she knew it was over. He had been lying to her face. She had let her walls down with him and finally, she thought might even love again after the heartbreak of her divorce. But that was all over now. And as she looked into his eyes and tried to keep it cool, rage began to build inside her.
‘You fucking lied to me.’
He glanced across to Jacqueline, who was still facing away from them, and held his hand up. ‘It’s complicated. Please give me a chance to explain.’
Phoebe shook her head. ‘It’s not at all. Please leave me alone. If you contact me again, I’ll call the police.
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Chapter Twenty-Two

Nick sat at his dining table and read through the email again on his computer. He knew it was serious when he hadn’t had the heads up from the Chief about it. This was way above his pay grade.
Detective Sergeant Vada,
We have been notified by an officer of an incident on the 11th of November in which you have been accused of physically threatening a fellow colleague, as well as an accusation you were intoxicated whilst on duty. We have assigned you with a case number and you will be brought to a review board to discuss this matter, along with the next steps in regard to potential disciplinary action. Please continue active duties and we will discuss this matter with your superiors regarding next steps.
Regards, Professional Standards Command.
Not good news, he thought to himself. It seemed that Betts had managed to file a complaint on their altercation before Nick had got the chance to talk to the Chief about it. And with the amount that had happened with the fire and with finding out Betts was an informant; he had filed it into the back of his mind. Professional standards were the unit that investigated such complaints, and he had heard over the years of their harsh rulings regarding minor incidents between officers. He hoped that now, knowing that Betts had been selling sensitive NSW Police information, that it would be thrown out. But in this day and age, they took everything very seriously. His phone buzzed on the table, and he picked it up on his first ring.
‘Morning Chief.’
‘Morning. You read this bullshit?’
‘Yep. Laptops sitting in front of me. I’m sorry I should’ve told you.’
The Chief scoffed. ‘Yes. You should of. What happened?’
‘The night the house burnt down. I got to the scene first. I’d been at a barbecue having a couple of drinks with the local officers. Betts was aggressive toward the local sergeant, so I gave him a piece of my mind.’
The Chief was quiet down the end of the line, and Nick guessed he was trying to formulate a strategy. ‘Well, we’ve got Betts wrapped around our finger, don’t we? The problem with professional standards is they won't just let someone drop a complaint. Their tenacious bastards. You might be on your own on this one, mate.’
Nick sighed. ‘I thought as much. Look, I’m sure they’ll see my line of thinking. I wasn’t even on duty.’
‘You’re always on duty when you’re in public, mate. You know that.’
‘I know, I know. When do you think the hearing will be?’ Nick asked.
‘I’ll chase it up and let you know. You just focus on the task at hand. Any updates?’
‘Nothing concrete. I’ll keep you in the loop.’
‘Okay, I’m going to call Romac back to headquarters. She’s seen enough for now. I don’t want him potentially clouding her judgement any more. Keep me posted on how it all goes.’
He hung up the phone and made himself a coffee. His shoulder still ached from another bad night’s sleep and now all he could think about was this review. He was a good cop; he knew it. And everyone else seemed to know it. Surely professional standards would see it too. He knew his drinking had become a problem again, and he knew he had to try to get some help. But first, he needed to get to the bottom of what was happening in Riema before someone else was killed.
He opened the case file again on his laptop and tried to take stock of where they currently sat. Betts and Romac, with the help from the local SES, had completed a full sweep of the beach for evidence retrieval and came up with nothing else, a dead end. James and Emily had interviewed farmers surrounding the Silverleaf for any suspicious vehicles in the area during the night. Phoebe was supposedly dumped from what they could tell from Max Dellard’s autopsy findings, and they had come up with nothing. Hattie had sent through her bank records, and he scrolled through them to try to find any discrepancies. She had over three million dollars in her daily savings account, and as he looked through her assets could see that she was the owner of over forty properties around the world. Her outgoings were small. Food purchases and the odd shopping splurge in Sydney, nothing of interest there.
So, who stood to gain from her death? She had no life insurance, and her will seemed to give everything to her daughter Charlotte, who was 15 years old, and in Los Angeles with her father during her disappearance. He looked at her phone records next and looked at the names highlighted next to the numbers on the logs. Dan Myers and Michelle Kennedy were the only names written, and he wondered why certain numbers on the log were blanked out. He had never seen that before and guessed it may have something to do with Allardcorp. He could picture James Allard having a number that didn’t display anywhere. He was a notoriously private person. Maybe she was in conversation with her father? He heard that they were estranged, but crazier things had happened.
As he sat and stared through his front windows toward the ocean, he realised that there was one person whom he needed to speak to again. Shifty Wilson. Looking at the vacant space where his barbecue once stood on his deck, he decided to head down to his unit and see if he was around the night Phoebe’s house burnt down.
On the way down the esplanade, he thought he better give Bec a call. They had spoken sporadically through text, but as he looked out at the ocean and watched couples walking along the beach walk, he felt a tinge of loneliness for the first time in a while and hoped she could get to Riema soon.
‘I wondered when you were gonna call me,’ she answered with a laugh.
It was one thing he loved about her. Some of his exes had always hassled him during his work hours. unread texts from him would soon come with a bombardment of more messages with question marks. Bec would let him do his work, and when he replied, he replied. She was a real woman who had no qualms about letting him go about his daily business. She had full trust in him.
‘Sorry, it’s been a week,’ he said with a sigh.
He outlined the last few days, and what he had found out so far in regard to the case. He also told her about the fire, and his altercation with Betts after the barbecue at James’ place.
‘All you did was stick up for another officer. I’m proud of you. From how you’ve explained this guy, he’s a tough customer,’ she said.
‘That’s the thing though, he’s put a complaint into professional standards about me. I’ve spoken with the Chief this morning, and he thinks I’ve got a good case, but I may be in a bit of strife on this one.’
‘But all you did was stick up for her? It wasn’t her fault that they gave away the keys. They were next of kin. You’re allowed to give back the deceased possessions, aren’t you?’
Nick stayed silent. He knew his drinking had become a problem, but didn’t want Bec to know the full extent of what had happened. She knew him well by now though. She’d seen it firsthand over the last few months, and how it was beginning to affect his judgement again.
‘Why do I feel like you’re not telling me the whole story?’ she asked. ‘Nick, what happened?’
He arrived at the front of Shifty’s unit and looked at the front of the low red brick buildings. In front of his flat was a near-new Hilux ute that looked polished to a high shine. What was that all about?
He braced himself for Bec’s reaction. ‘Look. I’d had a bit to drink. A fair bit, I guess.’ He watched as Shifty walked outside with a bucket. ‘I think he smelt it on me. Now professional standards think I was drinking on the job.’
‘Nick… You promised me that you’d slow down. Babe, please, this is starting to affect your work. Listen, I’ve got two more days and I’ll be there, okay? You need to just try to focus on the case. And please promise me no more drinking?’
Easier said than done, he thought, and even though his last night at home was what he would consider a ‘quiet one,’ he still counted seven empty beer bottles on the coffee table in the lounge room as he walked out of the door that morning. It had gotten out of hand quicker than he thought.
‘I’ll try. Listen, I’ve got to go.’
He hung up and walked quietly up behind Shifty, who had filled the bucket up with soapy water and was sponging the tailgate on the ute. It was in pristine condition, and as he got next to it, he realised it was brand new.
Shifty must have felt his presence and spun around in fright. ‘Jesus Christ! You scared the shit out of me! Whaddyou’ fuckin’ want!’
‘Morning Shifty, you get a new ute, mate? Nice, is that the SR5?’
Shifty looked at the tailgate and at the model badge with a smile. ‘Yeah, sure is, always wanted one since I was a kid.’
Nick whistled. ‘Shit, got to be worth at least, what, 50, 60 grand these days?’
Shifty scratched at his arm, like a nervous tic. ‘Yeah, nah, yeah, bout that, I guess.’
Nick leant against the back of the ute. ‘And where does a supposedly unemployed surfer find that type of money? You find it on the beach?’
‘Nah, came into some money, ah, had a relative die.’
Nick could see straight through the bloke. If he came into money, he wouldn’t be living in this shit hole. The front screen door was busted off the top hinge and was just hanging there, and his front window was broken and had a piece of cardboard across it. It wasn’t a nice place to live. He made a mental note to see if they could look into his bank records. Ruby had said he did some small-time dealing, but it was clear he’d come into some money.
Sitting up on his front porch was his barbecue from his deck, and seeing it, he had to smile at the drug dealer's guile. ‘Gee Shifty, that looks a lot like my barbecue?’
‘Yeah, nah wait, you told me I could have it!’
‘Yeah, I did. But I didn’t say you could swipe it off my balcony.’
Shifty squeezed out the sponge and began cleaning the tub of the ute again. ‘Yeah spose’ I shoulda’ told ya, sorry bout that. Nothin’ illegal bout taking back my property, though.’
Nick cut to the chase. ‘Look Shifty. I don’t care about the barbecue. You can have it. I just want to know if you were close by when Phoebe Allard's house burnt down? I know you took it that night. You see anything?’
Nick watched as Shifty dropped the sponge and went pale. He looked like he’d seen a ghost. ‘Nah. I didn’t see nothin’. I swear.’
‘Why do I get the feeling you're bullshitting me?’ he asked.
‘Nah, I didn’t grab it that night. Grabbed it the night earlier, I reckon.. Yeah. It was the night before.’
Nick didn’t believe him for a minute, but could tell he had closed off. He wasn’t going to get any more out of him today. He turned and walked back towards the entrance of the units. ‘I’ll be keeping an eye on you, mate.’
Shifty waved back with an arrogant grin. ‘See ya round!’
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Chapter Twenty-Three

