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      Someone had sliced Carl Richter open. An ugly, gaping wound ran horizontally across his stomach, just above where his belt cinched tightly around his ample waist. His intestines had spilled from the obscene wound and lay half in his lap and half on the floor at his feet. A thin, transparent fog of steam rose from the warm, bloody mess, and dissipated in the tepid air of the tiny office.

      Remnants of undigested, semi-fermented junk food spilled from Richter’s ruptured belly through the rip in his uniform shirt, and lay amidst the gore gathered beneath the desk where he sat. In the seconds before he succumbed to his wound, Richter had tried to push the slippery, writhing contents of his stomach back into the hideous slash dissecting his girth, and now his hands, bloodied and lifeless, hung limp at his sides. A long, thin thread of elastic-like bloody mucus dripped from one finger, connecting him to the pool of red slowly expanding beneath his chair.

      The police officer who found him thought he was asleep at first. It wasn’t until she approached Richter, slumped face down at his desk, that she began to suspect he might have suffered a long overdue heart attack. Given his age, size, eating habits, and sedentary lifestyle, Richter was entrenched in the high-risk coronary category.

      When he failed to respond to her calling his name, she knew he was not napping on company time. Then there was the smell; it permeated through the already stuffy property office, and seemed to envelop her like a colorless fog on a winter’s morning.

      The way Richter slumped over his desk concealed the true nature of his condition from her until she moved to one side, intending to administer an exploratory nudge.

      Constable Tina Jefferies screamed. Mesmerised, she stared wide-eyed at the sight that faced her.
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      Cops arrived from every corner of the police headquarters building. They nudged and jostled each other as they attempted to squeeze en-masse into the tight confines of the office to get a glimpse of Carl Richter’s corpse. Death, particularly violent death, had always been a source of morbid fascination, even for cops.

      In the ensuing crush, Tina Jeffries found herself shuffled to the back of the room and now stood in an almost catatonic state, her back pressed hard against the wall by the swelling wave of curiosity seekers. At one point, although she couldn’t recall doing so, she had vomited, and flecks of spittle glistened on her chin. From somewhere, a strong hand seized her arm; someone called her name, and dragged her from the midst of the rapidly growing confusion.

      Outside, the hot, humid air engulfed her, and she retched noisily, throwing up again. A watery stream of bile splattered the front of her uniform blouse, and soiled her highly polished shoes.

      Order needed to prevail, and someone needed to control the confusion. It came in the form of detectives from the Criminal Investigation Branch, whose office windows opened onto the compact car park adjoining the Property Office. One voice, clear and commanding, rose above the din, issuing orders and directives to those crowded into the room. Soon, from the confusion, a degree of decorum was established.

      Detective Inspector Russell Foley, in his often envied, inimitable style, quickly restored a measure of respectability to the throng of police officers clamouring to see for themselves the disembowelled remains of one of their own.
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      Carl Richter was a heart attack waiting to happen, and many of his co-workers believed it could happen at any time. His wife had been on his case for years to lose weight, but Carl resisted advice from most, especially his long, suffering wife.

      Richter should never have joined the police force. After thirty years on the job, he had rarely proved himself anything other than lazy and lacking enthusiasm for his job. Now, almost fifty, he was overweight to the point of obesity and, if general fitness indicated career longevity, he would have been long gone from the ranks of the Northern Territory Police Force.

      To most of those who knew him, his very presence in a place like Darwin seemed incongruous. He often appeared uncomfortable in the tropical heat so much a part of everyday life in the “Top End”. His uniform shirt, ill-fitting and stretched to accommodate his enormous stomach, was constantly soaked with perspiration and, with an old, frayed hand-towel he carried everywhere, he was forever dabbing at rivulets of perspiration running down his face, threatening to drip from his nose and chin, onto his already damp shirt.

      It was a common, albeit false, belief in the corridors of Police Headquarters that Carl Richter planned to retire when he reached fifty-five, and it was a damning indictment of his popularity that most, if not all of his colleagues, held fanciful hopes the appropriate authorities might soon see the advantages of offering him the opportunity of invalidity retirement before he reached that age.

      It would be to understate the obvious to say Carl Richter was unpopular with his fellow officers; particularly in light of his disgusting habit of breaking wind at the most inappropriate moments. To most people, the expulsion of accumulated body gasses was as natural and necessary a bodily function as breathing. Richter however, had managed to turn it into an obscene art form, a practice seeming to be a never-ending source of enjoyment for him. Not because of the obvious relief it provided, but for the thrill he felt from the reaction of those poor souls unfortunate enough to be in his vicinity when he felt the urge to expunge the waste gasses percolating away inside his substantial body for God only knew how long.

      Encouraged by a rating system a colleague, whose name he had long since forgotten, once bestowed upon him, Richter appeared to be constantly striving to improve on previous efforts. It was an amusing contest for him. Like the scale used to measure the magnitude of earthquakes, the disturbing habit became known as the Richter scale.

      A minor protest from those unfortunate enough to be around him at the time of one of his eruptions rated a “Two” on the Richter scale, a “Four” if he caused those people to move from his proximity, and a “Seven” in the event he managed to clear the entire room. In a seemingly bizarre quest to achieve constant “Sevens” Carl continuously fuelled his expanding bulk with spicy junk food, in various nauseating combinations.

      Three years previously, Carl Richter was appointed Officer in Charge of the Police Property Office, a small, compact, room attached to the rear of the police headquarters building, and sited at the rear of a small car park reserved for police vehicles only.

      Here, evidence collected from crime scenes was collated, tagged, and stored, awaiting presentation at any related, forthcoming court case. Richter’s position was a one-man, nine-to-five job, where he seemed comfortable, if not overly enthusiastic.

      Although it was an appointment he could not seriously consider a promotion, he was okay with that. Richter had never aspired to progress through the ranks, and besides, he spent most of his days sitting behind a desk. He knew his appointment to the Property Office was more a calculated move by the hierarchy to isolate him from the general police population, and he was fine with that as well.

      The truth was, no one wanted to be sitting close to Richter, enclosed in a hot, stuffy patrol car for eight hours of their shift. He had become an embarrassment, and discreetly applied pressure by a number of the rank and file membership saw him eventually attached permanently to the position he now held.

      In the fullness of time, Carl would not be missed by most of his colleagues, but the gruesome manner of his demise would ensure he would be talked about long after stories of his disgusting personal habits paled in comparison.

      His murder did, however, invoke anger within the department, the likes of which only a handful of currently serving members could recall. It was a festering, cancerous anger, leaving no officer untouched by its reach, and it had nothing to do with his popularity, or lack of it, among his colleagues. When it was all said and done, Richter was one of their own; he was a cop.
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      Detective Inspector Russell Foley bit down hard on his bottom lip and clenched his hands to still the fury induced trembling. Foley was not exempt from the feelings of outrage blazing through the department with the ferocity of an unchecked forest fire. Indeed, he found himself drawing on elements of self-control he never thought he possessed. He needed to remain in control. He had to stay focused. As the officer in charge of the investigation, he needed to put aside his emotions, regardless of how difficult it might be, and maintain a degree of objectivity; not an easy proposition.

      Anger and outrage at the loss of a friend didn’t overwhelm Foley and his fellow officers; Richter was, after all, underprivileged when it came to close friends within the department. A cop was killed, and that fact alone created sentiments within the ranks in spite of Carl Richter the personality.

      His distinct unpopularity notwithstanding, Richter was still a cop, and cop killing transcended any popularity polls. In these days of enlightenment, civil liberties, and intense public scrutiny, it was commonplace for law enforcement agencies to close ranks in times of internal crisis. Cops were cops. They were not taxi drivers, motor mechanics, or housewives. Camaraderie, a brotherhood, a mateship existed, far and away eclipsing individual personalities. When the lacklustre exterior was wiped away, Richter was one of them, and in the heat of their fury, it mattered not that most of his colleagues openly despised this poor excuse for a cop.

      Russell Foley breathed deeply, slowly bringing his emotions under control. He stood several paces back from where Richter’s body sat slumped at his desk, and absorbed the carnage before him. Tina Jefferies must have missed the killer by only minutes he reasoned. He also knew instinctively that the killer was gone. He, or she, although he suspected the killer was male, probably ran into West Lane, a narrow, one-way thoroughfare behind the headquarters building carrying traffic from Bennett Street through to Knuckey Street.

      More than for any other purpose, West Lane was used by city shoppers when accessing a multi-story, public car park facility, rising above and behind Police Headquarters. From here, it was a short walk to the Smith Street Mall, and obscurity amidst the throng of city shoppers. Richter’s assailant would blend into insignificance among the casual mass of people, locals and tourists alike, ambling through the Mall. He may even have left the area altogether, and could be, at this very moment, putting valuable distance between himself and the scene of his macabre handiwork.

      Foley was a career cop, joining the Northern Territory Police Force at twenty-three years of age. Now, twenty years later, he earned the position he currently enjoyed by serving a ten-year apprenticeship on the streets of Darwin. He was a tough, no-nonsense cop who achieved results with seemingly little effort on his part. It was an illusion of course; it was just that he had the ability to make it look easy. Murders were never easy, regardless of how clear cut a case might appear, and Russell Foley knew that better than anyone.

