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ONE




Vermin.

They had to be the worst thing about her job. The feral dogs, pigs, cats, goats and horses did enough damage, but the vermin Jo really disliked – the ones responsible for the vandalised camping ground in front of her – were the two-legged, hoon variety.

Five days since the State Minister and her entourage of hangers-on and media had, at this very spot, declared the new National Park open, and already the vermin had left their mark. Not only had they hauled down the information board – the one she’d dug the post-holes for herself because they couldn’t get the mechanical digger repaired in time for the Minister’s media event – they’d cut the posts into pieces with a chainsaw.

The door to the loo hung crookedly on a single hinge, the watertank beside the covered cooking area was riddled with bullet holes, and, judging by the copious amounts of broken glass around the campfire remains, they’d also smashed – or perhaps shot – a fair number of beer bottles. Presumably after drinking the contents.

They sure hadn’t come out here to appreciate the natural environment.

But they weren’t here now. She could see the whole camping area – no cars, no tents, no people.

She reached into the cab of the vehicle for the radio mike and rattled off her boss’s call sign. ‘Are you there, Mal?’

‘Yeah, Jo.’

‘Can you give the police a call? A mob of Homo idiota has been rampaging. The tank’s full of bullet holes, the loo door is cactus and the info board’s down – they took to it with a chainsaw.’

‘Damn it. Are you all right? How many of them are there?’

‘I’m fine, Mal. They’re gone.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes. Brazen louts aren’t likely to be skulking in the bush, afraid of a lone woman.’ Being out in the wilderness by herself was a normal part of her job, and if she spooked easily she wouldn’t have lasted a week, let alone ten years.

‘Okay. Can you wait until either the cops or I get there? I might be an hour. And even if there are police available, they’ll probably be at least that long.’

Jo stifled a sigh. She would just have to hang around and wait for the police to take whatever evidence they needed before she would be able to start clearing up the mess.

‘No worries. I’ll photograph and document the wreckage.’

Photograph and document – a standard procedure she’d completed too many times, although she’d hoped such deliberate vandalism would be less frequent out here in the north-west of New South Wales than in the parks she’d worked in further east, closer to cities and city hoons.

It would take all of thirty minutes, if that. Then maybe she could map the track to the lookout while she waited, so the morning wouldn’t be a total waste. Checking and updating the maps they’d inherited from State Forests was only one task on the long list of jobs to be done now that the area had officially become a National Park.

The sun’s heat already warm on her back, she retrieved her camera from her day pack in the rear of the vehicle. Taking a moment to scan the large camping area, she watched, listened, alert for anything that didn’t belong. The typical morning birdlife filled the air with sound. A flock of corellas, white on the dark branches of a eucalypt near the river, squabbled among themselves. A young magpie, fatter than its parents, squawked on the grass, demanding more food, and a treecreeper hopped up the bark of an iron gum, foraging for insects. At one end of the car park some of the local mob of kangaroos sprawled lazily in the shade, their morning grazing completed.

Nothing out of the ordinary, nothing disturbing the peace. Other than the wildlife, she was alone out here. Exactly the way she liked it: peaceful, without distractions, just her and the natural beauty of the wilderness. A different beauty from the parks she’d worked in for most of her career, on the eastern fall of the Great Dividing Range, but this dry, scrubby landscape of the western slopes and plains brought her almost full circle, back to the kind of landscape where she’d grown up.

She drew in a deep breath of warm, dust-dry air. A good decision, moving here, away from the constant reminders of loss and grief, as well as an enjoyable professional challenge, establishing the new park. Definitely plenty to keep her busy.

This vandalism added a few more tasks to her list for the day. Nate Harrison, the lone constable based in Goodabri, might come the twenty or more kilometres out if he was in the area, but the chance of any other police driving the fifty-plus kilometres from Strathnairn, let alone bringing a crime-scene officer, was close to zilch. Yet, just in case, she took care to disturb as little as possible as she photographed the destruction and recorded the details in a notebook.

On the edge of the camping ground, among the undergrowth, a family of fairy wrens flittered in the bushes. Two young males, just coming into their adult plumage, chased each other, the half-grown tufts of blue feathers on their heads punk-like.

‘At least you don’t go around wrecking camp sites, boys,’ she murmured, zooming the camera on them.

From this distance her voice didn’t disturb them, but as she snapped a few shots they flew off, startled. She turned the camera to the dingo emerging from the low bushes, breakfast in its mouth. She caught its face close-up in the frame, the eyes watching her warily, ears upright, jaws clenched tightly around…

The image in the viewfinder began to shake violently but she snapped the photo, and another. Five fingers. A tattoo winding past the knuckles, up to the stump of the wrist, blood dark against the pale skin.

The dingo turned away and she yelled at it, desperate for it to drop its find, but it disappeared back into the undergrowth.

‘Shit, shit, shit, shit.’ Indecision held her motionless while she ran through her options, her heart racing as quickly as her thoughts. Follow it and see what she could find, or radio Mal to report it? She flicked the camera back to the two images she’d taken. No, it wasn’t a joke artificial limb left over from a Halloween prank. Real flesh, mostly whole, so it had not been lying on the ground for days. Whatever had happened, it had to be recent. Not a minor injury. So where, and in what condition, was the person the hand belonged to?

She jogged back to her vehicle. With insufficient mobile phone reception for a call, she radioed her boss again. First things first: find out if there was still reason to worry. ‘Mal, have you heard anything about someone being injured out here? Calling an ambulance, yesterday or overnight?’

‘Nothing I know of, Jo. Why?’

She hesitated. No, not information she wanted to broadcast on an open radio channel, with farmers, truckies and others potentially listening in. ‘There’s some signs of a major injury,’ she explained briefly. ‘I haven’t heard anything about an ambulance call-out last night, but maybe they left here by car. If you hear anything, let me know.’

Still on edge, she surveyed the camping area and surrounds, the key questions ringing in her mind: How the hell had someone lost a hand out here? Where were they now, and in what state?

The hoons had felled the posts with a chainsaw, but it would be pretty damned hard to accidentally cut off your own hand with one. Likewise with an axe or a hunting knife. Fingers, easily enough, or a chunk out of a leg or foot, but not your own hand.

That meant a much higher probability of foul play than of accident.

If the injured man was out here, the sooner she found him, the better. Aware of the isolation, kilometres from anywhere and anyone, while she checked her backpack for first-aid kit, satellite phone and portable radio she listened again for any indication of company.

Nothing but bird calls, insects and the breeze stirring the leaves.

Not far from where the dingo had trotted back into the scrub, she found drag marks, half a metre or so wide, and a few ants still gathered, here and there, around dark smears in the gravel. Pairs of footprints flanked the drag marks.

Boot prints, not wild pig or dog tracks.

She stared at them, the skin on her arms prickling despite the heat of the sun. No, there couldn’t be any sort of innocent explanation for this.

Wary, making herself breathe slowly and evenly, she followed the drag marks and tracks over the rough, rocky ground among the trees.

Less than forty metres in, she found a pile of broken branches under a tree, glimpses of denim visible through the thin, dry foliage.

She’d done her share of search and rescue over the years, and dealt with more than her share of injury and death. And she could do it again.

She steeled herself and pulled aside one of the branches to check what lay beneath… and then jerked away, gagging, her mind reeling in horror. Not an accident. No way an accident. The man whose body lay semi-hidden had been coldly, brutally, tortured and murdered.