Nick walked back down towards the beach, toward the public toilets at the top of the stairs. He took his shoes off, walked down the steep bluestone steps, and slowly trudged over the warm beach sand. The beach was quieter than usual, with only a small smattering of blue and white beach shades set up. A group of kids played beach cricket further along between the flags and he noticed an all-terrain vehicle parked near a lookout seat with a lifeguard sitting inside.
He hated the fine beach sand as it squelched between his toes and he was yet to find enjoyment in swimming in the ocean. He could count on one hand how many times he had stepped foot in the frigid water. His heart was always back home in the bush, and back in the river that he had grown up in, spending his summer swimming in the warm water with mates, and winters fishing in them. The thought of being in a body of water that was almost endless was terrifying and not having the comfort of being able to swim across to the bank on the other side had always unnerved him.
Bec had spent more time at the beach and had promised him better days ahead, but as he looked out across the vast, endless horizon, he still felt no interest in walking into the waves. Rips. Sharks. Stingrays. He wasn’t about to become the next Steve Irwin. There were more dangerous things in that water than on land, and he thought the safest place for him might just be to stay on it.
‘You all right, mate?’
He turned back toward the lifeguard, who he noticed had a newspaper draped across the steering wheel of his buggy. He looked back out towards the water, which wasn’t busy, but still enough that he should’ve been keeping an eye on them. On closer inspection, he noted he was around his age, and he had deep lines around his eyes which he could see on the edge of his sunglasses from a life spent in the sunshine.
‘Yeah, all good. Just wondering how many sharks are out there today.’
The lifeguard laughed. ‘No more than usual. They’re more scared of you than you are of them.’
Nick scoffed. ‘I dunno about that.’
The lifeguard flipped his newspaper over to the cover and slid his sunglasses down the bridge of his nose. ‘You’re that copper? The one in the paper the other day, aren’t ya?’
‘That’d be me.’
‘Yeah right. They sent you up here for Phoebe?’
The way he said Phoebe’s name was odd, and it sounded weird speaking about her on a first-name basis like he was a friend. Curious, he asked, ‘Did you know her?’
The lifeguard turned back towards the beach to keep an eye out. ‘Yeah, nah, I guess she knew my name, so yeah.’ He flipped up a set of binoculars and zoomed in towards a group of surfers a long way out.
‘How’d you know her?’
‘She’d swim down here from time to time. I’d always say g’day. She was as nice as they come. Bluddy shame what happened to her. Huey, by the way,’ he said with an outstretched hand.
Nick introduced himself and shook his hand. ‘Nice to meet you, mate. You notice anything curious going on around here? Anything about Phoebe?’
Huey placed his binoculars down on the dashboard of the ATV. ‘Nah, nothing really. I called the cop shop the other week to tell ‘em about that car, but you lot never called me back. Maybe they thought I was just being too nosy, though. It was probably nothin.’
Nick looked at him intently, and he asked, ‘What? Why did you call us? What car are you talking about?’
‘Silver Mercedes, I noticed it a couple of months ago when I saw Phoebe going on a run, drove along the esplanade, reaaal slow. Thought it was weird. I even spoke to Phoebe about it, but she brushed it off.’
Nick thought back to the silver Mercedes parked at Phoebe’s house and pulled his iPhone out of his pocket and opened his notes app. The second line down was the registration he’d jotted down the day her body was discovered. ‘AFW456, was that the rego?’
Huey scratched at the stubble on his chin. ‘Jeez, I dunno, mate, I’m no detective like you. It was a hatchback with dark tinted windows. Weird thing was I saw it again parked up next to the public dunnies when she was swimming. I didn’t get a chance to speak to her about it, but when I heard she went missing I thought I better contact you lot about it. But no one ever got back to me.’
Nick cursed himself. He should’ve checked with Ruby and James on day one and asked what information they’d uncovered during her disappearance and her search. He couldn’t beat himself up too much, though. He’d only thought he was going to be there for a day or two.
‘Thanks, Huey.’
‘No dramas at all.’
He walked back away from the water, and up toward the old timber pillars which formed the landing at the top of the stairs. The timber was black and worn at the bottom due to years of erosion from the water, and the more he looked at the effects of the salt water on the hundred-year-old timber, he wondered about Phoebe’s last few days, leading up to her disappearance. How was she taken? Did someone break into her home and grab her? Was she down on the beach at this very spot? He looked down toward the running track where they had first met. Was the silver Mercedes there that day, watching him converse with her? He needed to run the plate when he got back to the station. Hopefully, it may lead somewhere.
At the top of the stairs, he leaned against the seawall and looked out at the people down on the beach. From behind him, a dark green Toyota van was parked in the bay against the toilets. Rock music blared loudly from its speakers, and he noticed the young man who was chatting with Shifty Wilson at the surf club climb out and open up the side door. From the passenger side door, a blonde woman similar in age to him climbed out, with sandy blonde hair and a dark tan. She wore a tiny, red string bikini that didn’t leave much to the imagination, and when she bent down to put on her sandals, he quickly turned away. He didn’t want to be caught peeping.
The young surfer grabbed a board off the top of the van and walked over and sat it down on the picnic bench and soon busied himself waxing the board. In the distance, a young boy came over from the promenade with his mother in tow, and shyly walked up to him.
‘Hey Tommy, sorry to bother you. Could we have a photo?’ the young mother asked the surfer.
Ever the professional, Tommy slicked his hair back and flashed a million-dollar smile. ‘Of course, no dramas!’
The young boy blushed, and he picked him up and placed him on his board in a surfing stance. ‘You goofy or regular, mate?’
‘Regular.’ The young boy replied.
He picked the boy up and spun him around to the correct stance, and with a big thumbs up and smile at the camera, the mother quickly snapped a few shots with her iPhone. Nick watched the encounter intently. The young surfer did look familiar, but maybe it was just because he knew he’d seen him before at the surf club.
After the shots were taken he walked back off in the direction of the van and told them to wait a minute, coming back shortly after he gave the young fan a cap with a logo of a surf brand he had seen stuck on car windows around town, and a signed magazine that had a picture of him on the cover. Nick could see that he had made the young man’s day, and the mother thanked him again and again before walking off towards the beach.
Nick made his way over to the pair. ‘That was nice of you.’
Tommy sat on the picnic bench with his board on his knees, while he closely inspected the wax job he was halfway through. ‘Gotta do it man, I was a grom like that back in the day. I remember the pro’s being just as nice. Gotta return the favour.’
‘I’ve seen your face before. Sorry, I don’t know much about surfing. You a pro?’
Tommy held out his hand. ‘Tommy Watson mate, world number four at the moment.’ Behind them, the young woman was taking photos of the beach with a large black camera, and soon, she too walked over and joined in on the conversation. ‘Hi, I’m Lexie.’
‘Nice to meet you both. What’s a famous bloke like you doing in Riema?’
‘The surf break, out at the heads, it’s one of the best in the world. I always come in the spring to train for a month or two after the tour is over,’ he pointed towards his van. ‘Bought the van so I could be self-sufficient. It’s got everything I need. When we aren’t overseas, this is home for now.’
Wouldn’t have been the worst lifestyle, Nick thought to himself. Travelling around the world in exotic locations and then spending the rest of your time back home getting to see the amazing beaches in Australia, and spending it with his partner, who had that model look about her, effortlessly beautiful. She didn’t have a single bit of makeup on and her natural beauty and confidence were plain to see.
‘Not a bad lifestyle.’
Tommy smiled. ‘Yeah, I love it, just not sure what I’m gonna do when we can't come to Riema anymore. Not a lot of the pros know about it, so I get a fair bit of training done in secret here.’
‘Why wouldn’t you be able to come here anymore?’ he asked.
Tommy’s face turned ugly. ‘You know Paul Allard? Built that mega-mansion up at the peak of the heads. Calls it “The summer house” apparently.’
Nick decided to play dumb. ‘Yeah, I’ve heard of it.’
‘Well, there are stairs which run from his place, cut into the cliff face all the way down to the beach. It’s hard to get to, but most locals know the way. He’s bought that section of beach and from what I hear is building a four-metre-high fence right down to the beach. It’ll be completely closed to the public. For private use only. I even thought about asking him myself if I could use it to train, but I can’t even get a call back.’
Lexie was shaking her head and also chimed in. ‘Must be nice for Chelsea, up in her mega mansion, away from all of us regular people. It doesn’t bother me that she doesn’t talk to me anymore, but taking away Tommy’s favourite beach is a whole different story.’
‘You know Chelsea?’ he asked.
‘Sure. I’m a surfing influencer, I’ve got over 4 and a half million followers on Instagram. 2 million on TikTok. I used to see Chelsea at different events from time to time. I even went on one of her Bali fitness escapes that she used to run.’
‘Used to?’ Nick remembered hearing that Chelsea was annoyed with their presence and needed to go to Bali for another one of her fitness retreats.
‘Yeah. She doesn’t do much of that anymore. Since she married Paul, she’s cancelled the fitness retreats. Dropped at least 500 thousand followers last time I checked. Content hasn’t been as natural as it used to be.’ she held a hand up towards him. ‘I get it. I mean, we're all as fake as the next person with some of the stuff we do. But Chelsea just met the money and forgot about her old life, it seems.’
Nick made a mental note to look further into Chelsea. She had lied to them about the fitness retreat, which was odd. If she wanted to get away from Riema, why not tell the truth? She wasn’t a person of interest in his eyes. She had nothing to gain from Phoebe’s death.
As they were talking, Nick turned back and looked at the campervan. It was a dark emerald green colour, with a space-aged-looking front grille. He knew it was a Toyota from the badge, but it wasn’t like anything he’d seen before. He looked at the location where it was parked, and then turned and eyed the wreckage of Phoebe’s home, no more than 300 metres away across the road on the esplanade, and suddenly had a thought.
‘Tommy, where do you park the van when you’re in Riema?’
Tommy looked confused at the question. ‘Right here? Why?’
Nick pulled his badge out from his back pocket. ‘I’m sorry, I should’ve explained earlier. Detective Sergeant Nick Vada, I’m running the murder investigation on Phoebe Allard.’
If Tommy was surprised, he didn’t show it. ‘Right. As I said, we’ve been parked here for a few weeks now.’
‘And the night of the fire up over at her place?’ he pointed over toward the wreckage. ‘You see anything unusual?’
Lexie spoke. ‘Sorry, can't help you there. We had to fly up to Byron for a night for a photo shoot. We only just got back last night.’
‘Okay, what about leading up to the fire? Were you parked here the week of her disappearance? Or the night of the big storm?’
Tommy swiped through the calendar on his phone. ‘Yeah, I think so. The storm was a Tuesday night, I’m pretty sure. King tide. Haven’t seen one that big here in years. I surfed the break up near the summer house for the day, and we slept in the van that night. Thought the van was gonna blow over, hey babe?’
Lexie confirmed it. ‘Yeah, I was terrified. We snuggled up and listened to it for hours.’
Nick had guessed that she went missing the night of the big storm. It would’ve been a perfect cover to take advantage of someone. They still hadn’t quite figured out the full timeline of her disappearance yet, and he decided the truth was the best tactic for the young couple; they seemed like good people, and he had a good radar for that.
‘We believe Phoebe was taken from her home the night of the big storm, and possibly was down on the beach that night. Are you sure there’s absolutely nothing else you can tell me?’
They both sat quietly for a moment, and then Tommy sprung up, knocking his surfboard off his knees, and cracking the back fin on the ground. ‘Shit! I think I’ll have something that can help!’
She walked over to the passenger door of the van and leaned underneath his rear vision mirror and pulled out the biggest and most expensive-looking dash cam he had ever seen.
‘Is that what I think it is?’ Nick asked.
Tommy smiled. ‘Yep, ThinkVue 4k. Best dashcam on the market. Films 24/7, night vision, the works. We got it installed because I’ve seen a couple of dodgy people snooping around the van. Didn’t want them flogging a board.’ he passed it over to him with a USB cable. ‘Take it. There might be some footage of her during the storm if she was down on the beach. Who knows, you might get lucky?’
Nick smiled at the young surfer. ‘Thanks, mate, I owe you one.’
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Chapter Twenty-Four

Back at the police station, Nick had updated Ruby and James on his meeting with Shifty Wilson at his flat when he got there.
‘Where’d he find the money to buy a ute that flash?’ James asked.
‘No idea. But I’d like to find out,’ Nick replied. As he thought of where Shifty would have found the money to buy a ute like that, his conversation with Huey the lifeguard came back to him, and his sighting of the silver Mercedes. He opened his phone and found the registration on his notes app.
‘Ruby, open the vehicle database up and check this rego, AFW456.’
She brought up the database and typed it into the system. ‘NSW registration, 2023 model Mercedes Benz, silver.’ She kept scrolling down. ‘That’s odd.’
‘What is it?’
She kept scrolling and her brow furrowed as she went further down the page. ‘Under the owner, it has nothing. Nothing at all, it’s just blank.’
‘How could that be?’ James asked.
It was the second time he had seen something like it that week after looking through Phoebe’s phone call logs and all the redacted phone numbers. The only thing he could think of was Allardcorp. Maybe they were coming from private numbers within the business. A family with that much power he was fairly sure would be capable of asking for and achieving that much privacy, even within other big businesses.
‘It’s got to be an Allard car. No one else would have the power to be registering cars under no name and no business at all. It was the same with the phone records. They were redacted in Phoebe’s last few weeks. I couldn’t see the numbers.’
‘I’ve never seen that before,’ Ruby replied.
‘Me either, but that’s my working theory for now.’
Emily came over to the trio with a look of frustration. ‘Just got back from the Silverleaf, had a good discussion with Jacqueline Myers.’
‘And?’ Nick asked.
‘She confirms it. The night of the storm, they were away. In Mollymook. She even showed me photos of the beach house they stayed at. They stayed for four nights.’
Nick crossed his arms and leaned back in his chair. ‘Ok. Well, if she’s verified it, that conclusively rules out Daniel Myers as a suspect if our timeline is that Phoebe went missing the night of the storm.’
‘Well, hopefully with this footage, we’ll soon find out,’ Ruby said.
Nick plugged the space-aged-looking dashcam into Ruby’s laptop and they both sat down to trawl through the footage. ‘Hopefully, there’s something in here that can help us.’
A login screen popped up and he entered the login details, which Tommy provided him. A menu then presented itself with multiple viewing options of days of the week, tracking back to three months earlier. Tommy had told him anything further back would require talking to ThinkVue and requesting the data, but as he was only looking back two and a half weeks, he knew it shouldn’t be a problem. He clicked into the day of the storm and was pleasantly surprised to see a perfect view of the public toilets and the top of the stairs which led down to the beach.
‘Far out, this is better quality than I thought it would be,’ Ruby said.
‘4K and full night vision. It’s the best of the best,’ James replied. When Nick turned back to him, he shrugged. ‘I’m the resident tech guy, I guess.’
They all sat and watched from 7am onwards as the morning exercisers and swimmers slowly entered the beach. Ruby clicked x2 fast forward, and the images sped up just enough for them to still make out who each person was. James was the first to speak. ‘Wait, wait, stop there. Go back to 8:11.’ Ruby paused and rewound it back to 8:08 and suddenly Nick knew what he was about to see. Slowly ambling up the stairs with his hands on his head, he watched himself struggling for breath at the end of his morning run. His grey shirt was soaked in sweat and he stopped at the top of the stairs and put his hands on his knees. His memory of that run was that he had tried to push the pace at the end, but the previous night’s drinks had caught up with him, and he was now watching in 4K clarity just how unfit he looked.
‘Found our killer.’ Ruby laughed. ‘Yeah, call off the manhunt,’ James chimed in.
He chuckled. ‘Ha ha. You guys are hilarious. C’mon, let’s try and focus.’
Ruby set back on the mouse and clicked x2 fast forward, and the people sped up once again. He noticed various locals in the afternoon leaving the beach prematurely; they had been more prepared for the impending storm than he had been that day. He remembered after the run spending the day painting his living area and filling in cracks in the ceiling plaster sheets. He noticed many locals battening down their front decks and putting away outdoor furniture. He had checked the forecast himself and wasn’t too worried. They always made it out to be worse than what it was, but remembered the next morning the mess the storm had made in his front yard. The barbecue, which he now didn’t own, had tipped over and the plywood sheets which formed the makeshift floor of his deck had been shifted by the heavy wind, causing treacherous gaps between the joists.
As the footage continued on during the day, slowly, the sun began to set in the background and the afternoon crew of exercisers and beachgoers began to dwindle down. It was a long shot even looking at the footage, but they were running out of avenues. As night slowly fell, he could see by the beach flag on the far right corner of the footage that the wind had picked up significantly along with the rainfall, and the ocean had answered the call of the storm, as the angry seawater started to slowly rise higher than he had ever seen it before in his time in town. As the camera switched to night vision, a light green hue came over the screen, and he was surprised at the quality of vision they were seeing. The time on the monitor read 8:56pm when he told Ruby to speed the footage up even further.
‘Go times three. I don’t think we’re going to see anything.’
As she clicked times three, the vision blurred slightly with the mixture of the sped-up time and the heavier and heavier rainfall, in rapid time, the ocean was nearing the seawall and the spray from the waves was now reaching over the wall and onto the footpath. A figure emerged from the left-hand side of the screen slowly from the toilet block, and Nick told Ruby to stop it.
‘Wait wait wait. Stop there. Rewind.’
Ruby rewound back until the figure was back out of view and then pressed play. The waves had now completely covered what was left of the beach and were crashing into the seawall with a fury he had never seen before. Walls of water and spray from the sea were cascading onto the footpath and the wind looked ferocious. Why anyone would want to be anywhere near the sea at that moment shocked him. He didn’t like the beach at the best of times, so it wasn’t something he would’ve been prepared to do. The figure was slim, wearing an oversized puffer jacket with the hood pulled over. She had dark-coloured pants on and Ruby and Nick noticed together, as their hands nearly hit the laptop screen at the same time, the unmistakable, bright fluorescent pattern of the ASICS shoes that Phoebe had been wearing.
‘That’s her. Same shoes,’ James said from behind them.
‘Yep. That’s Phoebe,’ Nick replied. ‘We could be watching her last few minutes on earth here.’
She stepped into the frame with caution, and he could tell that even though he couldn’t see her face, she looked hesitant, almost scared. Her movements were slow and calculated, and clearly, there was something down by the beach that she was looking for. She walked over close to the van, and Ruby pressed pause on the screen. The three sat in silence, looking at her face through the night vision lens. She looked frightened to Nick, but also resilient in a weird way, and some glimmer of a thought gnawed in the back of his mind, something close to the forefront but also far away at the same time. As the idea came closer to him, soon, it was gone again.
Ruby screenshot the still image and pressed play again. Phoebe shielded her face with her left arm as she walked towards the seawall, and she looked downwards towards what would have been now a sliver of beach left at the base of the stairs. She turned towards the top of the stairs, and after standing still for a few seconds, moved down the stairs and out of sight.
‘She’s gone,’ Ruby said.
They sat and watched the scene in front of them, and slowly the time on the top corner of the screen ticked onwards, 1 minute, 5 minutes, 15 minutes. The only difference in the picture was the level of water, which was now battering the esplanade, and coming perilously close to the front of the van. Ruby again pressed fast forward times two, and soon, the next big change in the scene was the tiniest glimmer of light on the horizon, to signal a new dawn, the end of the storm, and what Nick assumed was the end of a life.
As the morning walkers and joggers started to fill the front of the scene again, Ruby pressed stop and leant back in her chair, rubbing her eyes. ‘So, what do you think?’ she asked in Nick’s direction.
‘Hard to say, really. Could be anything. Maybe she left something on the beach and the killer found the opportune time? Maybe the killer was already down there and lured her down? Unless we had sound, there’s not much we can make from that. It does help us pinpoint a more accurate time of death, however. As far as we know, we need to assume that she didn’t leave that beach alive. Looking at that weather, I’m surprised anyone had.’
Emily walked over from the stairs and over in their direction. ‘Results have come back for the DNA test on the jerry can we found at Phoebe’s place.’
‘And?’ Ruby asked.
Emily smiled. ‘It’s a match for Paul Allard.’
‘Oh my god,’ Ruby replied. ‘Does this mean what I think it does?’
Nick searched for the forgotten memory in the back of his mind, and he tried to imagine Paul Allard as a murderer. He clearly wasn’t in the country when Phoebe was killed, so what was the motive for burning down the house? He had nothing to gain there.
‘We need to keep this quiet for now. It could mean a few different things,’ he said.
He thought of his impending review and the uncomfortable situation with Betts, and knew what his next step would be. ‘I’ve got an idea,’ he said to the group.
‘What?’
‘Let’s get Betts to text him that we’ve got a match of his DNA on the fuel can. We’ve already told him he can’t leave Riema, so let's see what happens next.’
‘Great idea,’ Ruby said.
After calling Betts up into the interview room and outlining his plan with the disgraced detective, he sat and watched him type through to Paul exactly what he needed. This news was the break in the case they needed. And he wanted to use it to create some momentum.
He read the text on the phone screen that Betts had typed out and pressed send. ‘Let’s see how he wrangles his way out of this one.’
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Chapter Twenty-Five