      Foley worked his butt off for ten years as a uniformed General Duties patrol officer before earning a transfer to the Criminal Investigation Branch as a Detective Senior Constable and subsequently working his way up through the ranks to Detective Sergeant, and eventually to his current position of Detective Inspector.

      He was not without his faults, and had made mistakes along the way. For the most part, however, he was a good cop with an enviable case clearance rate, respected by both his peers and his superiors. A strict disciplinarian and “by the book” investigator, he seemed adept at restoring order and sensibility from chaos with apparent ease; a trait he knew caused envy among others.
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      Russell Foley stood with his back against the far wall, and watched closely as a Forensics member clad in blue, disposable coveralls and over-shoes, moved around the desk taking photographs of the crime scene. He also wore a small, white, facemask over his nose and mouth, which offered only a thinly veiled shield of protection from the sickening odour still hanging heavy in the air.

      Foley rarely wore such a mask at crime scenes involving death, except those involving advanced stages of decomposition. He believed the lingering smell would continue to motivate him to catch the killer. One whiff of the stench of death would hang in his throat and sinuses for several days.

      Flies began to gather. Foley lowered his eyes and looked at the congealing pool of blood, and the attendant swarm settling on the gore at Richter’s feet.
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      Outside, detectives now coordinated, disciplined, and unfortunately well practiced, moved about doing what they do at crime scenes such as this; things they were well trained for.

      Blue and white reflective tape bearing the words “Crime Scene – Do Not Cross” was strung across the entrance driveway, cordoning off the small police car park from intrusion by foot or by vehicle; in particular from representatives of various media organisations and the gaggle of rubbernecking members of the general public who began to gather.

      Foley had a habit of standing back and study a crime scene for a while before taking definitive action. It offered a chance to observe and absorb the scene before gathering evidence. He waited patiently for the photographer to finish his work, occasionally suggesting shots from angles the forensic specialist hadn’t considered. When both finally felt satisfied, the photographer left, and Foley closed the door behind him, leaving him alone in the room with Carl Richter's corpse.

      Returning to his position against the wall, he stared at Richter’s body slumped at his desk. His anger had subsided, overridden by a sense of disbelief. How could this happen here? At police headquarters of all places! He reckoned it was a sad reflection of the gross lack of security in and around the building many of his colleagues complained about over many years. He knew, at almost any time of the day or night, anyone could simply walk into the building, access virtually any section they chose, and never be challenged. It was a damning indictment of the existing security measures, and a concern he had raised to his superiors, albeit to no avail, on more than one occasion Now, he felt oddly but unashamedly vindicated. Perhaps now that their domain was seriously breached, and one of their own was dead, the powers that be might find a small measure of motivation to do something about both internal and external security.

      Foley moved across the room, stood in front of the desk, and looked down at the back of Carl Richter’s neck. Overhead, a dusty ceiling fan, yellowed with age and years of accumulated cigarette smoke, turned idly with an intrinsic wobble accompanied by an audible rattle, gently stirring the humid air.

      Carefully, he lowered himself to one knee and looked beneath the desk at the sickening mess. He did not know what he was looking for; anything he supposed. Anything that might explain why a cop had been murdered. He found nothing.

      A loud knock startled him. With a grunt precipitated by an arthritic twinge, he pulled himself to his feet, walked slowly across the room, and opened the door.

      John Singh, a constable, attached to the Coroner’s Office, stood in the doorway. With him was a man Foley recognised as a doctor employed by the Northern Territory Government who worked out of the Pathology Unit at the Royal Darwin Hospital. As a requirement of procedural process, the doctor was there to certify death; as if Foley needed certification. Richter was dead all right; his intestines slowly congealing in a sickening heap under the desk was certification enough for him. Foley stepped aside and ushered the two men into the room.

      As the doctor turned his attention to his examination, Foley stepped outside into the relatively fresh air. He fumbled in his pockets for a cigarette, lit one, and inhaled deeply, immediately glad he had failed in every attempt at quitting. Nothing disguised the taste of death in the back of the throat like the acrid taste of tobacco smoke.

      An old office chair, plainly suffering from the ravages of time, weather, and the late Carl Richter’s weight, stood next to the Property Office door. During quieter moments of his shift, which was much of the time, Richter would often sit here, taking advantage of any breeze on offer. Today there was little.

      Foley watched as two of his detectives sifted through the contents of a large commercial dumpster at the rear of the small car park, their body language conveying their obvious distaste at scoring the unpleasant task. His shirt, damp with perspiration, clung to his back, and an uncomfortable, foreboding feeling engulfed him. As he sat, watching his men at work, he knew this case was going to be different from others he had investigated. How he knew was a mystery to him. It was a feeling; a sense based on intuition and twenty years of experience. This case would not be easy. Generally, none of them were, but this one was different.
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      Justice Malcolm Costello, “Lou” to his close friends and associates, ran every day. It became almost a matter of ritual for him. Sometimes he ran in the morning before he went to work in his capacity as one of the Northern Territory’s six Supreme Court judges, and sometimes he ran at night. Only a typical “Top End” downpour interrupted his exercise routine. He figured he perspired enough when he ran without the rain adding to his discomfort. He started running five years ago, the day after his forty-second birthday. He started because his life was a mess.

      Costello’s wife of twelve years and his nine-year-old son were killed in a traffic accident returning from a school parent/student sports day at his son’s school. He should have accompanied them, but he was too busy. It seemed he was always too busy to spend quality time with his wife and son. Indeed, his commitment to his work was often the catalyst for bitter arguments with his wife.

      Mostly their arguments ended with him storming out of the house and seeking the sanctuary of his office at the Supreme Court building in the city. The day they both died his wife was not talking to him following another of their fights. When she took his young son Malcolm and left the house, she did not say goodbye.

      The tragedy triggered the beginning of a downward spiral into strong booze and deep, guilt-ridden self-pity, as though someone had thrown a switch plunging his life into a darkness from which he found no way out, and it was only a matter of time before he stopped searching. In a few mad seconds of squealing brakes, tearing metal, and the screams of his dying family, Malcolm Costello slipped from the lofty heights of promising young Magistrate to self-destructive drunk.

      Chief Magistrate Bernie Sullivan saved Costello. Perhaps more accurately, Bernie Sullivan’s twenty-eight-year-old daughter Melinda saved him, albeit unwittingly. To Melinda, Costello was just another conquest; another notch in her belt, or bed-head as it happened.

      Back then, in his almost constantly inebriated state, Costello was not as prominent a personality on whom Melinda would normally set her sights. But, he was there, he was available, although availability was never something she put all that much stock in, and he was vulnerable. For the time being, he was a source of amusement for Melinda; at least until someone more appropriate stumbled, or was lured, into her otherwise boring life.

      Costello bedded Melinda, or perhaps Melinda bedded Costello; he had long ago forgotten who instigated the relationship. Besides, the particular order of things seemed irrelevant. Either way, given the state he was in, and what he remembered about their liaison the next morning, he might just as have easily climbed into the sack with Boy George and not known the difference.

      Of course, Costello knew of Melinda’s reputation, and he would be surprised if there were anyone in the judiciary who didn’t. The general gossip, at least amongst his male counterparts, was Melinda was a tigress in the bedroom. The gossip could have well been true, but he didn’t remember it.

      However, fortuitously, their encounter that night was yet another catalyst, one that turned his life around. For a long time after Melinda left his house that morning, Costello sat on the end of his bed and stared at the stranger looking back at him from the floor-to-ceiling mirror on his wall; the very same mirror Melinda Sullivan seemed to find such an erotic turn-on just a few hours earlier.

      He hardly recognised the pathetic creature he had become. As he sat, staring at the gaunt, haggard face in the mirror, something touched the back of his neck. It was just a touch, a feather soft touch that stirred the hair at the nape of his neck. Mesmerised, he stared into the mirror, looking beyond his reflection. He saw nothing of course, but from that moment on, Malcolm Costello believed his dead wife visited him that morning. As quickly as he lost control of his life, he began to regain it. He raged through his house, emptied every container of alcohol he found into the kitchen sink, then started running.

      At first, he thought the unfamiliar exercise regime he set for himself would surely kill him. However, hour by hour, day by day, week by week, it became easier. Slowly, painfully slowly, as his tired and long neglected body adapted, his fitness improved, and he increased both the distance he ran and the pace at which he covered it. Five years on, he was still sober and, while still tortured with deep regrets over the loss of his family, he made enormous inroads into mending his broken life. He still ran every day, no longer because he needed to, but because he wanted to.

      Somewhere along the way, he made it to the Supreme Court as its youngest ever Judge. However, while he enjoyed the benefits that accompanied the prestigious position, he refused to allow himself the luxury of forgetting those dark days he spent in hell. Those memories still haunted him, but also kept him focused, and he never did call Melinda Sullivan as he had promised her he would.
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      Justice Malcolm Costello was running the day he died. In the few precious seconds of life that remained as he lay on the ground, he was conscious only of the decision he almost made not to run that day. Before he left the house, he listened to the distant rumble of thunder, and from his kitchen window, he watched as the sky grew darker with a speed that fascinated him.