[image: image]

The cow stood in the middle of the narrow dirt road and stared at him. Nick stared back and inched the car forward. The cow didn’t budge.

A second blast from the horn finally had it ambling to the verge, and he pressed down on the accelerator as soon as he was past.

‘Turn left in one hundred metres,’ the female voice of the sat nav intoned.

Down a rough track with a locked gate across it, and an ‘Authorised Vehicles Only’ sign?

‘That’d be another “no”, honey,’ he muttered and turned off the useless system.

An hour since the call had come in and he still had to travel at least ten kilometres to get there. Assuming his constable’s directions for the ‘shortcut’ route between Strathnairn and the National Park were correct. Assuming he hadn’t taken the wrong road. Both the map and the sat nav had proved useless – the scale of the map not large enough to show the minor roads, the sat nav thinking every farm track and fire trail was a public road.

He mentally added decent maps to the list of resources he would request. Only three days into the job and his list was already long. His predecessor in the senior detective position at Strathnairn might have been content to work without adequate resources, but Nick wasn’t. Although, given the large number of open cases Nick had inherited, he wondered if the word work had been in the man’s vocabulary. That made his own posting to the almost-outback command not just a banishment but a poisoned chalice as well. Detective Garry Coulter, killed in a car accident over a month ago, had apparently been held in high regard by the locals, so raising questions about the man’s competence or integrity would not make Nick popular with his new colleagues.

He would worry about that later. Right now, he had a murder to investigate – once he reached the crime scene. At least the body that had been reported wouldn’t get any deader. Just – he flicked the airconditioning up a notch – just riper, in this heat.

The road joined another at a T-junction, and a National Parks sign helpfully pointed to Ghost Gums Camping Ground. After another ten minutes of winding road through dry, rocky bush he descended to the camping ground on the river flats, the parking area already busy with three police cars, an ambulance and two National Parks utilities.

The two paramedics stood beside their ambulance, idly talking, but as Nick got out of his unmarked car, one strolled across.

‘Are you the new detective?’

‘Yes. Nick Matheson.’ He shook hands, unblinkingly meeting the man’s frankly curious and not entirely trusting gaze. So, the gossip had gone beyond his new colleagues in the Local Area Command to other emergency services. So be it. He had a job to do, and he’d do it.

‘Where’s the victim?’

The paramedic nodded towards the police cars at the other end of the camping ground. ‘In the bush over there. He definitely doesn’t need us.’

‘But you’re hanging around anyway?’

The guy shrugged. ‘It’s pretty gruesome. Someone might faint or suffer from shock.’

‘Who found him?’

‘Jo did.’ He waved a hand towards two people in khaki shirts and trousers, leaning against the bonnet of a National Parks vehicle. ‘Jo Lockwood. She’s a bit shook up but she doesn’t need us, either. Jo’s tougher than she looks.’

Jo would be the slim one with the light brown hair held back in a ponytail. Nick couldn’t see the woman’s face, but from her hands-in-pockets, straight-backed stance, Jo Lockwood clearly wasn’t falling apart in hysterics. That would make his job of interviewing her a hell of a lot easier.

‘Thanks. I’ll talk to her after I’ve seen what she found.’

What she’d found, he discovered when he followed the local constable through the scrub to the scene, was enough to give most people nightmares for months.

The smells of death – piss, shit and blood – turned Nick’s stomach, but he quelled the response automatically. Never show weakness. That had been life’s first lesson growing up on the docks of Newcastle, and kids who didn’t learn it early suffered constant beatings and degradation.

The constable stayed to one side, staring intently at the body. ‘Must be a sick bloody psycho, to have done that,’ he said.

Nick crouched and, without touching a thing, surveyed the body. Facts. Evidence. That’s what he needed to focus on. A rope tied tightly as a ligature above the amputated hand; another above a mangled and bloody foot. A major wound to the other knee, covered in blood, dirt and grit. The gunshot to the head probably the final of many other cuts and injuries.

The sustained violence and torture of this death – the patterns of blood flow suggested that the injuries were ante-mortem – were among the worst of the innumerable violent crimes he’d seen.

‘No,’ he mused, as much to himself as to the constable. ‘Not a psycho. This guy’s big, and he fought. It would have taken more than one man to restrain him.’

‘From the looks of the camping-ground damage there were a few crims here last night,’ the constable said. ‘And he’s got some unusual tattoos. Haven’t seen anything like them before. Must be some sort of gang thing. You’d know about that, wouldn’t you, Sarge?’

Another one who’d heard the rumours. The question might have been asked out of curiosity, but the sly grin suggested insolence.

Nick kept his expression carefully neutral and muttered a noncommittal ‘Hmm.’ Yes, he knew about gangs. Street gangs, bikie gangs, criminal mobs. The possibility of a gang connection in this youth’s death was on his rapidly growing list but, far more than most cops, he knew there was no such simplistic crime as a ‘gang thing’. He knew the complexities, the constantly shifting dynamics of power and personalities, of opportunity and risk, of adrenaline and testosterone and fear.

No, tattoos on the man’s arms – which weren’t any gang tattoos he was familiar with – didn’t amount to evidence of an organised gang. If there were even any such thing out here in the north-west of New South Wales.

He stood and glanced at the constable’s name tag. Harrison. A senior constable. Young, confident to the point of cocksure; the know-it-all type who probably didn’t like taking orders. Too bad, because Nick would be giving plenty of them.

‘This area needs to be taped off, Harrison. From the grassed area to past here. I called Forensic Services when you first reported in and the Crime Scene Officers are on their way from Inverell. They’re contacting the forensic pathologist.’

‘Don’t expect one to come in person, Sarge. We’re too far from Newcastle.’

Eight or more hours’ drive, Nick knew. Too far from city resources… but not far enough from his memories. Not that Newcastle had a monopoly on bad memories. He’d collected more than enough of them from all over the map during his career. The poor dead bastard in front of him was just another drop in the ocean. Just one more crime that might, or might not, be solved.

‘Have you got an ID on him? Or found his car?’ he asked Harrison.

‘No. None of us know him. He’s not local. CSOs will search his pockets for ID.’

Nick nodded but he doubted they’d find anything useful. And judging by the burns on the remaining hand, identifiable fingerprints might be almost impossible to obtain.

He also doubted they’d find a car. If the guy had driven his own car, the assailants had probably taken it, could be a few hundred kilometres away by now.

He couldn’t learn much more from the victim until after the crime-scene officers arrived, so he would have to start with the nearest thing he had to a witness.

‘The National Parks officer who found him – do you know her?’ he asked.

‘Jo? She’s a newcomer to Goodabri. Setting up things for the new park. She’s the quiet type, doesn’t socialise much. Seems to work hard enough though.’

Nick had taken a detour through Goodabri on his way to Strathnairn on Sunday, scoping a fraction of the large region covered by the police command. The town was thirty kilometres off the main road and consisted of fifty or so scattered houses, a police cottage, a small primary school, a row of empty shop buildings in the main street and a run-down pub. Not a thriving community, and presumably reliant on the larger Strathnairn, seventy kilometres away.

A woman who kept to herself in a small community… He mentally filed that piece of information. Jo Lockwood turned as he walked towards her across the grass, assessing him in the same kind of way he instinctively assessed her during those few moments.