A few months earlier, Paul and Chelsea had decided during a visit to Riema that they should try out the newly built surf club. It was a weird one for Paul, he always wondered what James’ fascination was for pumping money into the town after he’d lost his wife there, but he guessed it felt like it was an extension to Phoebe, to maybe help mend some bridges of all the time he missed out with her as a father in her youth. She was shipped off to boarding school early, and although the way Phoebe explained how bad her childhood was to him, he knew the truth. It was a gilded experience, being placed in the most elite boarding schools that money could buy and finishing her higher schooling at the prestigious Scot’s College, before her time at The University of Sydney where they first met.
The club was expansive, and he could see that no expense was spared. He expected nothing less with James involved and he was impressed at the build quality. He had been in the original club once many years earlier, having dinner with Phoebe and a then baby Charlotte. It was a well-worn, ramshackle old building, and the new building didn’t quite manage to pull off that local charm.
After dinner of the driest chicken schnitzel he had ever eaten, he sat with his wife and watched her with her head down, busily scrolling through the social media on her phone. It was almost impressive how she could melt away from the public, in her own world, on that tiny screen, completely oblivious to what was going on around her. He was a more perceptive type, and his read of people was one of the reasons he felt had helped him get so far in his career. Being married to the boss's daughter was half of the battle. He still had to prove himself back then.
Across from them, closer to the window, was an elderly couple, both happily eating the seniors roast in complete silence. He envied them, a couple comfortable in the quiet, both happier to just enjoy the moment in peace, with the only communication between each other being unspoken. As he looked back to Chelsea, he wondered if that was a future that they had for each other, growing old together. He had to chuckle; she was 15 years younger than him. The future that he was imagining was a pipe dream. He’d be dead long before she got that old.
Further along against the window was a group of four, two women and two men. The two girls looked to be just 18, and going by their drink selection, frozen margaritas in outrageously large cups with novelty straws, they were there for a good time. He made sure Chelsea wasn’t looking and stole a glance at the long slim leg of the blonde who was closer to them. The man across from her caught him staring and winked in his direction. He quickly looked down and took a long drink from his pot of beer.
The two men across from the young girls were clearly much older than them. One looked to be late twenties and had long dreadlocks, and the second man who had caught his eye looked closer to his age. He had scraggly blond hair and a goatee and looked to be bad news on all fronts. Paul remembered men like him from his youth. A rotation of them had come through his front door back when he was a child to date his mum, and he looked like someone not to be messed with. His last ten years had been spent in a corporate shell, travelling around the world, meeting after meeting, plane trip after plane trip, Riema oddly felt a little like his childhood home even though he had never grown up here, and for some reason it made him feel a little invincible, like he was up for anything.
‘You all right hun?’ Chelsea asked him, as she noticed him looking over towards the group. ‘You know them?’
Paul shook his head. ‘Nah, just wondering what the dress code is in here. They’re both in thongs. They shouldn’t be allowed in here.’
Chelsea chuckled. ‘We’re in Riema, babe. No one cares about that stuff here.’
One of the men stood up from the table and ushered the two young girls to follow him. Paul kept a keen eye on the three as they both headed to the entranceway of the toilets. Men’s on the left, women’s on the right, and disabled in the centre. After looking over their shoulders, the three walked straight ahead into the disabled toilets, and his mind was transported back twenty years ago to tiny nightclub cubicles, heaving dancefloors and sweating bodies.
The three soon returned, all with a hop and skip in their step. The two young girls were giggling and one stumbled on her ludicrously high heels as she sat back down at the table. Few words were spoken, and the older man soon stood up and made his way toward the toilets as well.
‘Just taking a leak,’ Paul said to Chelsea, whose face was back deep in her phone. 
He walked past the three and continued on toward the toilets and made his way into the men’s. He could see that it was empty, besides the older man of the group, who was in a cubicle with the door left wide open. It seemed he had no shame. He spun around quickly as Paul walked through the door and looked at him with curiosity.
‘How are ya, mate?’
‘Yeah, I’m good, thanks,’ Paul replied. He could see the small baggie in the older surfer's hand. It had been a couple of years since he had dabbled in anything, Chelsea was staunchly against drugs but he and Phoebe had tried most things in their youth, and there was something about being in Riema that night that made him want to do something a little dangerous. ‘You got any of that I could buy?’ he asked, pointing at the baggy.
The surfer smiled. ‘It’s always the ones you least expect.’ His eyes slowly widened in recognition. ‘Wait a minute. You’re an Allard, aren’t you?’
‘Don’t hold it against me.’
The surfer walked back out of the cubicle and past Paul, and jammed the door stop under the door, locking them both inside. ‘Don’t stress, they’ll just use the disabled’s.’ He held his hand out. ‘Shifty’s the name.’
Paul shook his hand. ‘Paul Allard.’
‘Gee whiz, you must have some coin mate, you built that big fuck off joint up in the heads didn’t ya? What are you doing slummin’ it down here with us normies?’
Paul could see his pupils were dilated and started to think of Chelsea back at the table. Maybe he’d made a mistake. This guy looked like bad news, and he didn’t need to be seen fraternising with a person like him in public.
‘Actually, you know what? I’m all good.’ He turned toward the door. ‘I might jus..’
Shifty cut between him and the door handle with a grin. ‘Nah nah nah, hold up a minute.’ He held the baggie out. ‘Best shit in town. Go on. Have a bump.’
Paul held the baggie in his hand for a few seconds and looked back at Shifty. He’d come this far; he may as well get a reward for it. He walked over to the sinks and looked back at Shifty. ‘Watch the door.’ He opened the baggie and dumped out a thick line of what he assumed would be either speed or cocaine. He pulled out his black American Express card and pushed the powder into a neat line, and with practised precision sorted the line up through a $100 note.
Shifty whistled. ‘Looks like you’ve done that a few times.’
He felt the powder go through his nasal passage and the burning sensation as it passed the back of his throat. If it was cocaine, it was definitely laced and filled out with something else he’d never had before, and it made him cough.
‘It’s my own special recipe. Cut it with a bit of benzo for a smoother kick.’
‘Jesus Christ, it’s like rocket fuel,’ he said as he continued coughing.
Shifty moved in closer toward him and he stepped back straight into the hand drier on the wall. ‘You ever need anything, Mr Allard. I’m your man.’ He held his hand out. ‘Give us ya phone.’
‘Why?’ he asked, as he reluctantly passed it to him.
Shifty opened the phone and put in his number. ‘Because I’m a man about town. You need any shit done. You come to me alright?’
Paul nodded and passed the $100 note in his hand over to him. He needed to get back to Chelsea before she started wondering what was going on. ‘For you. I gotta go. Missus will wonder where I am.’
Shifty moved to the side and allowed him to pass. ‘See you round, boss.’
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Chapter Twenty-Six

Paul sat in the study of his holiday home and looked at the expansive collection of books he had accumulated over the years. Although he had tried collecting and working on classic cars for a few years, classic books were a pet hobby of his and something he took great pride in. He had many first editions in his collection and even had some original Shakespeare works that were locked away in a safe deposit box in Switzerland. He would love to have them here with his other favourites, but the risk was too great.
James Allard sat in a high-backed black leather chair behind the desk with his iPhone in his hand, and Remi stood beside him at attention. Paul looked at James’ executive up and down with distaste. Sure, she was attractive and smart as a whip, but he had always felt like she had him figured out better than most and he didn’t like that, he always wanted to be one step in front of everyone, and Remi wasn’t a woman who played games. She was working her way to the top, at the expense of everybody else.
‘Have you had any updates from the police?’ James asked, with his eyes still looking down at the phone screen.
Paul’s contact had been unusually quiet over the last 24 hours, and he wondered why that was. Maybe they had no further leads, or perhaps they had knuckled down on a suspect and he was about to hit him with the information.
‘No. Nothing.’
Remi looked down at Paul with a sour look. He knew she didn’t trust him and knew she didn’t respect the hard work and sacrifice he had made to get to where he had. He was always going to be the man who married the boss’s daughter to her.
‘Well, why don’t you text your contact? And ask him for an update?’ she asked.
‘Yeah. Good idea,’ he said sarcastically. He had already thought of that, but knew his contact could sometimes be cagey. For five thousand dollars a month, he expected immediate replies any place, any time. But he knew the detective was seasoned and smart, and sometimes could take time to reply to him, but at least when he updated him, it was always accurate.
James looked up from his phone with a stern look at Remi and then back at Paul. ‘Stop it, you two. I don’t give a shit what your problems are with each other. I’m not leaving this place until I find out what happened to my daughter.’
Paul hated when James got into one of his moods, and he could tell he was in one right now. He pulled out his phone, opened his Instagram app, and started to pretend to type, as his wife’s face looked back at him through the screen. She lay on a beach which he knew was down the steps of the summer house, with a red bikini on, and after he’d finished writing his pretend text as Remi watched on, he double-tapped the photo to like the image. That would keep her happy for the afternoon.
‘Message sent. I’ll update you when he replies.’
Just as he finished speaking, his text message tone went off on his phone as he held it in his hand.
‘That must be him. He must have news,’ James replied.
The usual unknown number popped up on his screen, and he swiped into the message, which was longer than a usual text, and not in the same style of shorthand that he would usually send. As he read down the page, his blood went cold, and he felt the room slowly melting away around him.
Paul,
They found a small DNA sample on a tin of mower fuel at Phoebe’s residence which they believe started the fire. They’ve tested the sample, and it’s come back with your DNA. 100% match. Now you may have spent time there before the fire so you could try that with them, but I’m letting you know they’ll be coming for shortly. They are trying to get a warrant for your arrest as we speak.
B
He could feel the back of his neck heat up, and as sweat began to form on his brow, he tried his best to fabricate a coherent reply to his father-in-law all whilst trying to take in the information that he had been found out. His mouth opened and closed as he tried to make the words come out.
‘What? What is it?’ he asked.
Paul shook his head. ‘Nothing serious to note. They’re still looking into the owner of the Silverleaf café.’
Remi looked at him with a frown. ‘Are you okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’
He smiled back at her as best he could. ‘Yeah. I’m fine.’
***
He had sat in the chair James Allard was sitting in a week earlier and had contemplated calling a number on his mobile phone that he never thought he would ever have to call. Phoebe was dead, and he felt lost. He wasn’t sure yet what his status as CEO of Allardcorp was, and why the police wanted the family to remain in Riema.
He thought of the police pulling her house apart at that very moment, looking for evidence of her murder and disappearance and finding her laptop and the article. He needed a way to get rid of the evidence without the police watching him and wondering why he was taking Phoebe’s belongings. He knew now she was gone that they would never release the article. He needed to do his best to ensure that any and all traces of it were gone forever, and he already had his hacker working on the servers of the Sydney Herald to remove all traces of it.
Charlotte had been hassling him all week about getting the keys and going around to the house to have a look, as she hadn’t been there since the renovations were complete. But he was paranoid. He had a feeling that the local police thought he had something to do with Phoebe’s murder, even though he knew he had a rock-solid alibi. The few times he had been in town, he felt like someone was watching him, and he had requested his head of security, Archer, to look into whether it was the local police. He managed to arrange for him and Charlotte to pick the keys up from the station to try to appease her, but he had different plans with the house. He needed to make sure any and all of the evidence was gone. And gone forever.
He pressed Shifty’s name on his contacts list and typed a short text message. It had been months since their chance meeting, and he wasn’t even sure if he had the same phone number.
Are you still in town?
…
Sure am boss. You need help?
…
Meet me at number 11 on the Esplanade. 10pm
…
Done.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven

He had made an excuse with Chelsea that he wanted to take his new Porsche out for a night-time drive and walked down into his own personal garage. He found it ridiculous that he and Chelsea had separate garages, but she was about to extend her home gym inside hers, and it had been closed off in preparation for the gym equipment company's arrival next week. He was usually driven into town by Sukret, their personal driver, in a more auspicious car, but he knew he needed to take the Porsche in case Chelsea saw him leave.
The SUV was low-slung, dark grey, and menacing, and when he pressed the start button on the remote, the deep exhaust bellowed in the open space in the garage. The LED headlights popped up and illuminated the dark garage in a brilliant crystal-clear light. He looked across to his shelving and spotted a small fuel can that his landscaping team used to fuel their gardening equipment. He walked over to the shelving and picked it up and placed it gently in the back of the Porsche. He screwed the lid on a little tighter and hoped the smell didn’t go into the leather.
Down on the esplanade, he parked towards the end of the street and backed into the driveway of one of the homes that he knew was a holiday rental. All was quiet on the street and he got out of the car and waited in the darkness and listened out for any noise. His senses were on high alert, but the only sounds he could hear were the gentle waves down by the beach and the odd seagull. It was the one advantage he had. Riema was a quiet town.
‘Jeezus nice car.’
He spun around in the darkness to see Shifty leaning against the home in the driveway. He’d scared him but he didn’t want to show it, and he tried to hold himself still and slow his heart that was beating out of his chest.
‘You scared the absolute shit out of me. Jesus. Don’t do that again,’ he whispered to him.
Shifty smiled. He could see that one of his front teeth was gold, and it glinted in the moonlight. ‘Jeez, you’re jumpy. I was surprised when ya called boss. What’d ya need?’
Paul pointed down towards Phoebe’s house in the darkness. He had happy memories in the old building from years past, of Charlotte learning to swim and surf at the beach and helping Phoebe’s grandfather with the chores around the property, it was one of the first times he felt like he had a real family.
‘See the blue house down there?’
Shifty walked out from beside the empty house and looked down the street. ‘Yeah, your ex’s joint, isn’t it?’
Paul opened the rear of his SUV with a press of the button on his remote. He reached in and grabbed the full fuel container. It was ten litres, and he’d never lit a fire before, but he knew the house was all timber and thought surely it’d be enough to do the job. He really never wanted it to come this far, but it was the only way to completely dispose of all the remaining evidence. Who knew how many copies of the article she had hidden inside? He could have broken in and looked, but who knows just how far the police would go in their search for it? And also, all of her research on Allardcorp would be in there too. Completely damning for the company and his future as CEO.
‘It is,’ he replied as he passed the full fuel container over to Shifty. ‘I want you to torch it.’
Shifty eyes narrowed suspiciously, and he put the fuel container on the ground. ‘Hang on, wait a minute. I thought you wanted to buy some gear from me. I’ve done some bad shit in my time, but I ain’t torching that place. My grandparents used to live a couple of joints down. I dunno..’
Paul thought this may have been his reaction and had come prepared. He reached into the glove box of the SUV and pulled out a small bag with a zip and passed it over to Shifty. He looked back down the esplanade again to ensure they were alone and then looked at his watch. 10:18pm. He needed to get out of there. If anyone saw his car, they’d know him for sure. He knew there were only 8 of these Porsches in Australia, so he needed to get out of there.
Shifty opened the bag up and looked back at him in shock. ‘Fuckin’ hell, these are hundreds. There’s gotta be twenty grand in here. At least.’
‘It’s thirty thousand cash. You do this for me, and you never know. There’s plenty more where they came from.’
Shifty’s expression moved from one of suspicion to determination, and he nodded and pocketed the small bag and set off in the darkness. Paul climbed back into the SUV and wound the window down so he could watch him. Thirty thousand was nothing to him. But if Shifty wasn’t loyal, he would need to be dealt with as well. He couldn’t have him going around telling people about this. It would be the end of his career.
The fences were low between number six and number eleven, and Shifty had moved through these front yards in the night as a kid, as a teenager, and now as a man. He knew Riema like the back of his hand; he knew what homes were empty and what were occupied and he also knew that his old home, number eleven, was now owned by that famous detective who was looking into Phoebe’s murder, and was also watching him closely. Fuck it, he thought, he’s had plenty of coppers after him before. What’s one more gonna hurt? He’d already swiped his old barbecue off his deck the night earlier and took a glance in the window. The bloke was a pisshead. He was passed out on his lounge room couch with beer bottles all over the joint. He wasn’t going to be a problem. The bag that Paul Allard had given him weighed down the front pocket of his hoodie, and he’d never seen that much cash in his life at one time. What was the bloke so interested in burning down the house for, anyway? It was probably his now. Maybe the joint had one of those heritage listings or something, and he wanted to build another mega-mansion. Would be a good way to get rid of it.
The copper's house two doors down was dead quiet and the house next door was the same. A new-looking BMW was backed into the neighbour's place, and he considered checking if they hadn’t locked the doors. It was always a good way to swipe a bit of cash when times were tough. But this night was different. He didn’t need to be attracting any unwanted attention.
He scaled the fence between ten and eleven and he loosened the lid of the fuel container slowly. He’d worn gloves that night as he wasn’t sure quite what Paul Allard had wanted from him, but he assumed it was criminal in nature. Everyone passed him off as the dumb surfer bloke in town, but he’d watched CSI on the telly. He wasn’t about to be caught spreading his DNA everywhere. The night was still, and he poured a small trail of petrol from the driveway to the timber piles on which the house was built. The place was built in the 1960s and was all timber and cement sheet, and he knew a bit of this fuel would go a long way.
He stopped still for a second and looked upwards towards the windows along the side of the house. He swore he heard a noise from inside the house and the flash of light coming from the window. He held still in the moonlight and waited for a short breath, with every muscle in his body dead still. He’d been in situations like this before and knew the best way to not be detected was to hold completely still. In the night-time, people only saw what they wanted to see. Satisfied that no one was inside, and his mind was playing games, he finished spreading the petrol and pulled his hoody up over his nose to mask the smell while he walked back out toward the driveway. He threw the fuel container off to the side and it bounced against the boundary fence, then he looked three houses down at the Porsche SUV sitting still in the driveway and then turned back around, flicked his lighter, and lowered it into the trail of petrol.
It happened quicker than he thought and soon the night was lit up like daylight. The flames erupted under the home and the wall of heat was so blistering that he had to hold his arms up over his face to shield the flames. The home was engulfed in a matter of seconds, and it was only then when he saw the two gas bottles connected at the back of the house. Seeing those, he cut behind Phoebe’s car, sprinted for the back fence and quickly scaled it into the neighbouring property in preparation for what he guessed would be an explosion. He knew it was wise to stay off the esplanade because that’s where he knew the first people would arrive. He moved off into the darkness and soon the only sound at number eleven was the screams inside of Corey Ellis, who was trapped behind a wall of flames.
Paul watched as the inferno engulfed number eleven, and satisfied with Shifty’s work, started the Porsche, turned out of the driveway and accelerated hard down the straight esplanade road and away from the blaze in his rear-view mirror, barely missing Nick, who had just caught a glimpse of the taillights of his car.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight

Paul excused himself from his study and the ever-watchful eye of James Allard. The old man was smart, and he could tell he had picked up in his body language that something was very wrong. He walked down the stairs faster than usual and tried to formulate a plan.
He was due back in the U.S the following week for a continuation of their meetings from the week earlier, regarding strategies for their new streaming platform, and he decided it was going to be his best excuse to make a hasty exit. He knew he had to tell Chelsea what he had done, but he just couldn’t stomach it at that very moment. He did it for her and their future, and he knew the article would’ve ruined the business. She was pregnant and excited about their future, and to hear her husband had been involved in a murder would ruin her. He knew if he got out of the country quickly and he explained it all to James that he was just trying to protect the business, that in time, he may forgive him, but right now, his number one priority was to get out of Riema. And fast.
He looked out the windows which ran along the roofline in the entrance hallway and was relieved to see James' personal helicopter still parked there. There was no time to pack, no time to say goodbye to Charlotte. Who knew just how close the police were to arriving at that very moment, and as he imagined his door being kicked in by the officers, his phone rang in his hand. He looked down at the screen and saw the same local number that the detective had called him on yesterday. He declined the call and headed to the guest house where the pilots were staying.
Chelsea called out from behind him in the kitchen. ‘Hey babe, you got a second?’
He stopped with his hand on the door handle. With his back turned, he called back, ‘What is it?’
‘We’ve got to talk.’
He removed his hand from the door handle and looked at the time on his phone. It was 1pm, and he knew it was a thirty-minute helicopter ride back to their hangar at their airfield in Sydney. He’d be out of the country by three at a minimum. He could hear his wife out for a few minutes, surely.
He padded back down the hallway toward the kitchen and noticed that their chef was nowhere to be seen. The living area was oddly quiet without their staff, and he looked around to ensure no one was within earshot.
Chelsea held a smoothie in her hand, and he could see she was sweating after just finishing a workout. He desperately wanted to tell her he was in danger. But knew that for now, his best option was to get out of the country. They had the money, and the power and influence to get out of pretty much anything, but the local police cuffing him and parading him around Riema would be the end of any chance he had at retaining the CEO position. He knew it was delusional to think there’d be any chance of continuing his role after what had happened, but he had to try.
‘What is it?’ he asked.
She looked at him with a face full of worry. ‘Are you okay?’
‘Yeah. I’m fine.’
She glanced down at her smoothie cup and placed it down on the bench. ‘Babe. I, I, don’t know how to say this.’
Paul glanced at his watch again. He really needed to get going. The police could be here at any moment. ‘What Chelsea? What is it?’
Tears welled in her eyes. ‘Don’t push me! You don’t know how much I’ve sacrificed for us! You don’t know how hard it’s been for me!’
‘Chels, I don’t need this right now, all right?’ He turned and made his way to the door. ‘I can’t do this. I’ve got to go.’ He walked away from his new wife and could hear her crying and yelling in his direction as he made his way down the hallway towards the guest house. She had no idea how much he had sacrificed either to get where he had got to. Yes, he was CEO now, but he never would have wanted it if he knew that he was going to lose Phoebe. The divorce was messy and their relationship was probably more strained than it had ever been back before she died, but deep down he knew that he would always love her, and even though he had to get away, he still hoped that the police could give them answers to what happened to her.
He entered the guest house and walked straight into both chopper pilots. One was sitting on a laptop reading the news and the other sat on the lounge watching TV. He knew them both well and knew he had to try to bluff his way through the conversation without them picking up his urgency.
‘Afternoon gents, got a small problem.’
Arnold looked up from his laptop with a smile and replied with one of James’ favourite sayings. ‘No such thing as problems, only solutions. Isn’t that what Jim always says?’
James Allard's main chopper pilot, Arnold, had worked for him for the last fifteen years. An ex-combat veteran, he had flown in the Gulf War and then had done two tours of Afghanistan for the Royal Australian Air Force. He was a meticulous planner and prepper and James had never been late for a meeting or a connecting flight in all of the years that he had worked for him. He studied flight routes, weather patterns and knew his machine in and out, and had slowly got to know Paul over the last few years as the younger man morphed into a business leader in front of him.
Peter, his co-pilot, turned away from the television and smiled. Paul didn’t know him as well as Arnold. He was a man of few words but seemed reliable, and he hoped they would both agree to his orders without relaying them to the boss.
James chuckled and put on his best smile. ‘Listen, I’ve just had a call from Warner Brothers in L.A. Big news with the new platform. I’m gonna need to be at the hangar in an hour. James has booked the jet to get me over there straight away. Wheels up at 3:00pm.’
Arnold looked down at his watch and over at Peter with a raised eyebrow. Paul never usually organised his own flights. Remi handled most of that, but he was now the boss, Jim had said as much to both of them, so who was he to question when and where he needed to go?
‘Tell them we can be there at 3:05. There’s a bit of a headwind,’ he replied. ‘We’ll get her ready to fly in ten.’
Paul let out a breath of relief. ‘Actually, I’ll come up and board now if that’s ok? I have bags in the jet all sorted.’
‘No worries,’ Arnold replied. ‘Jim not coming?’
‘Unfortunately not. He’s stuck in a conference with Remi. Going to be a few hours, he asked for you guys to come back for him.’
Arnold had to shake his head sometimes at the sheer wastage of the family. His chopper burnt eight hundred litres of jet fuel an hour. If they just waited, they could have all gone together. But if that’s what Paul wanted, that’s what he’d get.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine

Nick sat with Ruby, James, and Emily and mapped out where the case currently stood. The DNA on the fuel container was a good start, but he knew if he had the information from Betts that they had him, he was likely to clamp up with lawyers and tie the whole thing up in litigation.
‘I don’t get it? Why would he burn down the house?’ Emily asked.
Nick had run through all the possibilities in his head and could only really nail it down to one thing. ‘It has to be the article. What if the Allards already knew about it?’
‘Why didn’t he just go to the house with the keys and get her belongings, then?’ Ruby said.
‘Who knows? Perhaps he thought she had more information than they knew of? Maybe he thought the only way to get rid of all the evidence once and for all was to burn down the one place he knew where it all would be.’
Emily chuckled. ‘How stupid could he be? Hasn’t he ever heard of the cloud? Isn’t this guy meant to be bringing Allardcorp into the 21st century?’
‘The night of the fire, when I got to the house, I saw a car leaving in a hurry on the esplanade. The taillights were an unusual shape, like something I’d never seen before. What’s the chances it was him? Maybe driving some sort of fancy car? Maybe a Tesla or something?’
‘It’s seeming more and more like a possibility,’ Ruby replied. ‘So, what do we do now?’
‘Well, the DNA isn’t enough for a search warrant. But I think we call James Allard and tell him we have an update and score ourselves an invitation up to the big house. Let’s see Paul's reaction when we get there.’
Nick typed in James Allard's number into his mobile and listened to it ring. The fire at Phoebe’s may have been one thing, but they were still a long way from explaining just who had killed her. He knew the Chief would keep him on it for longer than usual due to the pressure he would’ve been receiving from up above, but Nick had a feeling this case was about to begin to move in the right direction, and maybe Paul Allard knew more about the murder than he was letting on.
‘This is Remi.’ Came the curt voice from the other end of the line.
‘Detective Sergeant Nick Vada. I was hoping to speak with James Allard.’
‘Hi Detective, we met briefly last week when you delivered the bad news. I’m extremely sorry, James is in an important meeting right now. Is there anything I can help you with?’
‘We have some very important information we believe he’d like to hear from us personally. It's urgent that he’s told. Could you please ask if he will see us?’
‘Give me a moment.’ He heard the clicking of heels on a tiled floor away from the phone and soon the sound returned. ‘He’s got another 15 minutes in his conference. He said to come right up, he’ll see you straight away.’
Nick hung up the phone. ‘He said he’ll see us right away. Let’s go.’
They rode in Ruby’s police car through the Main Street of Riema on their way to the summer house with Emily and James in tow. His phone rang again, and he picked it up after the first ring. ‘Hey, Bec.’
‘Hey. I’ve got off work earlier than I thought. Car’s packed. I’m going to start heading your way now.’
Nick smiled as he looked out at the passing shops, it had been a hard few weeks and he was looking forward to seeing his partner again, he wanted to get back to his holiday and show her the new place, he still had so much he wanted to do on the house and this case had taken up a lot more of his time than he’d hoped, and he still knew there was a long way to go.
‘Awesome. We’re working on a good lead now. Heading up to the Allard's house for a chat.’
‘Good luck. I should be there by tonight. I’ll let you know how my drive is.’
‘Stay safe,’ he replied and hung the phone up, looking over towards Ruby. ‘My partner Bec is on her way over.’
‘Oh, that’s great to hear. It’ll be nice to meet her. Maybe we can all go out for dinner when all of this is over.’
Nick smiled in return. ‘I’d like that. I’ve heard Riema’s a nice place for a holiday, but haven’t had a chance to find out yet,’ he replied with a laugh.
The road up toward the summer house was busier than usual, and there was a small contingent of cars parked along the roadside. Some of the men had binoculars and their phones out, ready to capture something.
‘What’s going on there? Are they birdwatchers?’ he asked.
Ruby’s face turned to despair. ‘I think I know what they are. I think they’re plane watchers.’
Nick tried to understand what she was saying. ‘What do you mean?’
Ruby pointed through the windscreen up towards the summer house. ‘I think they’re here to watch the chopper take off. I’ve seen them here before. Plane nuts, you know the types that stand at the end of the runway at airports? One of them told me a while back that the Allard helicopter is like one of only five in the world. That’s why they’d be here.’
As they pulled up to the gates of the summer house they were buzzed in quickly and Ruby barely needed to press the brakes going through the entrance, Nick immediately pulled his phone out as they headed down the driveway under the massive coachwood trees and dialled James Allard’s phone again. ‘James speaking.’
‘James, it's Detective Sergeant Nick Vada. You’re not leaving, are you?’
‘No? Why do you ask?’
‘Noticed a couple of plane watchers at the entrance. I assume they’re waiting for the helicopter?’
There was silence down the end of the line for a moment and he could hear James and who he guessed was his assistant talking in hushed tones. ‘It’s not me. It’s Paul. He’s headed off to Sydney, apparently. Remi just spoke with the co-pilot.’
Nick jumped out of the passenger side door as Ruby was still pulling up at the entrance. One of the staff stood at the front door and held it ajar as he took the front entrance steps two at a time. As he bolted down the hallway, he could hear Ruby’s footsteps close in tow as he yelled back into his phone. ‘Whatever you do, stop that helicopter from leaving!’
‘On it,’ James replied.
James stood up quickly from the office chair, and Remi looked at him with a questioning look. ‘Get to the helipad. I’ll try to call Arnold and get him to stop the chopper. Something’s going on with Paul. We’ve got to stop him from leaving.’
As James tried to dial Arnold’s mobile phone, he knew it would be in vain; he was a stubborn old bastard and religiously turned his mobile phone off before pre-flight checks even commenced. He knew Peter was better with his phone, but Remi was the one that usually spoke to him. He cursed under his breath. What had Paul done? Did he have something to do with his daughter’s murder?
Remi had slipped off her heels as she made her way out of the study and ran as hard as she could towards the living area and on towards the east hallway which branched to the helipad. As she reached the corner, she could see two of the local police officers running through the front door. Chelsea stood in the kitchen holding a smoothie and yelled out in her direction. ‘Remi? What the hell is going on?’ Remi chose to ignore her and pointed at the two officers to follow her. The three got to the base of the staircase, and Remi opened the door and started the climb upward toward the helipad.
Nick and Ruby followed James’ assistant closely, and he wondered why she was on bare feet. The minute the door opened to the base of the steps to the helipad, he could smell jet fuel, and hear the turbines of the huge black helicopter beginning to spool up. The last rays of sunlight of the day glanced off the metal steps as they bounded upwards, two stairs at a time, to reach the top of the pad. At the top of the stairs, James’ assistant stood still, unsure of what her next move should be, and Nick decided that James Allard wouldn’t mind his next move as he pulled out his service weapon and pointed it at the nose cone of the helicopter.
Arnold and Peter had just completed their pre-flight checks and were only minutes away from take-off when, frustratingly, Paul had radioed through from the back that they were running late for the second time. When Arnold sighted Remi coming up the stairs and then two police officers, he’d already started to turn the engine revs back down before the male officer pointed his gun at them.
‘Police!’ Nick yelled, which he knew was futile over the loud jet engine, but as he looked through the front bubble window could see both pilots had got the message as they both put their hands up.
Through the back-passenger bay window, he could see Paul Allard looking out toward them with a look of resignation. He’d been advised to not leave Riema until they got to the bottom of what had happened to Phoebe, which he and James had obliged. The sudden departure after he knew Betts had told him what evidence they had on him was as good as a confession. He knew his time was up.
As the engine finally ground to a halt, the eldest of the two pilots exited the chopper and walked over in their direction. ‘What’s this all about?’
‘Detective Sergeant Nick Vada and this is Sergeant Ruby Zhao. Apologies for the theatrics, but Paul Allard has been advised that he cannot leave Riema under any circumstances. Happy for you to speak directly with the big boss, but we need to ask him a few questions. Right now.’
Arnold stepped aside. His curiosity about why Paul wanted to exit so hastily was now answered. ‘Be my guest.’
Paul stepped out of the chopper and walked in their direction. ‘What the hell is this all about? I have a plane to catch!’
Nick had to admire him. Even with a possible murder charge on his head, he was still playing it straight. ‘I think you need to come with us, Paul.’
‘And why should I do that?’
‘Because if you don’t, I’ll arrest you right here on this helipad for manslaughter.’
Paul’s face fell, and the façade began to crumble. ‘Understood.’
Ruby and Nick escorted Paul and were soon met by a visibly shocked James and Emily back in the main hallway, and the four of them together followed Remi towards James Allard's study. Hearing the commotion, Chelsea ran down toward them in the hallway and yelled at Paul. ‘What’s going on? Should I call our lawyer!?’ Remi smirked and replied, ‘Looks like it might be a good idea.’ Chelsea headed back in the direction of the lounge, and they all entered the main study as Nick pushed Paul into the chair directly across from James Allard, who looked back at him with a piercing glare.
‘What’s this all about then, son?’ James asked.
Paul looked down at the floor and stayed quiet, and Nick spoke up. ‘I’m going to hazard a couple of guesses here, Paul, if you don’t mind?’
Paul looked up at him with a face full of defeat. ‘Go ahead.’
‘I think you knew about Phoebe’s article. And you knew what it was going to do to Allardcorp. To your chances as CEO. Now I know you were in the U.S. during the time of her disappearance and murder, but I’d hazard a guess that you just couldn’t let it come out. You couldn’t stand that she would be the one to bring you all down. And you’ve had her killed for it.’
Paul’s face turned from one of defeat to one of glee, and he soon filled the room with a hearty chuckle. ‘Are you serious right now? Do you seriously think I would get my own ex-wife killed? I mean, yeah, we’ve had our differences, but I don’t have anything to do with it.’
James Allard spoke up, ‘What was Phoebe’s article?’
Nick didn’t want to be the one to deliver the news, but had delivered much worse in his career. ‘She was working for the Sydney Herald, James. We spoke with her editor. She had written a long-form investigative article on Allardcorp.’
James scoffed. ‘So what? I’ve had thousands of articles written about me. What’s so fascinating about this one?’
‘She knew about the election, James, she knew about your sexual assaults, she knew about the donations, she knew everything,’ Paul replied.
James’ mouth opened as he tried to find the next words. ‘Why? Why would she do this to me?’ he said finally, as his face twisted into a cruel expression. ‘What did you do, Paul?’
‘I didn’t do anything! I swear to you, James! I had nothing to do with it! I loved her. You know that.’
‘You had more than enough reasons to want her dead, Paul. What would your yearly salary be as CEO of Allardcorp? I read upwards of ten million. What was your old job title? Australian operations manager? You were looking at ten times the salary,’ Nick said.
‘It wasn’t about the money. It never was,’ Paul replied.
Nick hoped to continue pushing Paul on the murder until he hopefully snapped. It had happened before during intense questioning, and for how famous his supposed temper was, he thought he could make him reach a breaking point. He still wasn’t entirely sure what he had to do with Phoebe’s murder, but you don’t burn down someone’s house for no reason, and he planned to find out. 
‘What was it then, Paul? Love? I’ve investigated hundreds of different murders. And I’ll tell you now, it usually boils down to one of two things. Money or love. Now I’m sure you knew Phoebe had met a new man. Maybe you were jealous?’
‘Oh, fuck off,’ Paul spat back in his direction. ‘I don’t care who she dates. I don’t. I wanted her to be happy, Jim, I swear.’
Nick decided to put all of his cards on the table. ‘Well, you and I both know why we are here, Paul. We have found your DNA on the fuel container that was used to light Phoebe’s home on fire, which you willingly gave to us. And I’m sure you know by now that we found the body of her editor, Corey Ellis, in the wreckage, burnt to death. If you didn’t kill Phoebe, why did you torch her house?’
Paul’s mouth opened and then closed, and Nick could see the cogs turning in his brain ‘I may have been there, but it wasn’t me, it was..’
James spoke over the top of him. ‘Hold on. I’m sorry, detective. You're saying Paul burnt down Phoebe’s home?’
‘Yes. I am,’ he looked back towards Paul. ‘I think it’s best we continue our questioning down at the station. Paul Allard, I’m placing you under arrest for manslaughter and arson. Further charges will be discussed under questioning.’ Ruby handed the cuffs off her belt over to him, and he wrapped them over his wrists and stood him up to face James.
Chelsea burst through the door of the study and started to yell. ‘What the hell are you doing with my husband? He didn’t do anything! You’re arresting the CEO of one of the biggest global businesses! You’re making a mistake!’
James looked at Chelsea with a face contorted in fury and replied, ‘The ex-CEO.’ He then turned back to Paul and looked him directly in the eyes. ‘I don’t know what you had to do with Phoebe’s murder, but something smells rotten to me. Get the hell out of my sight.’
Paul went to speak, and James held his hand up. ‘Enough Paul. It’s over. Take him away, detective.’
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Chapter Thirty