      He almost didn’t run. Could he cover his usual five kilometres before the heavens opened? He enjoyed running too much not to take the chance; a decision that cost him his life.

      Costello ran the same route every time, following a circuit meandering through the Darwin Water Gardens and Recreation Reserve near to his home. It happened fast; so fast he was powerless to prevent it. He never saw it coming. When it arrived, he barely felt it.

      For a hundred metres or so, the running track passed through a small man-made rain forest garden growing right up to the edge of the pathway, forming a leafy canopy above it. Briefly, as he entered the darkened tunnel of foliage, he was hidden from view. It happened as he progressed past the halfway point. A strong hand grabbed him from behind, pulling him off balance. He saw a glint of sunlight on steel flash in front of his eyes, and felt an instant, pinprick of pain in his throat.

      As he lay on his back, the film of death closing over his eyes, and his life’s blood flowing freely across the running track, Malcolm Costello thought about how he almost didn’t run. As he died, the first swollen drops of rain fell on his face.
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      Two young boys found him. As was their favourite thing to do, they were riding their bicycles around the recreation park in their very own childhood version of a motorcycle Grand Prix. The race leader almost ran over the body lying half across the back straight of their race circuit.

      In a cloud of imaginary tyre smoke and screeching brakes, the young race leader and the rider he looked certain to beat for the world championship brought their B.M.X. Rough Riders to a sudden, unscheduled stop, inches from the corpse.

      For a few bewildering moments, they sat astride their respective machines staring, wide-eyed, confused and speechless at the scene confronting them. The two boys looked down at the dead man. Neither had ever seen a dead person before, except on television, but television didn’t count because those people weren’t really dead; they were actors. However, they knew instinctively the man spread-eagled across their racetrack obstructing their progression, was dead. The blood covering the path, and his head lying at an awkward angle, almost separated from his body, was a dead give-away.

      “Shit!” the young leader cried. That one word pretty much summed up how they both felt. There remained nothing more to be said. Both boys turned their bicycles, and sped away in the direction they came, all thoughts of world championships and lap records now far from their minds.

      As they pedalled as fast as their young legs would pump, neither with so much as a centimetre advantage over the other, the skies opened, and the rain began in earnest.
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      Russell Foley recalled perhaps two occasions in his career when he felt like tossing it all in. Now he faced a third. Carl Richter had been dead six weeks, Malcolm Costello two weeks, and still he was no closer to solving either murder than he was at the beginning. It was not one of the high points of his career.

      Seated across the desk from him was Assistant Commissioner Peter Story. The fact Story had come downstairs to Foley’s office instead of summoning him to the ivory tower, as the administration floor of the headquarters building was known, indicated his visit was a matter of urgency.

      When the Assistant Commissioner arrived, and before he sat, he made a point of closing Foley’s office door, something Foley very rarely did. Now both men sat facing each other across the desk.

      Finally, Story spoke, his voice clear and authoritarian.

      “Where are you on the Costello murder, Russell?”

      “I’m afraid I have nothing substantial to report since I last updated you, Sir.”

      Story shifted in his chair and ran his hand through his close-cropped, greying hair.

      “Russell, I’m copping a lot of flack from the boss about this thing. The Police Minister calls the Commissioner every day, and then the Commissioner calls me, and dines out on my rear end. It’s the chain of command, and it’s filtering down the line. Now I have to chew your arse. Give me something to keep them off my back and, by extension, me off your back.”

      “I wish I had something for you,” Foley shrugged. “I’ve got a team working around the clock; you know that. As soon as we find something, you’ll be the first to know. I don’t know what else to tell you.”

      “What about Richter?”

      “What about him?”

      “Have you found any connection between his murder and Costello’s?”

      “If you’re asking me if the same person is responsible, my gut feeling is yes, but I have nothing more concrete than that. I wish I did. We could use a breakthrough."

      Story drummed his fingers on the desk. “I can’t go back to the boss with nothing more positive than your gut feelings.”

      “I know that, Sir, but we are doing everything we can.”

      Story sighed loudly. “I’m sorry Russell,” he said. “I know you are. This damn thing is getting to us. The media is talking about a serial killer loose in the community; that’s all we need. Mass hysteria stirred up by the media doesn't help us one bit.”

      “The media is in the business of selling newspapers and getting ratings,” Foley noted. “This is just another example of the kind of irresponsible journalism we’ve come to expect from them.”

      “Could they be right?”

      “About the serial killer stuff?”

      "No Russell, about there not being a Santa Claus! Of course about the serial killer stuff, could the press be right?”

      “With respect, Sir,” Foley answered, his frustration beginning to show. “We are not in a position to either confirm or deny that suggestion." He shrugged. "But, anything’s possible. I can assure you the media has no more knowledge on either of the murders than we have. Any suggestion of a serial killer at work is nothing more than speculation on their part, designed for no other purpose than to lift ratings and sell more papers.”

      “I agree, but do you think the same person is responsible for both?”

      “Murder convictions don’t eventuate from what an investigator might think," Foley continued. "I’ve had gut feelings before. Some proved to be accurate; others proved to be way off the mark. The truth is, we have no hard evidence that would stand up either way. We have no murder weapon or apparent motive in either case. However, to answer your question, my feeling in this case is the murder weapon will turn out to be the same one used in both killings.”

      “Why?”

      “The autopsy reports suggest the wounds on both victims were inflicted with an extremely sharp knife, a long, thin-bladed, razor sharp knife. They also suggest, in both cases, the victims died as a result of one, strong stroke with such a knife.”

      “That’s not proof positive,” Story added.

      “No, unfortunately, it’s not. Although both autopsies were conducted by the same pathologist, they were obviously treated as separate, unrelated examinations. Despite the fact he found similarities in the nature of the injuries causing both deaths, he has not yet arrived at a definite conclusion in any respect. Indeed, he goes to great pains to make that very point in his report.”

      “Yes, I know, I’ve read his report.”

      “Then you’ll know, while any testimony he might give should be considered as expert evidence, his opinions on the murder weapon being possibly similar in both cases is nothing more than that, his opinion.”

      “So we’re back at square one. We have one hundred percent of sweet fuck all,” Story stated rather than questioned.

      “I’m afraid so. But, we continue to do what we do and, for the most part, we are good at it. Eventually, we will get this bloke.”

      “And in the meantime,” Story shrugged, “the media continues to make us look like a bunch of incompetent fools.”

      Foley leaned forward in his chair. “Sir, you carry clout with the various media outlets, dating back to your days as Media Liaison Officer. Isn’t there someone you can talk to; an editor perhaps, or television station manager? Maybe you can convince them to ease up on the serial killer stuff.”

      Story shook his head. “Been there, tried that,” he said. “All I got for my trouble was a lecture on the freedom of the press, and the public’s right to know. I’ve called a press conference for three o’clock this afternoon. I’ll have another shot at it, but don’t hold your breath waiting for the media to do as we ask.”

      “Should I be there?” Foley asked.

      “Normally, in your capacity as lead investigator, that would be the case, but not this time. One way or another, I’m going to put a lid on this thing. I’ll tell them the investigation has reached a sensitive stage, and any further comment on our progress may jeopardise ongoing enquiries.”

      “If the media is true to form, they won’t buy it.”

      “Maybe, maybe not, but it has to be better than admitting we have zilch.”

      “You could tell them we have a team of dedicated investigators working twenty-four hours a day, and we expect a breakthrough at any moment,” Foley suggested with no small degree of sarcasm.

      Story rose from his chair and prepared to leave. “We’ve been waiting for six weeks for a breakthrough. Both the media and the public know that. Leave the press to me. In the meantime, find me something. A motive, a weapon, something, any bloody thing.”

      “A killer?” Foley suggested.

      “A killer would do nicely.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      Assistant Commissioner Story crossed to the door, opened it, and turned to face Foley. “Find me something, Russell,” he ordered. Then he was gone.
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      There it was, that old feeling again; that want to toss it all in, feeling. He found it hard to believe six weeks had passed since the murder of Carl Richter sent shock waves through the police force, and indeed the whole community. Then, as if the brutal slaying of one of the Territory’s finest wasn’t enough, what is on offer as an encore? Here you go folks, here is the prominent Supreme Court Judge, Justice Malcolm Costello, the youngest ever appointed to the Supreme Court. Here he is, lying in a pool of blood; his head almost severed from his shoulders.

      There were times when a particular case seemed to engulf investigators in countless dead ends and brick walls. Such times were not frequent, but when they did occur, they generated feelings of frustration and failure. For Russell Foley, this was one of those times. If leaving the job were seen as a fitting end to a distinguished career, he might have seriously considered that option. But, he knew it would never be seen that way; it would be seen as quitting, and Foley was no quitter.

      On the desk in front of him, the two murder files lay, inviting him to continue. He scooped them up, pushed away from his desk and made his way to the homicide incident room adjacent to his office.