She’s the quiet type… Her emotions tightly leashed behind her pale face and closed expression, she shook his hand with a firm grasp when he introduced himself, and the constable’s description underwent a swift revision in Nick’s mind. Quiet perhaps, but from reserve, not shyness.

The calloused hand briefly in his, her lean, fit frame and her lightly tanned skin confirmed the ‘seems to work hard’ part of Harrison’s description.

Despite her control, the haunting determination in her hazel eyes held his attention. Shock, yes – she still fought to keep it from overwhelming her. But she knew she could. He’d seen that same determination in the eyes of too many colleagues over the years – people who’d seen incomprehensible death, and survived it.

He guessed she’d be in her early thirties, but those eyes were older. No makeup, no artifice, nothing pretty in her face, only a stunning, stark beauty he found compelling.

Her colleague stepped forward and extended his hand. ‘I’m Malcolm Stewart, senior ranger for the Strathnairn National Parks division. Do you really need to interview Jo now? She’s had a tough morning.’

Before Nick could answer, Jo threw her boss a glance that mixed affection with slight exasperation. ‘I don’t need mollycoddling, Mal. The sooner we get this done, the sooner we can all get on with our jobs. I presume you’ll want this part of the park closed, at least for today, Detective?’

‘Yes. Perhaps you could liaise with the uniformed police, Mr Stewart, while I ask Ms Lockwood a few questions?’

‘It’s Doctor Lockwood,’ Stewart corrected him. ‘Doctor Joanna Lockwood. She has a PhD.’

With a gentle hand on Stewart’s arm, Jo said, ‘It’s just a piece of paper, Mal. The title is irrelevant.’

Irrelevant? Not in Nick’s estimation. He added intelligence and perseverance to his impressions of capability and control.

For all the cool calmness of her manner, the late morning was already hot, and she’d been standing around waiting for a couple of hours. Nick dragged his gaze away from a trickle of sweat running down her neck and disappearing below her open collar.

‘Can we find somewhere in the shade to talk?’ he asked her.

She nodded. ‘There’s a table down by the river. I don’t think we’d be disturbing any evidence there.’

She slung a small backpack over her shoulder and led the way, skirting around the edge of the camping ground, along a thick line of trees and rough undergrowth that obscured the river from view. He could hear it – water running over rocks – but only caught glimpses now and then. So he looked, instead, at the open area of the camping ground. He would go over it closely later, but for now he concentrated on getting the general layout, the context in which the crimes had occurred. Even from this distance, the damage was obvious.

‘They sure made a mess. I don’t suppose you collect names, addresses or car registrations from visitors?’

‘Names and postcodes sometimes – when they fill in a form. But that’s hit and miss.’ She turned on to a path through a break in the trees, into a clearing beside the water’s edge. ‘However, I can tell you that there were at least two vehicles here. And two dogs.’

Hope sparked in him. ‘You saw them?’

‘No. I was only here yesterday morning, and it was after that. The tyre tracks are there, though, and dog tracks and faeces beside where they were parked.’ She rested her backpack on the wooden picnic table and drew out a camera. ‘I have photos. I was compiling evidence for a long list of offences – criminal damage, bringing dogs and chainsaws into a National Park, lighting a campfire during a total fire ban – but I guess …’ She sat down abruptly on the bench seat, her bitter, somewhat shaky laugh a small crack in her control. ‘Murder pretty much trumps all of those.’

‘It would. If the people who did the vandalism committed the murder.’ Avoiding a lump of bird shit on the seat, he sat opposite her, taking the camera she offered and flicking through the images while keeping half his attention on her. It was incongruous, sitting in such a cool, restful spot under the trees, the river winding its way over rocks less than ten metres away, when thirty metres behind him havoc had reigned in the night.

She stared at the table, circling a knot in the timber with her fingertip. Short, unpainted fingernails, he noticed. And tanned wrists and hands that, although small, were corded with lean muscle.

After a few moments of silence, she looked up at him and said, ‘If it wasn’t them, then the timing would have had to be close.’

‘Why do you say that?’

‘When I arrived this morning, the dog faeces were still moist. Only a few hours old. And the …’ she steadied her voice and continued, ‘the victim – there was no sign of rigor. And few insects.’

She had all his attention now. He considered her argument, and explored possible holes in it. ‘The dogs might belong to the murderer.’

‘The vehicle the dogs were tied up beside is the same one that rammed down the information board. There’s a distinctive tyre track.’

‘You’re very observant.’

‘I’m a scientist.’

She said it simply, as though it explained everything. Which, he supposed, it did. Scientists relied on logical processes and evidence – just as he did.

But he also relied on gut, on the sense of what fitted and what didn’t fit, on his experience of patterns of behaviours that might not seem rational but could all too easily be the caustic results of mixing personalities, power and passions.

With the niggling certainty that the elements of this crime scene didn’t fit neatly together, he flicked through the images on the camera one more time. She had taken some broader context shots as well as detailed close-ups, and despite the small screen, from her photos and the general view of the destruction he’d seen he could construct a fair picture of some of the night’s events.

He handed the camera back to her. ‘Can I get copies of those images, today?’

‘Of course.’ She opened the side of the camera, slid out the memory card and passed it to him. ‘Take the card. I’ve got spares.’

‘Thank you.’ He waved a hand at the camping ground behind them. ‘This kind of vandalism – does it happen often?’

‘It happens sometimes. A mob of louts, full of beer and testosterone, with no respect for others’ property, having what they’d call “fun”. There’s something about the isolation and the wilderness that can bring out the Neanderthal. But—’

She stopped and, curious about her thought processes, he prompted her, ‘But?’

‘It’s just… Look, I’m no detective or psychologist, but I’ve been going over it these past couple of hours and it seems to me that the murder doesn’t fit the same behavioural pattern. The vandalism is… well, if we were talking about animal behaviour, I’d call it marking a territory. I suppose it’s the hoon version of it – refuting authority and order and claiming the space.’

‘But you think the murder is different.’

‘Yes. Possibly. It’s intense, over a period of time. Focused on a person, not property. And I know that cruelty can be about power – it usually is – and vandalism also is, but vandalism is general, and cruelty… well, this seems more personal, more emotional. Anger or hatred or punishment.’

He stared out over the water, flowing along the path it had carved out over millennia, and considered her thoughts. She’d put her finger on what was unsettling him: the two crimes didn’t naturally evolve from one into the other. If they had been perpetrated by the same people, then something must have happened to shift the mood. Something or someone.

His instinct guessed someone. Someone who’d manipulated the restless mob’s energy and adrenaline, turned it, focused it on a target and let it loose.

He’d seen it happen before, countless times. And he knew exactly how it was done, because he’d been that kind of ruthless, manipulative bastard himself, more than once.



TWO




Jo took a gulp from her water bottle, despite her still-queasy stomach. The heat and her fatigue from a late night and early morning had dampened her appetite even before she’d made her gruesome discovery, but in this weather dehydration was too real a risk to ignore.

She studied the detective as she made herself drink another couple of mouthfuls. The new detective, mentioned in last week’s Strathnairn newspaper. Much easier to consider him than to let her mind recall the sight of the victim.

Nick, she remembered from his brisk introduction. Detective Senior Sergeant Nick… Morrison? Matheson? Something with an M. All business, focus. Nothing boyish or soft in his face. Attractive, in a hard-edged way. Compelling, with dark eyes and equally dark hair.