Ruby and Nick placed Paul into a makeshift lockup cell, which was their current storage room for old case files. James had found a small cot bed in the sleeping quarters of the ambulance station and got the okay from them to borrow it overnight. Paul sat on the edge of the cot bed as Nick closed the door with his head down, the minute they had left the summer house he hadn’t spoken a word and as Nick glanced at him on the way out of the room, he finally broke his silence. ‘I didn’t kill her, Nick.’
Nick looked back at him, and still unsure of just what evidence he could use to hold him, simply closed the door without replying. He walked back over to Ruby and Emily, who both looked like they’d seen better days. ‘C’mon, let’s call it a night. My girlfriend will be here by now. Let him sweat it out in there for the night and we’ll get into it tomorrow. He’s not going anywhere.’
‘Good idea,’ Emily replied. ‘I don’t know about you two, but this has been enough action to last a lifetime.’
‘Agreed,’ Ruby said. ‘I’m going home and taking a long hot bath.’
Nick made his way back home in his dad's old ute and passed the wreckage of Phoebe’s home on his way to turn into his driveway. It looked like Paul had burnt down the home to dispose of the evidence of the article and accidentally managed to end another man’s life. But what relevance did it have to Phoebe’s murder? There was still a thread of something picking in the back of his brain, like a lost memory. Something that he knew tied this all together. But once again, he wasn’t quite sure what it was.
He pulled into the driveway and saw his partner Bec’s small BMW hatchback parked under their home. Although she hadn’t been there yet, he had facetimed her a tour of the grounds outside, as well as a full tour inside on his first day there, so she had found her way in quite easily. One advantage of being back in a small country town was that he left his front door open once again, and she wasn’t surprised when she arrived and turned the handle, gaining herself entry.
She walked over to him and wrapped her arms around him in a tight hug. The stresses of previous weeks and the case all melted away in that moment as he held her, and they stood in an embrace for long enough that his neck started to hurt from craning it downwards. She planted a warm kiss on his lips and smiled in the moonlight. ‘Hey, handsome.’
He could feel his cheeks flushed red, and he hoped that this feeling would never go away, the honeymoon period of every relationship was short, but he still felt the same way about her as the day he had asked her out, back under the beating sun in the bush.
‘Hey yourself,’ he replied.
‘How about another house tour?’ she asked. ‘Looks like it could use a woman’s touch.’
He guided her up the front steps and through the front door into the living area and took her for a quick tour of the old house. There wasn’t much to see. The living room ran the length of the house and at the far end was a small kitchen pushed against the side of the house. Running off the hallway was a small main bathroom and three bedrooms, two of which he had managed to get a coat of paint on before she had arrived. There were still drop sheets in the living area over the timber floors, protecting them while he was painting the ceiling, but all of that had gone on hold while he was on the case, and the only things not covered now were the couch and tv in the lounge, and one end of the dining table and a solitary chair.
‘I’ve repainted the ceiling in here and got our bedroom and one of the spares done. Hoped to do the walls but couldn’t figure out what colour.’
Bec looked at the pale-yellow colour on the living room walls and grimaced. ‘Yeah, this room needs work. How about tomorrow I go and sort out some colours and buy some things for the kitchen? You realise you only have one plate and one set of knife and fork in there?’
Nick laughed. ‘I’m sorry. I never really thought about it. Ever since I got here, I was trying to clean the place up and get some painting done. And then when they called me in, I’ve been so busy. I literally come back here and sleep, that’s it.’
Bec looked across at the dining table, and at the empty beer bottles spread across it. ‘And drink it looks like,’ she walked over and grabbed both of his hands. ‘Are you okay? Honestly, you look like hell. You’ve got bags under your eyes. You look like you haven’t slept in a week.’
He sighed. ‘I’m fine, babe. I promise.’
‘Are you still having the nightmares?’ she asked.
The nightmares were the least of his problems. He felt like he could deal with it. It was the pressure of the case. He had everyone relying on him for results. His Chief, the local cops and now one of the most powerful men in the world, James Allard. He wasn’t right all the time, and as far as he could tell, he didn’t have any answers for anyone as of yet. Something had to give, and the drinking helped masked the pressure. ‘Nah. Here and there, nothing I can’t handle.’
He walked over to the kitchen bench and noticed two bags sitting on the counter. As soon as he saw them, he sniffed the air and now realised the home was filled with a delicious smell. ‘What’s all this?’
‘Chinese. Ordered from down on the Main Street. Thought you’d be hungry.’
She opened the bag and filled his solitary plate with a huge serving of fried rice and honey chicken, and then walked over to the fridge and grabbed a beer out of it for him. She looked at him sternly as he sipped from the cold beer and said, ‘Last night, all right? You’ve got to cut back. Let’s eat. You need it.’
They sat together at the old dining table and he watched Bec as she ate from the takeaway food container. Even after a six-hour drive, she was beautiful, and her brown eyes shone under the pendant lights hanging above the dining table. He still had to shake his head at how lucky he was he had found her, through a chance meeting in his hometown on a case. She had stuck by him now through a tough year, and he knew with this impending hearing coming up, it was about to get even tougher.
He filled her in on his afternoon of finding the DNA match on the fuel container and of the dramatic arrest of Paul Allard, who was in the helicopter trying to leave the country.
She smiled as she sipped from her bottle of beer. ‘Nothing’s ever easy with you, always has to be dramatic.’
‘What can I say? Trouble seems to be find me,’ he replied with a laugh.
‘So, have you got enough evidence to charge him for the fire and Ellis’ death? The DNA is rock solid, but a judge won't convict on just that. What’s your next move?’
He took a long swig of his beer bottle and thought about what his next steps would be. He needed to search the summer house. He was sure of that. Maybe there was more evidence regarding the fire there. He also needed to talk to Paul Allard again and see if he’d break. He had to find a reason why he would want to kill his ex-wife.
‘We need to persuade the local judge for a search warrant of his house for starters. Hopefully, we find more evidence linking him to the fire. I want to see his garage and what cars he has in there as well. I saw taillights leaving the scene of the fire when I got there. And I have a gut feeling they were from one of his cars.’
‘Well, your gut has got you this far. Tomorrow’s a new day.’ She clinked her bottle against his. ‘Cheers.’
He smiled at his partner and felt relief she was finally here. ‘Welcome home.’



OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Thirty-One

The next morning, they knew an army of lawyers was due any minute after Chelsea had berated them on their exit from the summer house, and they awaited their arrival before speaking with Paul again.
He stood in the kitchen and sipped on a mug of instant coffee. He knew they still had a long way to go, but having Bec here made him feel like a little bit of the pressure was off, and he had slept better than ever the night before with her beside him. He’d already started thinking of the time he would get to start his holiday again and enjoy time by the water with her. He answered his phone, which rang in his pocket on the second ring. ‘Morning Chief.’
‘Morning Nick, any luck with Allard yet?’
Nick had emailed the Chief a short update before bed the night before, and as he held his phone close to his face and concentrated, the lights were off, and when Bec opened their bedroom door with no clothes on, he hastily sent it, not caring it was only three quarters written.
‘Nothing yet, Chief. He’s got lawyers on the way.’
The Chief sighed. ‘Well, that’ll be a waste of time. He’ll clamp up. Won't want to speak.’
‘I’ve planned for that. Look, I guessed this would happen. We’ve got him for 24 hours before we can press charges, so Sergeant Zhao is off to the courthouse as we speak to request a search warrant for the property. I’m not going to waste my time talking to him again until we search the house. Who knows? We might find something.’
‘Good idea. Good luck, you’re going to need it. Remember, you’ve got a lot of eyes on you, mate. Good and bad. Be careful.’
‘Thanks,’ he said as he hung up and placed his iPhone down on the bench top. Bec had already texted that she was off to town shopping, and he was surprised to see her up early for a walk on the beach. He would’ve thought she may have enjoyed a sleep-in for her first day of holidays.
Ruby had walked through the door as he hung up on the phone to the Chief and stood across from him in the kitchen with a look of defeat. ‘No good at the courthouse. Not enough evidence.’
He had never had to do this before, but he knew this may be the only way to get answers. He needed a favour, and he needed one quickly. He dialled James Allard's number again and hoped he would pick up.
‘Moring detective, any updates?’
Nick wasn’t used to asking for things like this, and he knew what Chelsea’s reaction might be if they turned up unannounced, as far as he knew, Paul owned the summer house, and he knew he would never let the police search it. But perhaps James had friends in high places, friends who he could call and persuade a judge?
‘Nothing as of yet sorry, James. Look, I’ve never asked this of anyone before. But I need a favour.’
‘Will it help to find out what happened to my daughter?’
‘I hope so,’ he replied.
‘Anything. Shoot.’
He let out a sigh of relief. ‘We are having trouble with our local judge. We are trying to get a warrant for the big house up there. Hoping to find evidence, anything relating to her disappearance. I know Paul is saying he doesn’t have anything to do with it, but I’ve got a gut feeling something isn’t right. And I always go with my gut. Look, sorry for the long story, but I’m hoping you have some sort of contact who could persuade our judge to give us the warrant? I know it’s not technically legal, but I’m always one to err in the grey areas from time to time. Whatever gets results.’
James was quiet at the end of the line. ‘I’ll do you one better, detective.’
‘Oh yeah? What’s that?’
‘I own the place up here. So Chelsea can get stuffed as far as I’m concerned. I’m not sure if you know this, but Paul has had a lot of money troubles. Yes, I do quite well for myself, but my son-in-law has never been as smart financially as I hoped. They over leveraged on this place and all of his gambling and horse racing has nearly taken him down. I swooped in and footed the bill.’
Nick couldn’t believe his luck. ‘Wow. Right. Okay. So, permission granted?’
‘Permission granted.’
He hung up the phone and looked at Ruby with a smile. ‘Good news.’
‘What? Does he know the judge? That was a great idea!’
He parroted James’ term. ‘I’ll do you one better. He owns the summer house.’
Ruby's eyes opened wide. ‘Well, that changes things.’
‘And that’s not all. He said Paul’s been having money troubles. More motive to want the top job, I’d think. I’ll call Hattie my tech contact and see if we can look into his financial records.’
He put the call into Hattie, who was once again disappointed at the task. ‘For the super cop, I expect challenges, and you come to me with eazy werk.’ Her accent was clipped, and sometimes her s’s came out as z’s.
‘I know it’s easy, Hattie. What I need from you is speed. We only have twelve hours to find something.’
He could hear her typing furiously at her keyboard once again. ‘I’m on it. I will call you soon.’
Ruby had sent James and Emily off to speak with Shifty Wilson again that morning, and to try to find out where the new ute was from. Nick hadn’t taken a plate number, so that was the first job on their list to assess if the vehicle was stolen.
As they made their way out of the station to return to the summer house, Nick popped his head into the makeshift cell to check in on Paul Allard. He sat on his cot bed and looked a lot more dishevelled than he had ever seen him. His hair was flat on one side and sticking up on the other from his rough night of sleep, and he was still in the crumpled business suit he was wearing when they had stopped the helicopter.
‘Everything all right in here?’ Nick asked.
Paul kept his head down, looking at his hands. ‘How far away are my lawyers?’
Nick was surprised to get any words out of him. ‘Wow. He speaks.’ He looked down at his watch. ‘I’d say around 15 minutes. But they’ll have to wait.’
Paul looked over at him with a curious expression. ‘Wait? Why?’
Nick smiled. ‘We’re heading up to your father-in-law’s house for a look around.’
Paul looked crestfallen and turned back and stared straight ahead at the blank wall and Nick continued. ‘We know you’ve got no money. We know he owns the place now. And I’m sure when we get access to your bank records, we’ll find even more reasons why you had Phoebe killed.’
‘I didn’t kill her, detective. I’ve already told you that. I swear to you.’
‘Swear all you want, Paul. We’ll be seeing you later.’ He closed the door quietly to a defeated Paul Allard and headed toward the front entrance to Ruby, waiting in her police car. They once again made the familiar journey down the Main Street, out onto the outskirts of Riema and up the hill to the point toward the summer house. The roadside where the plane watchers stood the day earlier was now empty, and he looked for signs of any other cars.
‘No helicopter buffs today,’ Ruby said.
‘At least we know no one else is making a quick getaway,’ he replied.
They once again slowed, ever so slightly, at the gates before being buzzed in, and Ruby drove her car down the long driveway under the coachwood trees and Japanese wisterias. They needed a breakthrough here, they both knew, and the tension in the car was palpable. They needed results.
‘What exactly are we looking for?’ Ruby asked as she slowed near the front entrance.
‘I have no idea,’ he replied. ‘Some more evidence regarding the fires. Who knows, maybe we find something to do with Phoebe’s murder?’
Ruby chuckled. ‘I’m not sure any murderers would be stupid enough to leave evidence lying around in plain sight for us.’
‘You’d be surprised at some of the things I’ve seen,’ he replied.
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Chapter Thirty-Two