      On a wall at one end of the room, a large notice board displayed a variety of glossy photographs of both murder scenes. The photo layout was displayed this way since Foley received the report from the pathologist intimating the murder weapon could be the same in both cases. Prior to this, his team were treating the killings as separate, unrelated events. It was instinct based on the similarities in how both Richter and Costello died telling him the same person was responsible for both murders. It was instinct he was unable to shake, and Foley always trusted his instincts. It was a mantra he took every opportunity to instil into new members coming into the branch.

      He sat on the edge of a small conference table and stared at the photographs. Behind him, he heard the indiscriminate sounds of detectives talking among themselves.

      “Coffee, Boss?” someone asked.

      “Yes, please,” he answered automatically.

      The same someone thrust a mug of tasteless, tepid coffee into his hand. “Thanks,” Foley murmured. He sipped the terrible brew and looked at the lukewarm, brown liquid in the mug. “This is camel piss,” he said to no one in particular.

      “Sorry, Boss,” the offending coffee maker responded. “But, camel piss is all we can afford. There are too many tight-fisted pricks around here that haven’t paid into the coffee fund this week.”

      “That’d be bloody right,” Foley said absently, his attention still fixed on the photo display. He put down his coffee mug and pushed it aside. “I gotta get a real job,” he said as he walked from the room.
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      The police were playing their cards very close to their collective chests, releasing enough information to keep the daily gathering of media hounds at bay; at least for the time being.

      The mass media machine had very few fools, and strung along by the police was nothing new. Around the fringes, however, signs of frustration began to appear.

      Samuel Rose sympathised with them to a degree, and there was an irony in that emotion that did not escape him. He once enjoyed a love/hate relationship with most members of the media. Over the years, he learned how the media worked and became adept at manipulating them to his advantage. But, that was then, and this was now. The police media relations people were deliberately paying no more than lip service to the members of the press, and Sam knew this was, to put it mildly, pissing them off. Surprise, surprise! The police PR people were behaving just like them! He couldn’t blame the media for feeling affronted and deprived of the news keeping them in what he was sure they all considered to be honest employment. But then, Sam Rose had the advantage of knowing more about murder than the average person. He knew, for instance, in the majority of cases, it was imperative to the successful outcome of an investigation for the police not to disclose too much of what they had so far discovered.

      Be that as it may, Rose was more than a little curious. Despite having spent twenty years in the police force, the last ten of those as a Detective Sergeant attached to the Criminal Investigation Branch, he felt vaguely suspicious, given the sketchy, limited amount of information released to the public.

      Sam wasn’t a cop anymore and, as such, was no longer privy to the progress, or in this particular case the apparent lack of progress, of the official police investigations. He had tried, albeit in vain, to illicit any information about the recent murders merely to satisfy his curiosity; he still thought like a cop. He still had friends within the police department, but it soon became obvious the word had gone out. The shutters were down. Lips were sealed. Sufficient threat had obviously filtered down from on high to discourage casual chitchat in regards to the two murders that might pass between detectives over a cold beer at shift’s end. No one was talking. Not to the media, or to Sam Rose.

      Sam’s experience as a police officer taught him that most police colleagues considered private investigators as much value to the community as noxious weeds to a pristine garden. They were not welcomed with open arms around police headquarters, or any other police station. He had no right to assume he would be treated any differently by his former colleagues simply because he used to be one of them. Indeed, he once held private investigators in the same low regard.

      Rose had no vested interest in the current police investigations in his capacity as a private investigator, or in any other capacity. He was just curious. Once a cop, always a cop; he supposed it never left you. It was curiosity born of years engaged in the lawful pursuit of the bad guys. Everyone was curious. Such was the nature of criminals, the world in which they operated, the nefarious characters with whom they associated, and their crimes. Curiosity was a natural human instinct. These latest killings, however, were different from the everyday, run-of-the-mill murders. These had captured the imagination and curiosity of everyone; not to mention the outrage. The shallow snippets of information released by the police provided nothing more satisfying than morsels serving only to whet appetites constantly craving for more. Murder will do that; whet your appetite. Murder, regardless of its form, held a morbid fascination for most people. The very mention of the word “murder” was enough to arouse one’s curiosity. It turned everyone into armchair detectives. Everyday conversations in pubs, clubs, and around kitchen tables, hummed with scenarios, questions, speculation, and solutions.

      Murder grabbed the imagination and curiosity of everyone, prompting daily newspapers to run extra editions to satisfy a seemingly insatiable consumer demand for information. Television stations broke into regular programming, offering their viewers the same old footage accompanying the same old bulletins within moderately updated parameters. Still, their frustration remained. The community was being shut out, and there were rumblings of discontent driven by the media even the police could not pretend they did not feel.

      To Samuel Rose, it meant one of two things. First, it meant circumstances surrounding the murders had suddenly become so sensitive it was decided that releasing details at this time could well jeopardise the investigation. If that was the case, he fully supported that particular course of action. Or secondly, it meant the police were at a standstill, and were no closer to solving the case after the third murder than they were after the first. Sam knew every member of the homicide team. They were good investigators. In particular, he knew the man heading the investigations, Russell Foley, and his knowledge of Foley found him favouring the second scenario.
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      Rose glanced again at the headlines blazoned across the front page of the Northern Territory News, the Territory’s main daily newspaper.

      
        
        SECOND JUDGE MURDERED

      

      

      He tossed the paper aside, annoyed with himself. He had no time for preoccupation with the case.

      The name on his office door read ROSE INVESTIGATIONS. Beneath the name, was a monogrammed red rose etched into the frosted glass that filled the top half of the door. When he was preparing his office for his new occupation, he thought the rose was a nice touch.

      Sam had enough investigations of his own to worry about without adding concern for what was, in effect, strictly a police matter. Murder was not his job anymore. He left all that nonsense behind when he snatched his time and walked out of the job in disgust twelve months ago. There were bonuses attached to his new job he never found in his old one. He was his own boss now, for instance. He could come to work when he felt like it, and go home when he had had enough. One of the major bonuses afforded by his new occupation was he never once had to carry a gun.

      The file he was currently working on lay open on the desk. He picked it up and looked at it. Insurance fraud; he did a lot of those. They were the bread and butter of his business. This one was complete all but for his final report. He glanced through the contents of the file; lingering for a moment over each of the photographs he had covertly taken providing ample evidence of the subject’s fraudulent claim. If one is going to claim fifty-thousand dollars from one’s former employer as fair, and adequate recompense for a severe back injury allegedly sustained at work, one should take precautions against being photographed doing the kind of things this moron indulged in; like water skiing in Darwin Harbour.

      “Bloody dip-stick,” Rose said aloud to the man in the photographs.

      He closed the file, dropped it in a tray marked “pending” and looked at his watch. Four thirty-five in the afternoon. Without thinking, he picked up the discarded newspaper and began to read once again the details, scarce as they were, of the latest murder.
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      Roland Bertram Henderson, fifty-seven-year-old devoted husband and father of three, died where he sat. In the high-backed, leather chair behind his desk in his chambers adjacent courtroom Number 2 of the Northern Territory Supreme Court building.

      Henderson heard his killer enter through a door leading from his chambers to the clerk’s office behind where he sat. He was reading submissions from a case he was due to make a judgement on the following morning. It was late, and the court complex was quiet. He found it easier and less disruptive to work here at night rather than surrounded by his three adored but noisy, boisterous teenagers at home.

      He heard a soft click of the door behind him. He almost turned to see who it was, but the building was old, and there were always strange noises at night when the hum and buzz of the normal court workday had fallen silent. He should have turned around.

      In the few moments it took for him to die, his thoughts did not turn to his family. They did not turn to the security alarm button under the desk next to his left knee. Instead, he sat looking down at the file in front of him. He watched as his life’s blood gushed across the pages and wondered why he didn’t feel any pain. When he could no longer read the contents of the file through the rapidly expanding crimson pool, his eyes lost focus. He slumped forward, and his face slapped onto the file, splattering blood to every corner of his desk.

      A cleaner found the body three hours later. Like Justice Malcolm Costello before him, Henderson’s throat was cut from ear-to-ear.

      Speculation was rife. When the police were reluctant to disclose the gory details, the media, in their inimitable fashion, made up their own. Never let the facts get in the way of a good story, as they say. Pushing the limits of journalistic licence made already fascinating reading even more compelling by police persistence to neither confirm nor deny the media claims.

      The police still did not acknowledge they were looking for a serial killer. It would come, though, of that Sam Rose was certain. And, it would come soon. It had to, because serial killings were exactly what these murders were. He wanted to know more, and that frustrated him. It was no longer his business to know more. Why couldn’t he leave it alone? He had his work now. It had been a year, and he was happy not being a cop despite the circumstances that surrounded his leaving the job.

      It was not that he wasn’t grateful for the experience he gained from his years in the police force, he was. So far, the experience had proved invaluable to him in his current profession. Being an ex-cop offered certain credibility; it opened doors that might otherwise remain closed. Rose Investigations was a good, profitable, one-man business, and he enjoyed his work, most of the time. So, why was he feeling this way? He shook his head as though to dispel all thoughts of murder.
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      Someone stood in the corridor outside his office. He could see the distorted silhouette through the frosted glass in the door. He rose, moved around the desk, and opened the door just as the knock sounded.