When he turned his attention to her and their eyes met, she caught a glimpse of power before the mask of cool detachment slid into place. The kind of power that marked him as predator, not prey.

Her instincts told her his steadiness, his self-possessed strength, would make him a formidable opponent. Just as well they were both on the same side of the law.

‘You may be right about the murder,’ he commented evenly, ‘but it’s too early in the investigation to rule anything in or out.’

‘Of course.’ The victim’s image appeared again in her mind, and she fought to diminish its effect, black humour the only weapon her brain could find. ‘Except, I presume, natural causes.’

His sharp glance seemed to assess her mood before he let a thin, wry grin crack the inscrutable demeanour for just a moment. ‘A machete-wielding dingo is low on my list of possible causes, I admit,’ he said dryly, as if he knew that belittling a horror with absurdity could almost, for a short while, make it manageable.

He was a cop, a detective – he’d probably seen far more than she’d ever have to deal with. She didn’t envy him.

‘You said you were here yesterday morning. Was there anyone else here then?’ he asked.

Good, something easy to answer, to focus her thoughts on. ‘Yes. A retired couple in their van – grey nomads. They were here for a few days and were just packing up to leave. As I was talking with them, there was a guy on a motorbike on his way in. He told me he wasn’t staying, just visiting the lookout.’

‘Did any of the other staff come by later in the day?’

‘No. We’re a small division, based in Strathnairn, and we’re responsible for four parks and three conservation areas. Yesterday afternoon there was a grass fire at Campbell Creek, so we were all out there.’ Would he understand the size and range of the areas they managed? Perhaps. The Strathnairn Police district covered much of the same area, and presumably he’d done some research on his new posting. ‘I’m currently living in the old Riverbank homestead on the edge of this park, which we use as a depot and staff quarters, so I usually do the camp fee collection, toilet paper and loo-cleaning rounds here. Officially this park is new, but we took over management from State Forests a few months ago.’

‘You mentioned camping fees. What happens when you’re not here when people arrive?’

‘There’s a lock box on the info board. People are supposed to fill out an envelope and put the money in it, in the box. The box is still there, among the debris. I didn’t touch it, just in case they left fingerprints, or their names. I assumed your people would check it.’

‘I doubt vandals are the kind to do paperwork and pay fees, but yes, we’ll check it. The average crim can be pretty stupid.’

She could agree on that. Trashing a public campground was hardly an intellectual exercise.

‘Are there other camping grounds nearby?’ he asked. ‘Other people who might have heard or seen something last night?’

‘There’s a picnic area at Casuarina Falls, a few kilometres up the river. I’ve already been there this morning, and there was no sign of anyone having spent the night. We should probably check the path up to the lookout.’ She nodded across at the hill behind the camping area. ‘People aren’t supposed to camp there, but sometimes they do. There’s no unattended cars parked nearby today, though.’

‘Any farmhouses or other residences in the area?’

There had been gunshots and a chainsaw… perhaps somebody had heard. But, thinking about the land around, she shook her head. ‘Riverbank, where I live, is probably the nearest residence, but that’s a good ten kilometres as the crow flies, and well off the main road. I didn’t hear anything last night. McCulloch Downs is the next property to the west, about ten kilometres from Riverbank, but Jack McCulloch moved into town last year and there’s no-one living there now.’

He fell silent again, a frown narrowing his eyes. She hadn’t been able to give him much to go on.

She couldn’t keep her mind from straying back to the victim, and she gave up trying. Far better to think about the practicalities, the process from here, than to succumb to emotion and become useless. Not here. She would not be a burden to anyone.

‘What happens now?’ she asked, straightening her spine. ‘Will you be able to take him away soon?’

‘The deputy coroner and crime-scene officers are on their way. It may be a couple of hours before they’ve finished.’

Unsure she wanted to hear the answer, she asked, ‘Do you need me to stay?’

Candid dark eyes studied her for a long moment, making her even more determined not to fall apart. He must have seen that in her face because he answered, ‘If you can stay, and are willing to, the CSOs will probably want to talk with you, and I’d like you to show them the tracks you noticed.’

‘Of course. I’ll do whatever I can to help, but I’d rather keep busy instead of just hanging around. I was going to walk up to the lookout, map the track with the GPS. Would that be okay? It won’t take long – it’s less than a kilometre.’

‘You said that the guy on the motorbike yesterday was going up there?’

‘So he said. Most people who come here do. It was in the morning, though, so I doubt he stayed overnight.’

The detective’s face remained impassive while he considered. ‘Okay. But give me five minutes to make a couple of phone calls first. I’m coming with you.’

Delivered politely enough but a statement of fact, not a request. She didn’t argue. His crime scene, his decisions.

‘You’ll be lucky to get much phone reception out here. A text might get through.’

They returned to the car park and as soon as he’d left her by her vehicle he had his phone out, texting as he walked across the grass to where Mal was deep in conversation with Nate Harrison and another police officer, presumably trying to agree on which park roads to close and where.

She refilled her water bottle from the cooler she kept in the back of the ute and filled a second one, tucking them into the pockets of her backpack; anything to keep busy. Taking a map from the front seat, she walked across to join the men.

‘I was just telling your colleagues that there’s a group of fifteen year-eleven students and a couple of teachers camping in the park,’ Mal was explaining to Nick, ‘I’m wondering if we should evacuate them. Do you know exactly where they are, Jo?’

Jo unfolded the map on the bonnet of one of the police cars and the men gathered around.

Beside her, the detective reached out to catch a corner of the sheet and hold it down, restraining it from flapping in the breeze. Momentarily so close to her that she caught the faint tang of aftershave and the undeniable awareness of powerful male.

Pheromones. Just damn pheromones, and of no relevance to her responsibilities here – the park, the students and any other visitors. No relevance to her at all.

‘I’ve already radioed to check on that group,’ she assured Mal and the others. ‘They’re fine, and they’ve seen no-one else around. They’re over here on the north-west side of the park.’ She saw Nick glance from the place she pointed at on the map, to the scale. ‘It’s about fifty kilometres from here as the crow flies, but there aren’t many access roads into the park and no roads directly through it. It’d be about a hundred-and-twenty-kilometre loop around to get to where they are.’

‘This lot had vehicles and resources,’ Nick said decisively. ‘There’s no reason I can see for them to stay within the confines of the park. Assuming they left a few hours ago, they could be hundreds of kilometres away by now.

‘We need to isolate this area around the crime scene until forensics have examined it thoroughly,’ he continued. ‘But there’s no need to restrict access to the whole park. If the access road is closed there, at the intersection, are we shutting off any sites other than this one?’

‘No, it’s fine,’ Jo answered. ‘Visitors can still reach the waterfall viewing area by that other road, and it has toilets and barbecue facilities. There’s basically nothing down this road except for what you can see here.’

‘Good,’ he said, turning to his uniformed colleagues. ‘Harrison, get a team to put a road block in place there. I don’t want anyone else down here except police and the deputy coroner. We’ll also need an operations base closer to here than Strathnairn, for at least a few days. Does your station at Goodabri have suitable space?’

‘No,’ replied Nate. ‘It’s just a century-old police cottage, designed for one or two officers. Three people in the station makes it feel crowded.’