At the front entrance, James’ assistant Remi stood at the front door, flanked by various staff that worked in and around the grounds. They quickly asked them if they had seen anything unusual over the past few weeks but weren’t met with any new information.
‘James is up in the study if you need him. Chelsea is inside as well. Obviously, she’s not too happy with this, but James has pulled rank and she’ll fall into line. He’s also sent Charlotte back to Sydney to be with a friend until all of this blows over. I’m sure you understand that she was quite upset after yesterday’s events. I’ll be joining James upstairs, so if you need anything, you know where to find us,’ Remi said.
The staff all dispersed and made their way off to their usual jobs as Nick and Ruby grabbed gloves and evidence bags from the back of the police car. They walked through the front entrance, down the main hallway, and into the expansive living area. Nick looked around for any sign of Chelsea, but she was nowhere to be seen, so they made their way towards the staircase to start at the bedrooms.
They started with the master and methodically worked through the huge walk-in robe, drawer by drawer. Paul’s was what he would expect of a busy executive on holidays, beach attire mixed with business suits. The most impressive display in the room Nick pointed out was a large watch collection, and he pointed out a Rolex Daytona to Ruby. ‘See that there? That watch would be worth over 100 grand.’
‘How do you know?’
Nick shrugged. ‘Saw it on a documentary once.’
‘Well, maybe he could sell a few if he’s so short on cash.’
‘Agreed.’
They worked through the drawers and cupboards in the bedrooms and bathrooms, both of which were bigger than Nick’s whole dining and living area combined, and then they went on and checked the remaining five bedrooms and adjoining bathrooms. They walked back down the stairs toward the kitchen again and noticed Chelsea Allard now sitting out on the balcony with a green smoothie sitting in front of her on the table.
Nick padded over towards her and cleared his throat behind her, causing her to jump and turn around. ‘Jesus, you scared me.’
‘Apologies, Mrs Allard. You know why we are here?’
‘I do.’
‘Anything we need to know?’
She turned and looked out toward the ocean and remained quiet for a beat. Nick watched her face and tried to read what she was thinking. It was a similar look to Paul, a look of defeat.
‘I’m renovating my garage. New home gym. It’s off limits.’
Nick looked at her curiously. ‘I don’t think you understand, Mrs Allard. We have a police warrant to search the premises. Nothing is off limits.’
Chelsea looked at him and then at Ruby, and he could see the colour draining from her face. What was she hiding? What did she know that they didn’t?
‘Is there anything you should tell us, Chelsea?’ Ruby asked again, more sternly.
Chelsea mouthed opened and closed and she wrapped her arms around herself and began to rock back and forwards. She started to mumble to herself over and over. ‘Don’t go in the garage, don’t go in the garage.’
He looked at Ruby with an eyebrow raised. ‘Can you watch her? I’m gonna go check it out.’
‘Done.’
Back in the kitchen, Remi was curious and walked back down to see if the police had made any progress. She stood leaning against the island bench drinking a coffee from the giant machine and asked Nick, ‘Any progress?’
Nick couldn’t shake the feeling that something was very wrong with Chelsea. He wasn’t sure what had happened with their brief exchange out on the balcony, and whether she clearly understood the law and their search warrant. But whatever Paul was hiding. It was in her garage.
‘Her garage. Where is it?’
Remi looked at him with a curious expression. ‘I think it’s the one down the east hallway. Why?’
‘Can you show me the way?’
She placed her coffee down on the bench top and stepped past him. ‘Follow me.’ It was the second time he had followed the woman through the home in as many days, and as she walked, she filled him in on Chelsea’s peculiar attitude over the last few weeks.
‘I thought something was odd when you came and delivered the news. She and Paul got into a massive screaming match on the balcony while I was in the kitchen. She had a fitness retreat in Bali that she just couldn’t miss she kept saying.’
‘Well, I don’t know how much James has told you, but I’m not sure Paul is doing too well financially. Maybe they needed the money?’ he replied.
Remi chuckled. ‘Interesting. I always thought something was off with him. James only lets me know enough to keep me informed. He keeps a lot to himself. He’s always two steps ahead of everyone in that regard. I know Paul loves the horses. He owns a couple over in Dubai. We’ve been over and seen them race before.’ she turned past a laundry door and came up to a polished black door with a chrome turn handle. Across it ran construction tape marked in a cross, with “keep out,” written across it. ‘Here it is.’
‘Why the tape?’ he asked Remi, wondering if she knew more about the renovations than Chelsea had told him.
Remi shrugged. ‘Beats me. I don’t think anyone has been down here for a while. She told me the other day that the builders had just painted the floor and there were toxic fumes. Her gym’s down there beside the car park where she films all of her workouts for her app. I’ve done a couple of sessions down there before.’
Nick ripped the construction tape off the door frame and turned the handle, opening the door inwards. The sound of the door opening echoed into the darkness and he fumbled for the light switch on the inside of the room. Flicking the light on, he was surprised to find a cavernous opening at least thirty metres across that must have been dug down underneath the house. A line of luxury cars faced the garage door, a small red Ferrari, a British green Ford GT40 and a black Mercedes were parked in tightly together and Nick stood at the door entrance and whistled at the collection. ‘Wow. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a GT40 in person,’ he said to Remi.
Remi followed him as he walked down the steep staircase in the giant garage. ‘Is that the green one or the red one?’ she asked.
He pointed at the long and low race car, polished and shining under the overhead lights. It had two massive exhaust pipes coming out each side under the doors and it was adorned with a white race stripe over the top, with matching race numbers on each side. It was a thing of beauty. ‘That one.’
She smiled. ‘It's James’, and the red one, too. He stores some of his cars up here from time to time.’
Nick looked at the beautiful vintage car and wondered just whether being that rich would’ve been enjoyable. To have incredible cars and homes like this, all a hop, step, and a jump away, when they spent most of their time in meetings and video calls. It was almost cruel. Why have all these things if you couldn’t enjoy them?
He reached down and ran his hand across the epoxied grey garage floor and then stood up and looked at the almost commercial-size gym studio at the other end of the room. Floor-to-ceiling mirrors lined every wall and every piece of equipment was marked with the brand name “Rogue.” He guessed there were hundreds of thousands of dollars of equipment in the gym alone. Not to mention the millions of dollars' worth of luxury cars parked behind him.
Remi sniffed the air. ‘Can you smell that?’
He had smelt it too and, after feeling the bone-dry floor, wondered what it was. When Remi had said toxic fumes and he had looked across the space, the only thing he could think the builders had done was to repaint the garage floor. The walls were all painted, and he himself knew what the smell of wet paint was. This wasn’t it. It was an odd smell; he detected a strong chlorine smell, but also a weird, acrid smell, almost like rotting fruit. He couldn’t put his finger on it.
‘I can.’ He walked through the weightlifting equipment in the home gym and across toward the small group of lockers, which were next to a sauna and steam room. ‘What did she say they were doing down here?’ he asked.
Remi shrugged. ‘No idea. She just kept saying renovations?’
He continued his search through the gym, unsure of just what he was looking for, and then continued over towards the cars and the towering shelving and storage racks across the back wall of the garage. It was a dream man cave for a car nut like him and he was in awe at the array of brand new, polished tools spread across the workbenches and in the massive toolboxes. Remi answered his question as he was thinking it. ‘Another forgotten hobby. James loves his classic cars. Paul planned on restoring a few himself.’ She pointed at the empty bay at the end of the row. ‘He got rid of whatever he had there. He told us he was too busy for it.’
‘Or it cost too much,’ he replied.
He leant down under benches and pulled out the storage boxes one by one, and his mind flashed back to the year previous, searching through old storage crates on another farm. That time had been more fruitful when his partner, Bec, had discovered missing schoolgirl, Belle Smith’s school uniform hiding in plain sight.
Moving on from the benches, he turned towards the cars and pointed at the Mercedes SUV and asked Remi, ‘Is this James’ as well?’
‘No, that’s Chelsea’s. Although she’s not much of a driver. Come to think of it, I haven’t seen her in it for a while now.’
He walked over to the SUV and placed his gloved hand under the sturdy door handle, and pulled. The source of the stench soon came to be known as he brought his arm up over his nose with it wafted across them both.
‘Jesus, smells like something dead is in there,’ Remi said as she coughed and gagged at the foul stench.
There was something about the way that she said the word dead or maybe it was the smell running through his nostrils now he was at the source, but something primal kicked in his brain and all the receptors inside lit up at once, like every thought and forgotten memory in his head over the last few weeks hit him, and the first thing he did was pull out his phone and call Ruby.
‘Get down to the garage. Now.’
He reached into the car and pressed the garage door remote which was fixed behind the gear shifter and as he did; he heard the two massive electric motors above them whir into life. Soon, the whole garage was bathed in warm sunlight, and suddenly the acrid smell wasn’t so bad anymore. Remi had walked back toward the gym and was bent over with her hands on her knees gagging, and he looked to the top of the stairs to see Ruby coming through the door. She took the stairs two at a time and was soon standing right beside him, with a look of confusion mixed with triumph. ‘Something's seriously wrong with her, Nick. I think she knows more than she’s letting on.’ The lingering smell emanating from the car soon hit her nostrils, and she grimaced. ‘Jesus, what's that smell?’
‘I think I have a pretty good idea,’ he said.
They opened the four doors of the car and set to searching. He checked the centre console and glove box as Ruby checked under the seats. The car was clean and polished inside to a high shine. They looked at each other and Nick walked towards the back of the car with Ruby in tow. He stood between the back door and shelving across the back wall of the garage and pressed the back door remote button that he found sitting in the driver’s seat.
The button beeped. And the large black door slowly opened up toward them. They both stepped back to allow it to pass, and Ruby let out an audible gasp.
Along with the beach sand, fibres of hair, and blood matted on the rear of the back seat, was Phoebe’s solitary missing ASICS runner, sitting in the centre of the compartment.
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Chapter Thirty-Three

Paul had taken off on another trip to Palo Alto, to discuss some new streaming platform he was cooking up with James Allard, his ex-father-in-law. Chelsea sat at the dining table in the summer house, all alone except for the five staff who worked at the home maintaining it all year round.
Her laptop was open in front of her along with her iPad and iPhone spread out, and she now had a completely clear view for the first time just how bad of financial trouble they were in. Paul had fobbed her off multiple times when she had asked, telling her it was fine. But she was smarter than everyone around her took her for, and she could see that the stress on him had nothing to do with the board vote.
She knew he owned the horses in Dubai and hoped now that COVID was over, she could head over for the first time and watch them run, but for now, she wasn’t even sure how they were living from month to month. Paul kept telling her every month about how he was going to be CEO soon, and how their lives were about to change, but she struggled to see just how they were going to get past his ex-wife, Phoebe. She was the deciding factor in the rest of their lives, and their livelihood, and she couldn’t see anyway way in hell that she was going to vote for Paul.
She had worked hard in life to get where she was. Yes, she was pretty and fit, but those too were through years of hard work, discipline, and dedication, and she hadn’t got this far in life without breaking all the rules, many times. When she met her ex-husband, Ben, when they were young, she knew he was going to be a star. A natural born athlete and a gifted runner, she knew he was going to go far. She latched onto him quickly and never let go; she knew she could use his celebrity when he got famous to catapult herself to the top. She just didn’t know back then what exactly she wanted to be.
Ben got lazy further on in his career and he was a drunk, so she left him and set about setting up her fitness empire. She had stolen the idea of her famous app from an ex-best friend and was shocked when it took off, catapulting her to a new level of fame she never knew was possible. She couldn’t believe how lucky she was when she met Paul, and she knew to latch on again. He was destined to go to the top, and now, sitting at the dinner table of their dream house that their father-in-law had to pay off for them, she felt sick. Just how far had she fallen?
She had stewed over Paul’s relationship with his ex for years now, and she knew that the only way that he was going to go to the top was for her to be out of the picture, once and for all. She had had her followed by Archer, Paul’s head of security, and knew that she was sleeping with the owner of the Silverleaf café and hatched a plan that would change their lives forever.
The forecasts of severe wind and rain were more than accurate, and she knew that this night would be the perfect cover, as the beach would be unoccupied. As she stood underneath the timber platform down on the beach which formed the lookout, she wore thick weatherproof pants and a black windbreaker that they had bought when they had trekked to Everest base camp, so she was more than prepared to stay here for as long as she needed too. She had parked off the side street of the esplanade and she felt it was the only flaw in her plan, if anyone saw her car they might be able to tell the police, but she knew all Allard vehicles were registered under no name, so she knew that it wasn’t going to be a problem.
She could see Phoebe’s home from where she stood on the beach, only just, through the high wind and driving rain, and knew that watching the water rise, she didn’t have much time.
‘HELP!’ she screamed from the dark.
‘HEEEELP!’
She thought it may have taken longer, but soon she could see the outline of Phoebe walking toward her with her phone torch held out in front of her, and knew with the storm as a cover that there was no way she would be seen. She also knew that through her years of training, and sheer desperation at just how far she would go to protect her future, that she wouldn’t fail.
Phoebe walked down onto the tiny stretch of beach through the driving rain, and yelled out again, ‘Is anybody there?’ and she knew now was the time, as she lunged out from the darkness behind her. It was easier than she thought, and she caught her in two strides and wrapped her hands around her neck as tight as she could. Phoebe fought hard, but she was weak. Her years in the gym and youth proved no match for her as her body soon fell limp.
She stood on the beach panting and looked down at Phoebe’s body and felt all of the adrenaline slowly leaving her body. She picked her up and dragged her by the back of her puffer jacket into the now raging sea up to knee deep and pushed her head down as the spray off the water lashed her face and eyes.
Phoebe came to for a few seconds and fought valiantly as Chelsea pressed her knee deep into her back and she thrashed and writhed as she drowned. Soon once again she went completely limp, and she knew that she had finished the job. The water was becoming more and more violent, and she knew she needed to get her back to the car for her plan to truly work. She had thought of throwing her out to sea, just like her mother, but didn’t want the repercussions of her body potentially coming back, so with a mighty effort she threw Phoebe’s flaccid body over her shoulders and closed her eyes and pretended it was another sandbag, like any other gym session, and lugged her back up to the back of her car through the pouring rain, thunder and lightning.
As the days passed after the storm she had seen the coverage on the news every day get more and more frenetic, and she tried to keep it at the back of her mind, but the thought of Phoebe in the garage, lying in the back of her car day by day was starting to freak her out. She didn’t know why she hadn’t just dumped her body that same night, but something in her head told her to go straight home and worry about it later. The minute she heard from Paul that he and James were returning to Riema to help the search, she knew that something needed to be done, and she finally mustered up the courage late at night, to get back in the car, get out to the Silverleaf, and dump Phoebe’s body once and for all.
As Paul had returned with James and Remi and the police delivered the news, Phoebe was dead, found in a paddock at a café. She started to almost feel a sense of relief as grief overpowered the home. She tried her best to comfort Charlotte, and she soon realised that the young girl was seeing her as another mother, so she tried to back away. Soon, she felt like a ghost, floating through her own home like she was forgotten about. But when Paul came to her on the third night, and told her that James had made the decision, he was to be the next CEO, she wanted to scream with relief and joy. Her plan had worked perfectly. Adding to the good news, she finally let him know that she was expecting, a secret that she had only found out about the night after she had ended Phoebe’s life. One life ended, as another began.
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Chapter Thirty-Four