      Patrick O’Reily stood in the doorway smiling up at Sam. Briefly, the two men stood facing each other without speaking. O’Reily’s smile widened. Finally, Sam spoke.

      “Paddy, Paddy bloody O’Reily!” He offered his hand.

      O’Reily grasped the outstretched hand and pumped it vigorously. “To be sure, to be sure, Sam me lad,” he acknowledged in a guttural Irish brogue. “‘tis I, Paddy bloody O’Reily.”

      Sam had known O’Reily for more years than both of them cared to remember. In all that time, he could not remember the affable newshound ever going anywhere without an aged and battered trilby perched precariously on top of his head. It had become somewhat of an instantly recognisable fixture. With his free hand, O’Reily lifted the trilby an inch or two, and bowed his head slightly. Sam ushered him inside and closed the door behind him.
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      Patrick O’Reily was a freelance journalist who perhaps should have been on the payroll of the newspaper Rose had just been reading; given it was the publication where most of his stories wound up. Affectionately known as Paddy to those in the circles where he moved, O’Reily was a unique individual. Many said he could smell a story long before it became one, and Sam knew him well enough to know it was a pretty good assessment of the Irishman’s ability. Where Paddy saw an inkling of a story, he pursued it with bulldog tenacity, and a determination and aggression leaving lesser scribes bewildered and empty-handed in his wake.

      Sam liked Paddy, liked him a lot. A long time ago, in the days Paddy liked to reflect upon as “the good old days”, he was known as a Police Roundsman. Nowadays they labelled him an Investigative Journalist, a politically correct, new age title, Paddy supposed, though he found very little in politics these days that would amount to correctness under any definition. Where Paddy was concerned, politicians of all denominations were a bunch of stuffed shirts and skirts, thinking up useless shit in an attempt to justify their obscene salary packages. Then, to exacerbate the problem, they lied about the same useless shit in an attempt to have the public adore them.

      He had yet to embrace computer technology, considering computers an invention of the devil, promoted by politicians. He preferred pounding out his stories on an old Adler manual typewriter.

      Sam remembered how O’Reily’s diminutive presence was a daily occurrence around the corridors of Police Headquarters, rarely raising more than a cursory glance from anyone in the building. It was still that way, Sam believed. Paddy O’Reily had become part of the furnishings, and was sure to be catalogued on a station inventory somewhere.

      Sam returned to his chair and indicated for Paddy to sit opposite him. Paddy removed his battered hat, dropped it haphazardly on the desk, and ran his hand over his balding pate. As he made himself comfortable, Sam took the opportunity to observe him closely.

      O’Reily had one of those faces that made estimating his age difficult. His looks were deceiving, but Sam guessed he was on the northern side of sixty, and accepted that he could easily be wrong by as much as ten years. Paddy reminded him of a smiling garden gnome, or perhaps a real, live, Irish leprechaun. He stood no taller than five seven or eight, and had he chosen any profession other than journalism, he might well have become a pretty fair jockey. Years of working outdoors chasing stories in fair weather and foul left his features wizened and leathery. Very little hair adorned his head these days, and that which remained had matured to a strangely flattering salt and pepper shade. He carried with him, perhaps a burden, a reputation of shrewdness and toughness, and looking at him now, Sam doubted the passage of time had dulled any of that reputation. Sam found Paddy’s air of urgency and straightforwardness refreshing. And, the ever-present smile, seeming such an inherent part of his being, might well have been painted on at birth. That, and the ever- present, mysterious twinkle in his eye, were his two most endearing character qualities. Sam tried to recall the last time he saw Paddy, certain it was in a bar somewhere. In any event, he knew it had been too long.

      “Well, old friend,” he said finally. “It’s been a long time. How have you been keeping?”

      Paddy shifted in his chair, crossed his legs, and chuckled quietly, the roguish, villainous glint in his eyes enhancing his craggy features.

      “Sam, me lad,” he smiled, “I’ve been keeping well, true enough. How about your good self then? How goes the gumshoe business?” He had lost very little of the accent from his homeland, despite his years in his adopted country. The broad Irish brogue was as strong as Sam remembered. His voice sounded like marbles in a cement mixer, a legacy of too many years of smoking cigarettes and consuming whiskey at a rate that would surely have killed a lesser man. Paddy held a philosophy of life he was never reluctant to pass on to anyone who cared to listen. “All things in moderation – except substance abuse,” he would declare with unbridled sincerity.

      “Business is good,” Rose replied. “And what’s more, I’m answerable to no one these days but myself. I should have made the move years ago. But,” he paused, “let’s get back to you. I get the feeling this is not a social visit. I haven’t seen you for ages, and here you are, out of the blue, sitting in my office asking about my health and the state of my business affairs. Don’t get me wrong, it’s great to see you, but what the hell are you doing here?” He shrugged and indicated the surrounding office. “I’m afraid my line of work these days won’t offer you any block-busting news stories.”

      “Ah, Sam lad,” Paddy smiled. “You’re wrong. You’re wrong to be sure. When you’ve been treading the streets as long as I have in search of worthy tidbits to satisfy the curiosity of the masses, not to mention the gluttonous appetites of hard-to-please editors, you quickly learn there are worthwhile stories to be found everywhere. It just takes an experienced eye to spot them.”

      “Don’t forget the nose of a bloodhound,” Sam interrupted. “You could smell a story under six feet of concrete. Now, tell me, what brings you to my place of employment, humble that it is?”

      “Well,” Paddy answered, “before I enlighten you with the purpose of my visit, you and I ought to have a drop of mother’s milk, don’t you think?” From somewhere inside his jacket, a small hip flask appeared.

      “Still travelling with all the necessary survival equipment I see,” Sam joked. He rose from his chair and retrieved two chipped, well-worn mugs from a small table in one corner of the room where there stood an electric jug and the makings for coffee.

      “Of course,” Paddy responded, “one can never be too well prepared. ‘Tis a dangerous road I walk, and one can never tell just how far from relief one might be when struck down with a savage thirst.”

      Sam laughed and returned to his seat, placing the mugs on the desk in front of Paddy. He watched as the newsman poured a generous measure into each.

      “Sorry I can’t offer you my best crystal,” he said. “I keep that for visiting heads of state and royalty.”

      “Fook the heads of state,” Paddy said with earnest. “And I’m the closest you’ve ever been, or ever will be, to drinking fine Irish whiskey in the company of royalty, Sam me lad. Here’s looking at your ugly dial.” He raised his mug in salute.

      “And yours,” Sam said.

      Both men leaned forward, touched their coffee mugs together, and sipped their drinks. It was good; warm and strong tasting, yet smooth and mellow at the same time. The taste was uniquely Irish. There was a difference between Irish whiskey and Scotch whiskey; some would say a subtle difference. Unless, of course, you happened to be of Irish or Scottish descent, in which case there was simply no comparison. Sam liked beer and red wine, and drank more of both than he should; his gradually thickening waistline was testament to that, but he loved whiskey. In particular, he loved good whiskey, and this was very good whiskey. Both men sat in silence enjoying the moment.

      “This is nice,” Sam said finally. “And a fitting end to the working day, if I do say so.”

      “Aye, it is to be sure, it is to be sure,” Paddy agreed.

      Sam cupped his drink in both hands, leaned back in his chair and gazed at his old friend. Paddy was staring into his drink, slowly swirling the liquid around in the mug.

      “Okay,” Sam began, “now that we have dispensed with the formalities and all the peripheral bullshit, what the fuck are you doing here?”

      Paddy lifted his eyes to meet Sam’s, then shifted his attention to the newspaper lying discarded on the desk. He put down his drink, picked up the paper and gave it, then Sam, a cursory look.

      “What about this business with the judges then?” he asked, a little too casually.

      Sam shrugged. “It’s a shitty business. But, murder is like that.”

      “Have you got any thoughts on the matter?” Paddy queried, tossing the paper aside and picking up his drink.

      “I’ve thought about it,” Sam offered, “who hasn’t? The media’s been full of it for weeks. As for speculation in regards to motive or offender, that’s not my job anymore. That’s for Foley and his band of merry men to lose sleep over.”

      Paddy offered the whiskey flask across the desk, and Sam held out his mug.

      “You should have stayed with the Force, Sam,” Paddy said.

      “Is that a personal opinion, or are you here on behalf of the Commissioner, to offer me my old job back?”

      “You should have stayed,” Paddy repeated, ignoring Sam’s attempt at light-heartedness.

      Sam shifted in his seat. “Well, I thank you for your vote of confidence, but twenty years running around in circles with my head up my arse chasing scum-bags from one end of the Territory to the other, ‘yes Siring’ to some of the greatest wankers that ever pulled on a police uniform was, in hindsight, probably fifteen too many.”

      “Ah, come now,” Paddy smiled. “Have you forgotten I have been a fly on many a wall in the hallowed halls of Police Headquarters for every year of your career, and then some. And, while I agree the force, sadly, has more than its share of Twinkie fiddlers, I never once… not once, was aware of you cow-towing to any of those very same Twinkie fiddlers.”