Having been to a couple of meetings with Nate and others, Jo could agree with that. ‘We’re leasing a double-front shop building and only using half,’ she offered. ‘There shouldn’t be any problems with you guys using the other half, should there, Mal?’

‘No worries at all,’ Mal agreed. ‘We’ve used the second shop space to coordinate joint emergency exercises a few times. There’s power, water and basic furniture. Your people could set it up with mobile comms and such in no time.’

They could, and they would. With the old Mechanics’ Institute hall closed for repairs, there was no other suitable empty space in town. So, for the next few days at least, the peace of her office environment was going to be disturbed.
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Nick checked finding an ops base off his mental list. While not police, Jo and Malcolm must know the kind of requirements for a critical incident operation centre, so he would trust their judgement. On to dealing with the other practicalities. ‘Is there suitable accommodation in Goodabri? A couple of specialist homicide detectives are on their way from Sydney.’

‘The hotel is okay,’ Jo assured him. ‘I stayed there when I first arrived. It’s clean and the rooms are a good size. The food’s standard pub food, but quite reasonable.’

Luxury, compared to some of the places he had stayed over the years. ‘Good. Sounds like that’s the best plan. Assuming we can get the arrangements made quickly.’

Malcolm already had his satellite phone out. ‘I’ll contact the Strathnairn commander and make the offer, and get over to Goodabri to liaise with your people. And I’ll take Jo back home on the way, if you don’t need us any more.’

‘I’m not going yet, Mal.’

Definitely a woman accustomed to speaking for herself. Nick nodded at both of them. ‘I’ll leave you to discuss it.’

As he walked away towards his car he heard Malcolm say, ‘Jo, you know we have to follow all the incident procedures. I should be making sure you see a counsellor or a doctor.’

‘I don’t need a counsellor, Mal,’ she retorted. ‘I’m perfectly capable of over-analysing my own emotions.’

Nick almost grinned. Along with her independence, the scientific Dr Lockwood had a wry sense of humour.

His phone vibrated in his pocket and any trace of amusement evaporated when he read the text message from Aaron Georgiou, his detective constable: Dalton & Brock ETA Goodabri noon.

Dalton? It was standard procedure for the Homicide unit in Sydney to be involved in murder cases, but why the hell were they pulling Hugh Dalton off Strike Force Dragon and sending him up here? Unless Hugh knew something he didn’t, at this stage Nick could see nothing to suggest a connection between the murders of a prominent Chinese–Australian couple in Sydney, and a dead, non-Chinese man in the scrub nine hundred kilometres away.

He would ask Hugh soon enough.

He disregarded the twinge of tension in his neck. He could work beside Hugh, despite the competitiveness that characterised their personal history, from long before they’d joined the police force. They had done it before. Hugh would strive hard for success, strive to show himself as good as, or better than Nick, so the case could only benefit. Not the most comfortable of working relationships, but then when, in the past ten years, had he ever been comfortable in his work?

Nick didn’t know Brock – quite likely a detective constable like his own offsider, Aaron Georgiou. Nick had already arranged for Aaron to collect the Homicide detectives from Goodabri’s landing strip and bring them out to the park.

He’d have to wait for the CSOs, for Hugh, for the deputy coroner, liaise with the forensic pathologist, and make sure the area was searched thoroughly before he’d be finished here. It was shaping up to be one hell of a long day.

He keyed a message back to Aaron: Bring lunch.

He tossed his phone and keys on the roof of his car and pulled out the bag from the back containing his search-and-rescue uniform. Far more practical for the tasks ahead than the business shirt and trousers he wore.

Jo Lockwood was the only woman around, and he doubted that she’d be offended by the sight of a man’s skin, so for the sake of expediency he changed beside the car. The sun’s heat prickled on the scar on his side as he swapped shirt for police T-shirt, but his bad leg held his weight without harsh pain while he changed into the dark blue overalls and heavier boots.

Never show weakness. He’d had plenty of practice at that through weeks in hospital and recovery. The bullets had narrowly missed arteries and vital organs, but the nerve and muscle damage would take months to properly heal, particularly in his leg. Determined not to spend months on restricted duties or sick leave, and accustomed to full body-contact street-fighting and martial arts, concealing pain from the doctor who’d assessed his fitness for duty had been no challenge.

He transferred his Glock from the light holster he’d worn with his street clothes to the one on the full equipment belt, and was buckling that around his waist when a shadow fell on the ground nearby.

‘Now you look like a copper.’

Jo. The broad brim of her hat shaded her face, and he couldn’t tell from her dry tone if she thought it was a good or a bad thing.

The ambiguity of her comment heightened the mixed emotions of pulling on even this informal uniform. After so long in plain clothes and undercover, the sense of pride and rightness in wearing a police uniform was dulled by the knowledge that a good many of his colleagues believed he no longer belonged to the tight-knit police community, and should be in prison overalls instead.
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Jo silently willed the heat rising to her cheeks to pass as an overdose of sunshine. Definitely not the most intelligent comment she’d ever made. Probably the damn pheromones again, taking advantage of her emotional shakiness, making sure she didn’t miss, after several years of celibacy, the prime example of male before her.

She’d classed him in animal terms earlier as predator rather than prey, but in human terms he fitted the warrior archetype. His close-fitting T-shirt emphasised muscular strength that his shirt had camouflaged, and the darker colour and military lines of the uniform gave his appearance a harder, rougher edge.

But so what if she found him sexually attractive? He was an unknown quantity, and she was much more than the sum of social conditioning and biochemistry.

He was a police officer doing his job, she was doing hers, the day was getting hotter the higher the sun rose, and professional friendliness was all that was called for.

She took the spare water bottle out of her pack and held it out to him.

‘Have you got room on that serious-looking belt for this? It’s going to be a scorcher, and there’s not much shade on the way up to the lookout. You might need it.’

His hesitation in taking the bottle was so slight she might have imagined it. But years of working in a predominantly masculine environment had ingrained the habit of humouring her way around macho behaviour. ‘Don’t worry. There shouldn’t be any girl germs. I washed that bottle this morning.’

‘Oh, I think I’ve developed a pretty good immunity to girl germs. They won’t kill me.’ His grin softened the hard lines of his face, and the playboy look might have been convincing if it had made it as far as his eyes.

He’d probably returned her light teasing to put her at ease, a courtesy to a possibly traumatised witness. But she recognised a performance when she saw one; despite his undoubted physical attractiveness, those eyes belonged not to a playboy, but to a man who hunted murderers.

His focus on that task had him noticing, before she did, the tyre marks around the bollards at the start of the walking track to the lookout.

Another motorcyclist who couldn’t understand the plain-English sign, ‘Pedestrian Access Only’.

‘Did you happen to notice what kind of tyres the motorbike you saw yesterday had?’ he asked her.

‘No. It was a BMW bike, though. I figured him for a corporate-type, out for a road trip. We see a few of them.’ She cast a sideways glance at him. ‘It seems to be a fashionable male ritual.’

This time, his grin seemed to come naturally. ‘A man, a bike and a long, straight road? I can see the appeal.’

She understood the appeal. Not so much the powerful, status-symbol bike, but the escape, the freedom to choose what she did next and when, being alone and unfettered. She’d done it herself, many times. On horseback, as a kid, exploring beyond the large family grazing property. Later, in a ute or a car, taking to the roads during uni vacations.