It had all happened in a blur the minute that he and Ruby uncovered the shoe, and as he sat across from Chelsea Allard in the second storage room turned interview room in the ambulance station he had to shake his head at just how easy it had all come together.
Ruby bagged the shoe, and after consoling Remi together they walked up the stairs, down the hallway and back to the balcony, and found Chelsea Allard sitting in the same chair, now with her arms wrapped around her knees and her face down, still rocking back and forwards. When Nick held the bag up with Phoebe’s shoe, she had pretty much offered a full confession, and he quickly grabbed the same cuffs he had used on her husband the day before off Ruby’s belt and placed them on her hands behind her back.
‘Would you mind taking us through it all from the beginning?’ he asked Chelsea. ‘When did you get the idea to kill Phoebe?’
She had been crying and the heavy makeup she wore around her eyes had started to run and smudge on her face. Ruby walked back in through the door with a box of tissues and slid them across the bench, which she gratefully accepted.
‘Paul’s broke. And yes, my business does well, but not enough to prop up our lifestyles. All he ever spoke about was, “Wait until I get the top job” and, “James says it's me” over and over. It wasn’t until about six months ago that he first started talking about board votes. I initially didn’t think much of it. Until he told me the full truth.’
‘And what was that?’ Ruby asked.
Chelsea’s face darkened. ‘That he had to be voted in. And that the deciding vote was his fucking ex-wife. His ex-wife that he took his daughter from and had basically ruined her life.’
‘Phoebe’s name was one of many. Why was hers the decider?’ Nick asked.
Chelsea shrugged. ‘Beats me. That’s just the way it fell, unfortunately. And Paul kept brushing it off, saying that it would be okay. But I knew she hated him. And I knew she would do anything to ensure he didn’t get the top job.’
‘So, what did you do next?’
‘Two months ago, he was worse than usual. He went to Vegas on his way home back here and he came to me broken. He laid it all out. We were flat broke. Worse than broke, we had millions of debt, and he had chalked up millions on business accounts to Allardcorp, all of which James knew nothing about. I knew that if he found out, we were done for. And that he needed to become CEO more than anything I’ve ever wanted in my life. He needed to be able to pay his debts.’
‘Even if he got the top job, wouldn’t James have found out about the debt and the gambling, anyway?’ Ruby asked.
Chelsea chuckled. ‘I guess I see that now. But I was too close to it. I just thought that I could solve all of our problems.’
‘So, what did you do?’
‘I saw the news reports of the storm coming. And I knew that the only way Paul was going to get the top job was if Phoebe was out of the picture. I waited down by the beach during the storm and called out to her. I called out that I needed help. Tears began to well in Chelsea’s eyes again. ‘She came quicker than I thought. And. And I. I grabbed her from behind. And that was it, I guess.’
‘That was it? She drowned Chelsea.’
‘I, I know. I could tell that she was still breathing, so I pushed her down into the sea. It didn’t take long. And then she was gone. I carried her up to my car and put her in the back and took her home.’
‘Why didn’t you dispose of the body straight away?’
‘I freaked out, I guess. I don’t know why. She sat in the back of the car for more than a week. It wasn’t until I knew Paul and James were headed back to Riema that I snapped out of it. And I took the body to the Silverleaf and dumped it in the paddock.’
‘Why the Silverleaf?’ Ruby asked.
Chelsea sighed. ‘It was my plan all along. I found out that Phoebe was sleeping with the owner of the Silverleaf. I knew that he was married. I’d seen the way he looked at his wife whenever I was at the café. I thought It’d be good enough motive as any.’
Nick had thought about her plan from the minute he found the shoe and realised that, although flawed, it nearly would’ve worked. They had looked so hard into Paul and Dan Myers that Chelsea was never even considered, and he was shocked that he had never taken a second look at her. He asked the only other question that was on his mind, the question that he and Ruby had asked each other on the quiet drive back to the station.
‘So why didn’t you clean the car?’
Chelsea wiped the tears around her eyes with the tissues and started to laugh. The laughter filled the room and soon turned into a sob. Nick and Ruby sat in silence and watched a woman who had thrown her whole life away right before her own eyes.
‘God knows. I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. I thought I was so smart. I thought I had it all figured out. But I just couldn’t go down into that garage. I couldn’t see the car. It brought back too many dark thoughts.’
Nick had a thought. ‘Do you own a smaller silver Mercedes as well?’
Chelsea looked up. ‘Yes. Why?’
‘I saw a silver Mercedes parked at Phoebe’s house the day we found her. Was that you?’
She looked back down at her hands. ‘Yes. I’d been at Phoebe’s once before. A week earlier. When Paul first left for the U.S. And I stood at the bottom of the steps of her front door in the night and tried to muster up the courage to confront her about the board vote. But I couldn’t bring myself to do it.’
‘So why were you there after you killed her?’ Ruby asked.
‘Because I’d lost my wedding ring, so I flew back there that morning, hoping I may find it there. I knew no one would know whose car it was. All of our vehicles are registered to Allardcorp. So, unless someone saw me, I knew I’d be fine.’
‘So, you had nothing to do with the fire?’
‘No. And I can’t understand why you have Paul locked up for it?’
Nick decided that story was for another time. For now, he had a lot of paperwork to do, and a holiday to begin.
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Chapter Thirty-Five

The tension in the air was palpable, and Nick could feel the sweat trickling down his back as he sat at the table. In front of him was the Police Commissioner Mary Winstead, the head of Internal Affairs, Tim Sloane, and the head of Professional Standards, Gary McCormack. Three of the most powerful cops he had ever seen together at once.
The Commissioner continued, ‘Your behaviour was out-of-order detective. And although we now have been briefed on the circumstances of said behaviour, this is something that is unacceptable in the New South Wales police force.’
‘Understood Commissioner.’
‘This isn’t the first time we’ve heard about you, detective; you’ve been brought up before. When an officer is spoken about behind doors in our divisions, it usually isn’t for anything good,’ said Sloane.
He sat in the awkward silence and wondered if this was the end. Was he about to lose his job? With help from the Chief, he had put together a solid case, and he thought that the fact that the person who had put the original complaint in was now disgraced and out of the job, that he may just have a chance, but the review had not gone the way he thought it would so far.
‘Your record is exemplary. We have all read the papers, detective. But remember, behind every cop or detective like you, is a full team of hard-working men and women that would be willing to die to get the same answers you get. You're no different to anyone of them. We are a team,’ the Commissioner continued.
‘I understand you are currently back on holiday? Still in Riema?’ she asked.
Nick sat at his dining table in his holiday home at Riema, and just beside the tripod with the camera on it, sat his girlfriend, Bec, who was holding his hand so tightly he was losing feeling, along with Ruby and her husband Tim, who all sat there in support and awaited his fate.
‘Yes, I am Commissioner.’
‘Good. Looking through your last two years in your record, you’ve had a hell of a time. We all deserve a break from time to time.’ She closed the manilla folder in front of her and slid her glasses from her nose back up to her eyes. ‘We are letting you off with a warning detective, but be very sure that if your behaviour is out of line again, there will be consequences.’
The relief in the room lifted, and Nick tried his best to hold in his smile and remain professional. ‘Thank you, Commissioner. Thank you so much. I won’t let you down.’
The commissioner waved him away. ‘We know you won’t. That will be all.’
Promptly, the screen on the laptop in front of him went blank, and he leaned back in his chair and let out a big sigh of relief. He was free. He’d hoped that they would’ve seen his side of things, and he was happy to have it all behind him. He pulled his phone out to a new message from the Chief. ‘Enjoy your holiday.’
Bec leaned in to hug him and kissed him full on the lips. ‘You did it. I knew they’d understand.’
He smiled in return. ‘I wasn’t worried.’
Ruby laughed and came over and hugged him. ‘Sure, you weren’t. Well, I worried enough for all of us.’
The four spent the rest of the afternoon out on Nick’s deck, which after a busy week, he had finished laying spotted gum decking boards down on. A new outdoor table sat at the centre of it and against his front window sat his new pride and joy, the most expensive barbecue he could afford. They drank and ate and laughed and as he sipped on his cold beer and looked out across the ocean; he realised why people loved it here so much. It truly was beautiful.
As the sun began to set and Bec and Ruby cleared the plates off the table, he and Ruby’s husband Tim sat on the deck discussing the latest woes with the Australian cricket team when an ominous-looking, long, black Mercedes Benz, with pitch black tinted windows turned into his driveway.
Bec walked back out with her wine and asked, ‘Who’s that?’
‘Beats me,’ Nick replied.
A man exited from the driver's side and walked around to the rear passenger door and opened it. Out stepped James Allard, who looked quite odd standing on the cracked concrete of his driveway in his impeccable business suit.
Tim spoke first. ‘Shit. That’s James Allard, isn’t it?’
Nick sipped from his beer. ‘It sure is. Give us a minute.’ He looked down at what he was wearing, football shorts from his playing days when he was younger, and a blue singlet covered in barbecue grease. He didn’t exactly look like the polished detective that James would’ve remembered, but he must have been here for a reason.
He padded down the stairs of his deck and onto the warm concrete of his driveway in bare feet. The driver retreated back inside the car, and James Allard removed his sunglasses and put them in the pocket of his suit jacket and held out his hand to shake his.
Nick took it and gave it a hard shake and he could see tears had welled in the old man's eyes. ‘I wanted to come and personally thank you, detective. We buried her today.’
Nick knew that the coroner had to do further testing after Chelsea’s confession to verify certain details, but was surprised it had taken so long. ‘No thanks needed, Mr Allard. Just doing my job.’
‘Jim, please. You found out what happened to her. When I thought no one would.’ He looked behind Nick at his home, and at Ruby, Tim, and Bec sitting up on the front deck. ‘I’m sorry. I won't hold you up for long. I just wanted to come and say thank you.’
Nick smiled at the old man and felt sorry for him. He had lost his wife, his daughter, and his son-in-law all in the space of a few weeks. Being rich was one thing, but money couldn’t bring back the dead.
‘I appreciate it, Jim.’ He turned and looked up at his friends on the deck. ‘You're welcome to stay for a beer if you’d like? The more the merrier.’
James chuckled. ‘Thank you, but I’m a bit too old for all of that.’ He reached inside his jacket pocket and handed him an envelope. ‘This is for you.’
Nick looked at the envelope curiously and tried to hand it back to James. ‘I can’t take whatever this is. You know I’m just doing my job.’
James smiled. ‘I thought you’d do that, so I just wired it straight into your bank account. If you don’t want it. Give it to charity.’ And with that, he turned and got back into the car without another word. Nick waved the car off as it backed down the driveway and headed off down the esplanade, and he walked back up the stairs to the group, who were all looking at him intently.
‘Well? What did he say?’ Bec asked.
‘He wanted to thank us. For finding his daughter’s killer.’
Ruby smiled. ‘We did. And it’s all because of you.’
Nick remembered the words of the commissioner during the hearing and returned her smile. ‘Not because of me. Because of all of us.’
‘To a team effort,’ Ruby said, holding her wineglass up for a toast, which they all returned.
She sipped from her wine and sat back down. ‘So, what’s next for the super detective?’
Nick looked across at Bec with a grin. ‘I think I’ve got some painting to do.’
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The End







Thank you so much for reading my novel.
If you enjoyed The Storm, make sure you check out the first two books in the series, Warranilla and Into The Flames, which is the first and second book in this Nick Vada series I have been writing. They are both on Amazon Books now.
Also, if you enjoyed my novel, please consider leaving a rating/review on my Amazon book page or on Goodreads, it means a lot to hear what my readers think as reviews are hard to come by and I personally read every review.



Jason Summers
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Warranilla
 
February 1992. Billie Vada is murdered in cold blood, while her children sleep.

Present day, Detective Sergeant Nick Vada has returned to his hometown Milford, for his younger sister’s wedding. When a young woman is murdered, he must return to his past, and aid the local police force in catching a killer, all while navigating long-lost relationships with family and friends.

Unable to shake the parallels of his own mother’s murder, Nick must hunt the killer. Before his past finally catches up with him..
Into The Flames
 
When 17-year-old Belle Smith is reported missing, the Darfield police were busy helping fight one of the worst bushfires the region has ever faced. In a case that gripped the nation, she had simply vanished into thin air, and the local police force have no leads.

Twenty years later, the case is brought back to the nation’s forefront, when the smash hit podcast, ‘Into The Flames’ is released, and asks the question. Just what happened to Belle Smith?

Due to the renewed interest into the cold case, DS Nick Vada is tasked to return to Darfield and look back into her disappearance, and soon discovers that nothing here is what it seems, and Belle’s family and friends may know more about what happened to her than first thought.
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