      “Perhaps that’s why I’m doing what I’m doing now, and why I like you, Paddy,” Sam smiled at him across the desk. “You’re such a condescending arsehole, an impeccable judge of character I hasten to add, but a condescending arsehole nonetheless.” He raised his mug in a toast, and sipped at the contents. The whiskey was beginning to have an effect. He felt relaxed, and was enjoying the good-natured banter between himself and Paddy.

      “We’re alike, you and me, lad,” Paddy said as his nose disappeared into his mug. “That’s something you have more than likely never thought about, but it’s true to be sure.”

      “Why don’t we get back to the purpose of your visit?” Sam suggested dismissively, “before we both get too pissed to appreciate the mutual appreciation.”

      “It’s these bloody murders, sure it is” Paddy said with earnest.

      “The judge murders?” Sam asked, indicating the discarded newspaper. “You’re here because of the judge murders?”

      “And Carl Richter,” Paddy added.

      “You came to me for information?” Sam asked incredulously. “I’m not in the job anymore. You need to talk to Russell Foley; he’s heading up the investigation.”

      Paddy talked across the lip of his mug. “I’m not here for information, Sam lad.”

      “I don’t understand. Is there something you know about them? Something you’ve learned?”

      Paddy leaned forward in his chair. “In a manner of speaking,” he confirmed. “I’m a mere messenger.”

      Now Sam was even more intrigued. “A messenger, a messenger from whom?”

      Again, Paddy reached into the depths of his jacket. This time he produced a bulky, brown envelope. He paused, glanced at the envelope, and then flicked it across the desk, almost upsetting Sam’s drink.

      Sam looked at Paddy, held his eyes briefly, and then dropped his eyes to the envelope. Finally, his curiosity overpowered him, and he reached for the package, a standard, business size, brown envelope. He turned it over in his hands, found it blank on both sides, and sealed with a strip of clear cello tape.

      “What’s this?” he asked.

      “Open it,” Paddy suggested.

      Sam glanced again at Paddy and then ripped at the sealed flap of the envelope. A bundle of money, wrapped in an elastic band, fell out onto the desk. Sam picked it up and stared at it. It was a thick bundle of one-hundred dollar notes. Stunned, and more than a little confused, Sam flipped through the notes, for no other reason than to convince himself they were real.

      “There must be…” he hesitated, then flipped through the neatly bundled notes again.

      “Five thousand dollars,” Paddy confirmed.

      Sam looked across at the Irishman. “Five thousand dollars?”

      “Aye lad, five thousand dollars.”

      Sam reached for his drink and took a long swallow. For a moment, the only sound in the room was the distant hum of traffic filtering in from the peak hour scramble outside the building.

      “I still don’t understand,” Sam said finally. “I’ve been sent messages before, but this is the most interesting to date, not to mention the most profitable. Where did this come from?”

      Paddy topped up his drink and offered the remains in the bottle to Sam.

      “Gordon Hackett gave it to me,” he explained, “with instructions to pass it on to you.”

      “Gordon Hackett? You mean Justice Gordon Hackett?”

      “His honour himself,” Paddy confirmed.

      “Why?” Sam managed to mumble.

      “It’s a retainer, as I understand it.”

      Sam fondled the notes and indulged in another sip of his drink. “A retainer for what?” he queried, a hint of suspicion in his voice.

      “Why, for your services of course. It seems Judge Hackett has need of them.”

      “Really, what kind of services?” Sam asked, just one of a thousand questions running through his rapidly numbing mind. “If he wants a private investigator, why not just call me?”

      “He wants your investigative abilities sure enough,” Paddy confirmed “but he wants them anonymously, at least that’s how he put it to me.”

      Sam stared intently at Paddy. “You’re not kidding are you?”

      “Absolutely not, you see, an unsigned note, addressed to me, arrived at my home this morning, instructing me to go to a particular address in Fannie Bay. You know, where all the rich folk live?”

      “Yeah, I know Fannie Bay,” Sam smiled. “I’ve lived here all my life, remember?”

      “Well,” Paddy continued, patting the side of his nose with a nicotine-stained finger, “I sniffed a story in the wind, sure I did. So, I took meself there. It turned out to be Hackett’s home. It was him who sent the note.”

      “What happened?”

      “Nothing; not at first. Not until I agreed to maintain confidentiality in relation to his identity, and to the substance of our meeting.”

      Sam knew that confidentiality on Paddy’s behalf would be a foregone conclusion. Paddy O’Reily had once served thirty days in Berrimah Prison, charged with contempt of court after refusing to comply with a court order to disclose the source of incriminating evidence he possessed; evidence leading to a Royal Commission of enquiry into allegations of corruption within the Northern Territory branch of the Miscellaneous Workers Union. He paid dearly for his strict adherence to the ethics of journalistic confidentiality. For someone who earned his living disclosing information to the public, Paddy was one of the best at keeping secrets when he believed the occasion demanded it.

      “What exactly was the substance of your meeting?” Sam asked. “Are you permitted to tell me?”

      “He told me he was acting on behalf of the entire Supreme Court Judiciary, or what remains of them,” he scoffed jokingly. "I suppose you could say he is their spokesman. I was chosen to act as a conduit between them and you.”

      “What the bloody hell for?” Sam was unable to mask his surprise.

      “They want to find out who is responsible for dispatching their colleagues at such an alarming rate.”

      “Now I know you are fucking kidding,” Sam chuffed.

      “I swear to you, Sam lad, on the soul of me dear departed mother, may she forever rest in peace, I’m not fooking kidding.” Paddy hastily made the sign of the cross in the Catholic tradition.

      “Did it not occur to you to remind his Honour that I’m not a cop anymore?” Sam asked with a hint of sarcasm. “Did you also remind him that we have a highly efficient police force to look into that sort of thing?”

      “Aye, I did. But it seems that they, like your good self and many others just like you, are rapidly losing faith in the ability of our boys in khaki to bring this matter to a satisfactory conclusion.”

      “Why me?” was all Sam could think of to say.

      “Because,” Paddy began, “as the good Judge Hackett explained to me, they know you." They remember you well from the days when you were out there on the streets, chasing down wrongdoers and winning. It would seem your investigative skills left our collective Honours with nothing but favourable impressions, to be sure, and they are scared.”

      “Scared? Scared of what?”

      “Scared of meeting the same fate as their recently departed colleagues,” Paddy explained.

      “If that’s true, why don’t they ask for police protection? Surely they know that is an option available to them; they only have to ask.”

      “My sentiments exactly,” Paddy said, “and I put just that question to him, so I did.”

      “And?” Sam prompted.

      Paddy removed a packet of cigarettes from his pocket, offered one to Sam, who declined with a shake of his head. The building was non-smoking, but he wasn’t about to tell Paddy and risk him leaving the complex and have to wait until he finished his smoke before he returned to finish his tale. He watched Paddy light up, inhale deeply, and emit a rasping cough. A stream of smoke spiralled towards the ceiling.

      Paddy cleared his throat and continued.

      “Hackett said the police offered protection. I guess they figured with two judges down, there might be a pattern forming.”

      “They think?” Sam said with undisguised sarcasm.

      “Whatever,” Paddy shrugged. “Anyway, they all decided to pass on the offer. He said something about not wanting to appear too concerned in the eyes of the public. Said to do so might create undue alarm within the legal community. You see, they’re concerned that an unsatisfactory length of time has elapsed, and the Territory’s finest don’t seem to be making any real progress.”

      “Perhaps the police are just keeping a lid on what they have; they do that from time to time,” Sam defended with little conviction.

      “Ah, yes. The old ‘keeping-a-lid-on-it’ cliché. You don’t believe that any more than I do,” Paddy said accusingly.

      “What about Russell Foley?” Sam asked. “Have you spoken to him?”

      “Just a couple of hours ago, and he’s not saying anything. You’d think he left his tongue at home. Orders from upstairs I believe. I did a bit of snooping on me own after I left Hackett, and a few of the boys and girls close to the investigation are feeling a tad frustrated. When Henderson’s body was found, early this morning, I heard that a couple of the lads went to Foley with their frustrations.”

      “Really, what happened?” Sam prodded.

      “Nothing, I guess Foley is as frustrated as the rest of them.”

      “Like I said, Paddy, it’s a shitty business.”

      “Aye, that it is. Still, Hackett and his fellow judges want you to look into it on their behalf. I’m to tell you there’s another five grand, in cash of course, when you catch the sick foocker who’s bumping them off one by one.”

      Sam whistled through his teeth. “Ten thousand! That’s a lot of hard earned.”

      “Plus any expenses you incur,” Paddy added.

      “Sounds like these old boys are serious.”

      “Ten thousand bucks worth of serious,” Paddy agreed, sipping at his drink.

      “With respect Paddy,” Sam said, “why didn’t Hackett come to me himself? Why send a third party to hire my services?”

      “Now then, that’s the best part, Sam lad. Hackett and the others know I have been following this case from day one. He said they were following my reports with interest. They are aware, if you’ll excuse my modesty, of my exceptional journalistic skills, and they know I will not let go until this nastiness is over. It seems they feel if they had come to you, it would only be a matter of time before I found out about it and reported on it. They all agree it wouldn’t do to have their lack of faith in our constabulary made a matter of public record. That would be embarrassing to them, not to mention the police.”