A comfortable silence between them, they walked side-by-side up the track. Jo scanned the way ahead continually, keeping an eye out for snakes, and noting out of habit the animal tracks crisscrossing the dusty path. Wallabies, lizards, a dog – perhaps the dingo she’d seen, perhaps a feral dog – and here and there a few shoe prints, all interspersed with traces left by the motorbike.

In a sandy area, sheltered from the winds by a large boulder, she paused to take a better look. ‘The bike tracks may have been the man I saw,’ she said. ‘Looks like they’re from yesterday.’

He stopped beside her. ‘How can you tell?’

With years of experience educating park visitors with limited knowledge of non-suburban environments, she explained simply, outlining the facts. ‘The tracks are blurred in many places, blown by the wind, and quite a few animals have crossed the tyre marks.’

He knelt down, studying the ground with interest, and she crouched beside him. ‘Those marks are a wallaby or a young kangaroo – you can see the imprint of the long hind legs and the tail.’ She picked up a twig to indicate a much smaller line of indentations in the sand. ‘That’s a lizard – see the drag line of the tail and the footprints either side? And that one there – see those brush lines? That’s a snake.’

‘Impressive. I guess most people – including me – never think to look properly. And don’t have the knowledge or skills to know what we see.’

She rose to her feet again and shrugged. ‘It’s no special skill. I’m familiar enough with some of the wildlife to recognise a few animal tracks. The rest is just logic.’

He studied the dust in front of him for a few more moments, as if committing the marks to memory. ‘Logic requires knowledge to interpret the evidence. You’re a useful person to have around, Doctor Lockwood.’

The compliment sounded genuine, a statement of fact rather than an attempt at flattery.

‘Drop the “Doctor” stuff,’ she said. ‘I’d rather be called Jo.’

‘Then call me Nick. I didn’t have to work as hard for the detective title as you did for your doctorate.’

She wasn’t so sure about that. A person didn’t get to the rank of detective senior sergeant without considerable experience, and she’d far rather tackle a mountain of research papers and analyse gigabytes of data than face the kinds of things he must deal with on a regular basis. Like a murdered man, and the twisted humans capable of such a brutal killing. And whereas she could walk away once she’d given her statement and answered any questions, he’d be living with the investigation and whatever it turned up for days, weeks, maybe longer.

No wonder his smile rarely touched his eyes.
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If the hoons who’d vandalised the camping ground had come up to the lookout, Nick saw no evidence of it. The granite boulders on the summit held only pockets of sand and their surface retained few identifiable tracks, human or animal, to indicate who’d been there before them. He’d wondered, the whole way up, what they’d find, but the wooden benches, viewing platforms and information boards were all undamaged, and the wind, though hot and dry, carried no trace of the death stench.

They hadn’t climbed a great distance, but the lookout was the highest point in the area and had a good view over the river gorge and across the undulating hills to the south and west.

They stood on the first platform, overlooking the camping ground and the gorge. The cleared camping area was dwarfed by the bush as far as the eye could see; dry scrub, eucalypts, cypress pines and plenty of trees and bushes he didn’t know, thick on the river flats, a little sparser on the rocky slopes of the lines of hills beyond.

‘There’s a hell of a lot of bushland out there to dump a body in,’ he mused aloud. ‘So, why so close to the camping ground?’

Jo leaned on the wooden rail beside him. ‘Most people don’t venture very far away from the roads and walking tracks. And carrying a body across rough ground, through scrubby undergrowth, is hard work. I’ve done a few rescues. Even with a stretcher, in that kind of ground, fifty metres might as well be a mile. If I hadn’t seen the dingo this morning, chances are no-one would have discovered the body for weeks or months. It happens, often enough. Usually suicides, or accidents.’

Yes, he’d worked a case like that – where the victim had lain, undiscovered for a couple of weeks, in a reserve backing onto suburban housing.

He had to hope that if the killers had assumed their victim wouldn’t be quickly found, they might have been careless and left evidence.

Jo crossed to the other viewing platform, GPS in hand, comparing the reading to the landscape around.

Doctor Lockwood. It hadn’t surprised him. The way she’d defined herself as a scientist, the seriousness and focus beneath the easy manner and humour, all added up to an intelligent professional. A stark contrast to many of the women he’d been surrounded by in the past few years: drug addicts, prostitutes, gang girlfriends and victims… women trapped in poverty, violence, addiction, and crime.

He dealt with female police officers often enough, and lawyers, but rarely professional women outside law enforcement. Twice this morning he’d caught himself wondering how to play his role with her, only to remember as soon as the thought occurred that he no longer had to perform, or be anyone else but himself. A detective senior sergeant with a cooperative and observant witness, and no reason for the uneasiness working its way through his muscles, at least as far as she was concerned.

She tucked the GPS into her backpack as he joined her.

‘I just saw a couple of cars on the road in,’ she said. ‘So we’d better go back.’

‘They can wait a few minutes, if you need to finish anything.’

‘No, I’m all done. Except I just want to duck down to that tree stump. Someone’s stuffed some plastic in it.’

In the direction she pointed, sunlight glinted on the plastic in the hollow of a small stump, poking up among the rocks in the rough ground, twenty metres beyond the platform.

‘You’d think it would have been easier to take their rubbish home,’ he commented.

‘You’d be surprised how many people have an aversion to carrying rubbish in their cars.’ With the agility of a gymnast, she climbed easily over the railing and readied herself for the drop to the smooth boulder below. ‘You head back. I’ll catch up with you in a minute.’

He took a few mouthfuls of water from the bottle she’d given him and waited while she strode through the low-growing scrub among the rocks. Perfectly at home and capable in this environment, she didn’t need protecting, but he waited nonetheless.

She reached the tree stump, picked up the plastic – and then stopped, her hand holding it mid-air. A spider on it, maybe? Or some other bug? From this distance, in the sun’s glare, it didn’t seem large enough to hold anything grim.

She turned and called out to him, ‘You’d better come here. This isn’t rubbish.’

Plastic bag, not rubbish… not good, whatever it was. Normally he’d have followed her over the railing, but with his leg less reliable than usual, and no urgency requiring the risk, he took the conventional route around the side of the platform.

In the sand around the cement supporting one of the platform’s legs, he saw the bike track again. Not far away, in the shade of a small tree, the smudged marks and a single indentation suggested the bike had been parked there. A boot print pointed towards Jo.

Nick swore under his breath. His suspicions hardened when he reached her and saw the bag she held by its corner. A zip-lock bag the size of his hand, containing a dozen smaller plastic bags, each half-filled with white powder.

He pulled an evidence bag from his belt and held it open as she dropped it in.

‘Is it what I think it is?’ she asked.

‘If you’re thinking cocaine, then yes, probably.’ He’d look at it more closely when they were back in the camping ground. ‘There’s bike tracks just up there, so it’s possible the man you saw yesterday might be involved.’ His voice sounded harsher than he intended, his thoughts racing, too crowded with possibilities and implications for courtesies. Because if they were connected – a biker, a violent death and a stash of cocaine – it signalled a dangerous combination.



THREE




Questions, questions, and more questions… By the time they’d reached the camping ground again after a grim, silent descent, the crime-scene officers were waiting for her with their questions: where she’d walked that morning, what she’d seen, what she’d touched or moved. She went over the scene with them, patiently answering each of the queries.