      “I can see how that might bring about a red face or two,” Sam agreed. “But what’s to stop you writing it up anyway? It’s the sort of thing you bloodhounds thrive on.”

      “Ah yes,” Paddy nodded, “it’s newsworthy all right, and it’s hard.”

      “Okay, so tell me why you are not at your desk tapping away at your trusty typewriter at the speed of light?”

      “Exclusivity,” Paddy grinned broadly.

      “Of course,” Sam laughed, “the journalist’s very justification for existence.”

      “It’s true, Sam. He made me an offer I simply couldn’t refuse.”

      “Such as?”

      “Such as exclusive and unlimited access to each of them, should I elect to expand the profile series I’m working on to include those still in the land of the living.”

      “Why do I get the feeling there’s more in it for you?”

      “That’s because there is, Sam lad,” Paddy smiled.

      “I’m afraid to ask.”

      “I get to tag along with you, and I get the exclusive when your investigation is over.”

      “They offered you that?” Sam said incredulously.

      “Not exactly, at least not at first,” Paddy explained. “That’s my price for holding back until you catch the killer.”

      “Assuming I catch the killer,” Sam scoffed. “No; assuming I even want to catch the killer. What makes you, or them, even think I would want this job in the first place?”

      “Because, we all agree the reason you were the best homicide investigator in the department was because you loved it.”

      “Loved it?”

      “Aye, loved it.”

      “You’re a crusty old bastard, Paddy.”

      “And what’s more, you still love it.”

      “Am I that predictable?” Sam laughed.

      “It’s your most endearing quality, Sam lad. As a matter of fact, I think it could well be your only endearing quality. How about it? We’ll make a great team.”

      “Even if I were to consider taking this on, I work alone, Paddy.”

      “Not on this one you don’t,” the affable Irishman smiled.

      “I can’t go snooping around sticking my nose in this thing. Murder’s a matter for the police. Private investigators only go after murderers in Hollywood.” Sam lifted the mug to his lips and drained the contents. The whiskey burned his throat.

      “Welcome to Hollywood,” Paddy laughed.

      Sam sat looking at his old friend for a moment. Finally, he said, “I could find myself in a world of shit if I do this, Paddy.”

      “Am I to conclude from that statement you are on board?”

      Every nerve in his being screamed at Sam that this was a bad move. He should pass the money back to Paddy and tell him to give it back to Hackett. This was not what he did anymore. It was not about the money; the money was irrelevant. He spent twenty years as a member of the police force, his pension was adequate, and he was earning good money doing what he did now. He sat back in his chair and looked at the old newshound.

      “Well?” Paddy asked.

      “Okay… I’ll do it,” Sam said before he could stop himself.

      “This calls for a celebration,” Paddy declared. He looked around the room. “Got any whiskey in this dump?”

      “No,” Sam said, “but I know where we can get some.”

      “Good,” Paddy laughed, “let’s go. I have the devil of a time trying to work when I’m sober.”

      “You’re still a crusty old bastard, Paddy.”

      “I know Sam, lad. I know,” Paddy burped. “By the way, is it true?”

      “Is what true?” Sam asked, getting up from the desk.

      “The talk around the station… the real reason you left the force… the trouble, between you and Foley?”

      “Take me out and get me drunk. You never know what I might cough to, especially if you’re buying.”

      Paddy moved towards the door. “Okay, Gumshoe, you’ve got yourself a deal, sure you have.”

      Sam ushered Paddy through the door and followed him into the corridor. “That’s a dumb word that… ‘Gumshoe’,” he said. “What exactly is a ‘gumshoe’?”

      Paddy stopped and rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “I dunno. I think it comes from the old Sam Spade novels.”

      “Who?”

      “Sam Spade, he was a fictional private dick from way back in my era. He loved the ladies, and he loved good whiskey if I remember.”

      “Sounds like my kinda guy,” Sam laughed. “If a private dick is a ‘gumshoe’, I guess that’s what I am.”

      Paddy turned and began walking away. “No, Sam lad, you are just a dick. Now, can we go? I’m getting thirsty.”
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      Sam emerged slowly from the murky depths of a whiskey-induced coma. Behind his eyes, a dull pounding threatened to cleave open his skull, and an incessant ringing in his ears promised never to stop. He determined eventually, that the noise came from the telephone beside his bed. With difficulty, he disentangled himself from the bedding and reached blindly for the handpiece.

      “Hello,” he groaned.

      “Top o’ the mornin’ to you, Sam lad. Top o’ the mornin’,” Paddy O’Reily greeted with a cheerfulness that depressed him.

      Sam grabbed his pillow and pulled it over his face to keep the piercing light from penetrating his eyes and searing his brain.

      “Jesus Paddy, what time is it?”

      “It’s time to go to work lad, time to go to work.” Paddy’s voice echoed painfully inside Sam’s head bouncing from the right hemisphere to the left, and back again.

      “I’m on my way over,” Paddy continued. “Get your tired arse out of the fart sack. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

      Sam heard the line disconnect, and stared at the handpiece for a moment as his brain scrambled to focus. After two awkward, fumbling attempts to replace the handset, he managed, with consummate ease, to upset the whole works. The telephone crashed to the floor and the pounding in his head intensified. His mouth felt like he had eaten a kilo of cotton wool, and there was an after taste on his tongue that defied description.

      His confusion rapidly turned to discontent. How could Paddy be so bright and cheerful after all the alcohol they consumed last night? It was unfair. It was two o’clock in the morning when he left the Irishman still throwing back whiskey like it was water, although he suspected many years had passed since Paddy had drank anything remotely resembling water. Somehow, he managed to fall into a cab and get himself home. At that hour of the morning, after consuming what seemed like half a dozen litres of Irish Heather whiskey, Sam was as drunk as ten men. He couldn’t believe where the tiny newsman put it all. Paddy was half his size and probably twenty years older. It simply wasn’t right that Paddy should be this cheerful when he was a blithering, unintelligible idiot.

      On a day-to-day basis, Sam Rose was not a big drinker. He enjoyed a couple of beers, or a good bottle of wine with friends on occasions, but he was far from a hardened drinker, which many believed was at odds with much of the Territory population. Darwin, by virtue of its geographical location in Australia’s tropical north, offered a lifestyle conducive to alcohol consumption in far greater quantities than any of its counterpart capital cities. Alfresco dining, barbeques, picnics, and outdoor socialising were a way of life accepted and embraced in the steamy, tropical heat that blanketed Australia’s most northern capital city virtually all year round.

      Slowly, gingerly, he eased himself out from beneath the twisted bedding. He lowered one leg to the carpet, mindful not to step on the fallen telephone. His feet hurt, his scalp hurt, his teeth hurt. Shit, even his skin hurt. He gently reached down, retrieved the phone, and placed it back on the bedside table, glad to be rid of the infernal “beep…beep…beeping”. He sat for a moment on the edge of the bed, waiting for the dizziness to fade, then looked at the clock radio on the bedside table. Nine seventeen a.m.

      “Oh God,” he moaned. “It’s the middle of the night.”

      He had to move. Had to get his legs synchronized with his brain. Sitting on the edge of his bed, naked save for a bright red pair of boxer shorts covered in iridescent images of Mickey Mouse, he steeled himself for the inevitable. While he waited for the dizziness to subside, he silently vowed this would be the last time he would subject his body to the poison from which it now suffered.

      He stood for a long time under the powerful spray of the shower. First with the water as hot as he could bare it, the steam seemingly clearing his foggy mind, and then just the cold water. The icy spray slowly dragged him into a moderate degree of sensibility. He repeated the process, and felt himself returning slowly from the depths of wherever it was he had been. He stepped from the shower, and reaffirmed his promise never again to partake of the evil drink.

      Beginning to feel as though he might just survive, he smiled at the realisation that his perceived certain demise was not as imminent as he had feared fifteen minutes earlier. He was halfway through a tuneless and barely recognisable version of the Frank Sinatra classic “My Way,” when it dawned on him he recovered sufficiently to whistle. He smiled wider and marvelled at the human body’s ability to heal itself. Perhaps he had been a tad hasty swearing off the drink.

      Coffee, hot, black, sweet, and lots of it was his next priority. He was lingering over his second cup when Paddy arrived. The journalist looked disgustingly healthy, and smelled of soap and Old Spice after-shave lotion.

      Do they still sell that stuff? Sam wondered as the sickly aroma preceded Paddy into the room.

      The diminutive reporter looked like he had never touched a drop of alcohol in his life. He bounced into Sam’s home, wearing the ever-present smile below the ever-present trilby perched cockily on his head, and followed Sam to the kitchen where he proceeded to help himself to a cup of coffee. He leaned casually against the kitchen counter and looked closely at Sam.

      “Well, I’m surprised, Sam, to be honest,” he announced between sips of coffee.

      “Surprised? Surprised at what?”

      “I’m surprised someone who last night climbed onto the bar and delivered a painfully awful rendition of “My Way” followed immediately by the absolute massacre of “Danny Boy”, could look so… so, remarkably recovered this morning. And, may I remind you, “Danny Boy" is not an old Irish drinking song as you insisted it was last night.”