As she finished, a car arrived with Aaron Georgiou and the two detectives from the Homicide unit in Sydney: a man, probably in his thirties, tall, blond and well-muscled under the suit; and a slim woman in her twenties, short blonde hair sharply bobbed, neat in navy trousers and a fitted white shirt.

Drinking some more water, Jo watched Nick meet them, and her idle observation sharpened to curiosity as his subtle body language contrasted with the male detective’s lively greeting – a vigorous handshake and the slap on the back of an old mate. Nick returned the handshake with equal strength and direct eye contact, not giving an inch of ground. Not rejection, not unfriendliness, but although he smiled and exchanged a quip with the man, Jo saw a practised and finely enforced dominance.

They knew each other, these two, and despite the ease of familiarity and friendship between them, she didn’t read a relaxed affection.

Not that it was any of her business how two men chose to relate to each other. It was only the lack of anything else to do that had prompted her observations.

Okay, that and the fact that Nick had caught her intellectual interest. Cool and calm on the surface, like the waterhole beyond the trees he probably needed a sign warning of hazards and dangers in the depths. Not a man who could be neatly categorised.

After a brief conversation, the four detectives crossed the ground towards the place she had found the victim, and disappeared from sight into the bush.

With her head starting to throb from the heat and tension, and probably from lack of food, she returned to her utility and sat on the tailgate in the shade to eat some dried apples from the cooler.

The fruit giving her system a little sustenance, she washed down a couple of headache tablets with another swig of water and struggled not to retch them back up as the last of the adrenaline faded and a wave of reaction hit her.

She closed her eyes, shutting out the sight of the vandalised camping ground, trying to still the jumble of ugliness in her head. Drugs and murder in the area she’d worked hard to make safe and welcoming. A camping ground that should have families and kids and grey nomads enjoying the environment, instead of police cars and crime-scene officers and a mortuary van making its way down the road to collect a young man’s remains.
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‘You said the ranger discovered him?’ Hugh asked, kneeling near the victim. ‘Did she disturb anything?’

Nowhere near as much as a parade of police and crime-scene officers had. Nick surveyed the trampled ground, the pile of branches moved away from the victim.

‘She knows to preserve a crime scene, Hugh. CSOs have been over it all with her. She pulled aside a branch to see him, that’s all.’

The sun beat down on Nick’s head, heightening the ever-present, low-level irritation of dealing with Hugh. He had long acknowledged the truth to himself; he was never entirely easy with Hugh because Hugh was here and Patrick wasn’t, and his brother’s ghost hovered silently between them.

Hugh beckoned his constable, waiting nearby with Aaron. ‘Shelley, come and look over this unlucky bastard, take some notes on what you see. Another fine example for you of humanity’s barbarism.’

Typical of Hugh, that cynicism, but darker, more biting these past few years, the lighter humour he’d used as armour during his youth left far behind. Not unusual for cops. Given they’d both started their careers with more experience of violence and crime than most cadets, and their respective paths had taken them deep into criminal underworlds, Hugh’s black cynicism came as no surprise to Nick.

From the struggle for composure evident in both Aaron’s and Shelley’s ashen expressions, they hadn’t – yet – witnessed as much violent death as he and Hugh.

They’d have to get used to it, learn to channel revulsion and anger into analytical investigation that could ultimately bring killers to justice.

Nick indicated the victim’s wrist, drawing their attention to observable facts. ‘The tourniquet stopped him bleeding out. But you can see that blood flowed from the other wounds there… and there… and there. The autopsy will confirm that the injuries were inflicted when he was still alive.’

‘Yep,’ Hugh added dryly. ‘Not much point going to all that effort if he was dead.’

‘Bastards,’ Aaron said, through clenched teeth.

Shelley gasped in a breath, trying to swallow a sob, and she turned away, fumbling for a handkerchief. Not hardened to it yet, for all she worked in Homicide.

Nick saw Hugh watch her for a moment, his face wooden, before he turned in the other direction, abruptly leaving the scene and heading back through the scrub.

‘Aaron,’ Nick instructed in a low tone. ‘Bring Brock when she’s ready. And tell the CSOs we’ve finished here, so they can bag him whenever they’re ready.’

‘The ranger – did you say her name’s Lockwood?’ Hugh asked when Nick caught up. ‘Was she around Gloucester, Barrington Tops, five years or so back?’

Was she one of Hugh’s many former girlfriends? Not a comfortable thought, but he refused to let it linger. He held aside a low branch for Hugh and answered impersonally, ‘She’s been in the district a few months. There was no reason to ask from where. Why?’

‘Just curious. Might have come across her on a case. Anyway, I’d like to ask her a few questions.’

Nick briefly considered objecting, but held his tongue. Technically, in murder cases such as this, Homicide had charge, although collaboration was the norm, and he and Hugh held the same rank. Nick had no intention of giving over control, but nor would he push Hugh into claiming it. And in Hugh’s shoes, he’d want to speak to the key witness himself.

As they emerged from the scrub, he scanned the area, looking for Jo. She rested on the tailgate of her ute, head against the canopy frame, not stirring while they crossed the camping ground towards her, opening her eyes only as they came close. Nick saw no recognition of Hugh register, but he could see shadows of a headache or tension in her eyes, and her skin had paled despite the heat.

‘Jo, this is Detective Senior Sergeant Hugh Dalton, a specialist from the Homicide unit in Sydney. It can be useful to have several perspectives in an investigation, so he’d like to ask you a few more questions, if you’re okay for that.’

She nodded, despite her evident strain. ‘I’m fine. What do you need to know, Detective Dalton?’

If Hugh recognised her, he gave no sign nor made mention of it, but Nick caught the quick, challenging grin he tossed at him before addressing Jo with cool, distant professionalism.

Nick would have stayed, ensured Hugh kept the conversation brief, but Harrison had more questions about the search area.

As he walked across the dry grass, away from Jo and Hugh, he resisted the urge to look back. A respected senior detective and a competent professional ranger – neither needed him to monitor their discussion.
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The high-spirited friendliness Hugh Dalton had shown in greeting Nick was nowhere in evidence in his manner towards her.

After ten minutes of detailed questions, Jo reminded him, ‘I’ve already told Nick all of this. And your forensic people.’

‘I know. Sorry. But I have to note it all down for the case records.’

And in case you’re lying. The man didn’t say the words but the suspicion was there, in his coolness and the insincere apology.

She’d met the type before, run the gauntlet of the questions and insinuations and suspicions even while she grieved. She mentally braced herself for the ordeal.

‘Can you tell me where you were last night, Doctor Lockwood?’

Yep, here we go again. With nothing to hide, she gave the honest answer. ‘We were fighting a grass fire sixty k’s west of here well into the evening. I must have left there about eight-thirty and drove home. I’m staying in the old Riverbank homestead that’s now part of the National Park. It’s about ten kilometres this side of Goodabri.’

‘Do you have a partner or housemate who can verify the time you came home?’

‘No. We use the homestead as staff quarters, so there’s sometimes others there when we have major projects on, but I’m currently there alone.’

That would be another black mark against her in his notebook – no alibi at all.

‘So, let me get this right, Doctor Lockwood: you saw no-one between around eight-thirty last night until the police arrived here this morning?’

‘That’s correct.’ She looked him straight in the eye, determined not to be cowed or to lose her temper in frustration. Keep cool, keep calm, keep repeating the truth until he believed it. ‘And I was nowhere near here between ten a.m. yesterday and eight this morning. Now, as I have told you and your colleagues everything I know – multiple times – I am going to get back to my job.’

‘I’d prefer you to remain here a little longer, Doctor Lockwood. We may have some more questions for you.’

Not just routine enquiries, then. He seriously thought her a suspect. Either that or he was being annoyingly methodical and painstaking in his investigation and suspected everyone unless they could prove otherwise.

‘I didn’t murder the man, Detective Dalton. It would be very stupid to commit a murder and then draw attention to the body, instead of leaving it hidden.’

He smiled, as if he was enjoying this. ‘Oh, you’d be surprised how often killers who think they’re being smart try that tactic. Don’t go too far away, Doctor Lockwood.’

The spring in his step as he returned to the others was almost joyous, and he clapped Nick heartily on the back as he joined them. Nick looked around, as if to check on her, and he made some brief comment to Dalton – chilling, if she read the expression on his face correctly – before he turned back to speaking to Nate Harrison.

She waited in the back seat of the ute, the doors open to catch the breeze. She’d been just as innocent last time as now, but there’d been more justification for the questions in that case. She’d coped by reminding herself that an investigation should be a logical process, devoid of emotion, open to all possibilities until excluded by rational evidence. She could, at one level at least, understand that approach, even if being in the spotlight made her uncomfortable.

She’d give them ten more minutes. After that, unless they arrested her, she’d go into the office and try to get some work done. And maybe try to shake off some of the horror of the day.

But sitting in silence with her eyes closed only allowed the gruesome images she’d seen to resurface in her mind. The old grief of Leon’s death, mixed with the irritation of the detective’s inquisition put her in a poor frame of mind to still her thoughts and memories.

The crunching of footsteps on the gravel made her open her eyes. She braced to confront Dalton again but it was Nick Matheson standing before her, with more concern in his expression than suspicion. Still the reserve, though. Tight. In control.

‘How are you holding up, Jo?’

She stepped out of the ute. ‘Other than tiredness, caffeine withdrawal and fatigue from not eating much today, I’m fine.’

He nodded slowly. ‘I’m sorry we’ve kept you so long. I really appreciate your help. But I have one more favour to ask you.’

A favour, not an order. Obviously she wasn’t on top of his list of suspects. Or else they were playing bad cop, good cop with her. If they were, then Nick, despite all the potential power she’d glimpsed beyond his cool, courteous exterior, was doing a damned good impersonation of a good cop.

‘The deputy coroner has given permission for the victim to be transported. Jo, I need to know if he is the motorcyclist you saw yesterday morning. You can say no to this if you wish – I know it’s not an easy thing I’m asking. But if you could look at his face, and tell me if it’s the same man, it would be a huge help.’

‘The motorcyclist? But why do you think—’ The answer hit before she finished the question: because some bike gangs dealt drugs.

‘With the bike tracks near where you found the drugs, we have to consider him possibly involved,’ Nick explained. ‘He may simply have been admiring the view or taking a leak, but the coincidence raises questions.’

She recalled her encounter the previous day, tried to remember any detail about the man that might be relevant. ‘He looked more like a tourist than a gang member. Neat haircut, no tattoos or insignia that I saw. And it would have been a good ten hours before dark that he was here.’

‘You saw his haircut? He had his helmet off?’

‘Yes. Not while we spoke – he was on the bike then, just slid the visor up – but he parked a short distance away while I was talking to the caravan couple, and he took off his helmet then.’

Could he be the victim? She hadn’t clearly seen the victim’s face under the branches he’d been covered with. The prospect of seeing the dead man’s face shouldn’t have unsettled her, but it did. He was dead, there was nothing left but a physical shell and the need for justice. Justice she might be able to help to find.

She thrust her hands into her pockets and squared her shoulders. ‘I’ll do it. I doubt it’s the same man, but you’re right – we need to be sure.’

He stayed close beside her as they walked across the grass to the mortuary van, and he remained beside her in silent support when the attendant unzipped the body bag on the trolley just far enough to expose a face.

A young face, round and soft with easy living, framed with tousled dark hair, the skin marked by blotches where blood had settled after death. Green eyes stared blankly; lifeless, bloodshot, empty of emotion.

Tears stung her own eyes and she turned away.

‘It’s not him. Not the motorcyclist. He’s too young. He’s …’ Her voice clogged in her throat, and she hugged her arms around herself, as if that could stop the cracks in her control from becoming crevices.

‘Take your time, Jo.’ She was grateful he didn’t touch her, but the unspoken understanding in his voice steadied her.

‘Sorry. It’s stupid. I should be able… I don’t even know him.’

‘It’s never easy, whether you know them or not. It’s a natural reaction, Jo. Sit down over here for a minute, if you want to.’

The crime-scene officers had finished at the nearby sheltered picnic table, and she sat on the bench, facing the river. Behind her, the trolley rattled, sliding into the van, and someone closed the door on it as the engine started.

Whoever the young man was, they were taking him away.

Jo dug in her pocket for a handkerchief, blew her nose to clear the remnants of her tears, and kept her reddened eyes averted from the man who sat beside her. She had to pull herself together, to focus on facts and do what she could to help, instead of recalling the way the body bag had framed the young man’s face, and the painful memory of Leon’s face, framed in similar plastic.

Focus, describe and let the police do the analysis. Nick sat beside her, silent, undemanding; leaning forward comfortably, forearms on his knees, hands loosely clasped, as though he had all day to admire the view. She turned her head towards him, and immediately he shifted his gaze to meet hers, as if he’d been aware of her every movement while he waited.

‘The man yesterday seemed older than the victim,’ she began. ‘Maybe in his thirties. His hair was just as dark, but more closely cut. What I saw of his face was thinner. Higher cheekbones, and his skin… well, not quite an olive complexion, but he wasn’t fair. His eyes were darker. They were—’ She stopped, catching the thought before she vocalised it.

‘They were what?’ he prompted.

She shook her head. ‘It was just an impression I remembered, not a fact.’

‘Impressions can be useful.’

‘They can also be biased,’ she argued, her own experiences after Leon’s death clear in her mind. ‘They can be based on nothing but the observer’s assumptions, beliefs and culture.’

‘Or,’ he countered evenly, ‘they can be the result of the subconscious mind instinctively recognising and interpreting small signals from body language and voice tone. You’re observant, Jo, which is why I’m interested in your impressions.’

He had a point, yet still she hesitated, seeking among her memories of the short encounter for evidence she could trust.

‘We only talked for a couple of minutes. I said hello, asked a few polite questions. On the surface he seemed relaxed, but he was… watchful, I guess would be the right term. He made plenty of eye contact, but he didn’t smile and he didn’t volunteer much or ask any questions himself. Some people are very open and friendly, and are ready for a long yarn as soon as you say hello. Others are curious, they want to know about the park, where to go, what to see. He wasn’t like that. But maybe …’ She had to be fair to him, non-judgemental. ‘Look, maybe that was just a cultural thing. His English was fluent, but he had a slight accent. I’m not sure what it was. Some American pronunciations, perhaps, but I don’t think he was American.’

‘You said he was watchful.’

‘Yes. But then, so are you.’
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