      "Did I do that?”

      “Yes you did, and who was it, I would love to know, who told you that you could sing?”

      “Singing is just another form of self-expression,” Sam argued. “Some people paint portraits, some write books, or play piano… I sing.”

      “Sam lad, as your friend, I know you won’t be hurt when I suggest it would be in your best interest to try one of them other things you just mentioned when next you feel inclined to express yourself. On second thought, maybe not the piano.”

      “I’ve been thinking,” Sam said, ignoring the advice.

      “And I thought it was the toast burning,” Paddy joked.

      “No, seriously,” Sam continued. “I’ve been thinking about the murders, and the money.”

      Paddy shrugged. “There's nothing to think about. You just do it. You’re an investigator. People hire you to investigate, so, investigate.”

      “I’m gonna give the money back.”

      “Give it back? What do you mean, give it back? Is business that good that you can turn down a five grand hand out?”

      “That’s the whole point; it’s not a handout. In return for the money, I have to track down a serial killer. If the police with all their resources can’t get him, how the hell am I supposed to?”

      “You did it for years, Sam. I don’t understand the problem.”

      “It’s like I said,” Sam explained. “I don’t have the same resources, or the manpower. I don’t have access to the results of the investigation so far. Besides, Russell Foley is in charge of the case, and you know we don’t exactly see eye-to-eye. Perhaps Hackett’s judgement has been clouded by his perceptions of my past reputation.”

      Paddy poured himself a fresh cup of coffee. “You seem to have forgotten, lad. Hackett offered the job and the money to you. It’s not as if you approached him and offered him the opportunity to retain your services. He and the other legal eagles believe in your ability, and for what it’s worth, so do I.”

      “I appreciate the vote of confidence,” Sam smiled. “I’m just not sure it’s a faith I can vindicate.”

      “You will, you will,” Paddy encouraged. “And now that I have eased your feelings of inadequacy, where do we start?”

      “Okay,” Sam resigned. “We start with the victims. You’ve been writing about the murders from the beginning, tell me what you know about how they died.”

      “I can’t tell you any more than you have already read in the papers. There is a ‘no comment’ order in effect down at the station, and no one’s talking.”

      “What about suspects?” Sam asked hopefully. “You’re around headquarters every day. Any whispers?”

      “As far as I’ve been able to determine, there is no one person in particular they are focusing on.” Paddy lit a cigarette, and the two men sat in silence for a few moments. As it was in his office, Sam considered his home a non-smoking environment also, but what the hell, this was Paddy O’Reily, and Paddy O’Reily usually did whatever he pleased.

      “What the bloody hell are they doing?” Sam asked absently. “It’s been six weeks. They must have something by now.”

      “If they have, they’re not telling anyone,” Paddy responded. “If you want my opinion, I think they have nothing and are too embarrassed to say so.”

      “I hate to admit it Paddy, but you’re probably right.”

      Paddy blew twin streams of smoke from his nostrils. “So, where do we start?”

      Sam pushed an empty saucer towards Paddy. Despite his good intentions, Paddy's cigarette ash missed the saucer and fell on the table.

      “We split up,” Sam answered. “Who do you know at the morgue?”

      “I’ve got a good contact there,” Paddy confirmed. “I’ve had him for years. But I tried that approach when the information from the police dried up.”

      “No luck?”

      “No. The autopsies were conducted under strict security on Foley’s orders. I believe the chief pathologist himself conducted them, and his reports are strictly confidential, off limits to everyone not immediately involved in the investigation, even to his staff.”

      “I can understand the reports not being made public,” Sam said. “That’s standard procedure in any murder investigation, but autopsy reports have been leaked to the press before.”

      “Not this time, Sam lad.” Paddy stubbed out his cigarette. “What do you want me to do?”

      “I want you to go back there,” Sam instructed. “Speak to your source again. Someone knows something.” He counted out five one hundred dollar notes from the envelope that lay on the table and handed them to Paddy. “Here, buy the information if you have to. Remind me to bill this to Hackett under expenses,” he added as an afterthought.

      Paddy stuffed the money into his pocket. “What about you? What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to see what I can find out about the sick bastard responsible for these murders,” Sam answered.

      “Where?”

      “There’s a very lovely lady I’ve looked forward to meeting for a while,” Sam winked. “I’m sure she can help me.”

      Paddy’s curiosity was immediately aroused. “I’m a journalist. I thirst for knowledge. Anyone I know?”

      “Ann Curtis,” Sam smiled.

      “The forensic psychologist?”

      “That’s the one.”

      “Well,” Paddy said, “she is lovely, to be sure.”

      “Yes, she is,” Sam agreed.

      “How come you get to visit with a pretty lady, and I get to go to the morgue?” Paddy asked.

      “Because I’m the boss.”

      “That’s no reason,” Paddy complained.

      “Okay, how about… you’re too old, and too ugly. You’d scare the poor woman half to death.”

      “You know how to hurt a man, Sam lad. Promise me one thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Promise me you won’t sing to her.”

      “Have a nice day, Paddy,” Sam smiled. “We’ll meet up later and compare notes.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      Sam Rose had never met Ann Curtis, but was attracted to her the first day he saw her. As the newly appointed Vice Chancellor at Darwin University, a reporter from a local television station was interviewing her, and instantly Sam, a confirmed bachelor, was smitten. She was beautiful. He was at home, and although not a fan of the inane, mindless drivel that seemed to occupy the majority of television programming these days, his TV was on and running in the background as he busied himself tidying up around the house.

      Ann Curtis arrived in Darwin six months ago to assume her current position at the university. When the reporter inquired about her background, she announced that she was single. Where beautiful women were concerned, particularly beautiful, single women, Sam had a reputation of being quick off the mark. Even so, until now, he never found an excuse to meet her, and she occupied his thoughts as he drove to the university. Perhaps he should have telephoned and made an appointment. Maybe she wouldn’t be there. What if she was in the middle of a lecture? Would she be annoyed that he arrived unannounced?

      He was greeted by a secretary with a look she obviously spent years culturing and reserved especially for those who arrived without an appointment.

      “Professor Curtis is attending a meeting at the moment. Do you have an appointment?” she asked sarcastically, knowing full well he didn’t.

      Sam held her eyes. “No I’m afraid I don’t, but it’s important.”

      “What is it you do?” she scowled. Her tone suggested his unannounced arrival was a gross intrusion upon her, and her boss’s, otherwise busy schedule. She picked up the telephone.

      Sam dropped a business card onto her desk. “I’m a private investigator.”

      The revelation brought about a searing look of scorn that conveyed a distinct dislike for those employed in the “gumshoe” business.

      “Hmmph,” she snuffed.

      He waited while she announced his presence to someone on the other end of the line, and felt a hollow sense of victory when she hung up the phone and informed him with obvious disdain that he could wait in the Professor’s office.

      The office was huge, easily at least twice the size of his own. As he waited, he walked slowly around the room perusing more awards, certificates, and degrees adorning the walls than he had ever seen in any one place in his entire life. Professor Curtis was no dummy, he decided.

      Sensing her presence rather than hearing her, he turned to see Ann Curtis standing in the doorway. Despite the comfortable temperature, the room felt instantly several degrees warmer.

      Professor Curtis closed the door behind her, and drifted into the room on a soft, gentle wave of perfume. She was even more beautiful in person. Sam felt his breath catch, and hoped she would not notice.

      Ann Curtis was not the sort of woman to use her looks to her advantage. If anything, her classic beauty was a source of mild inconvenience to her in that everywhere she went people always looked twice; women as well as men. Some, like the man currently standing in her office, looked more than twice. As she watched Sam, she saw the same look in his eyes that she saw in most men’s eyes when they were close to her. She tried to ignore it, as she long ago disciplined herself to do, but in this case, she found his attention strangely mysterious, perhaps even exciting.

      For a few moments that seemed like a few hours to Sam, the two stood a couple of metres apart, just looking at each other. Sam fought the urge to allow his eyes to wander over her tall, slim body. They locked eyes, and Ann Curtis held his gaze with just a hint of knowing in the half smile that formed on her lips. When finally, she spoke, her voice had a huskiness Sam found mildly erotic.

      “I don’t believe we’ve met before,” she said with a slight lifting of her eyebrows.

      Suddenly, Sam’s tongue was on vacation. He couldn’t speak. Silently he cursed his awkwardness. Finally, he cleared his throat noisily and spoke, much too loudly at first.

      “Ah… I don’t think… I mean… no, we haven’t met before.” He stepped forward and offered his hand, hoping it wouldn’t be hot, wet, and clammy. If it was, she gave no indication. She clasped his hand and held it gently. Her fingers felt cool and strong.

      “I’m Sam Rose,” he said with more control.

      “You’re right,” she smiled, “we haven’t met, but I do know who you are. Your reputation precedes you, Mister Rose.” Her hand lingered in his. “I’m Ann Curtis.” She stepped around him and moved across the big room to a chair behind an expansive, heavy, ornate, oak desk. Sam watched approvingly as she moved with grace and style on long, slender legs.

      “Please, sit down, Mister Rose.” She gestured to a vacant chair opposite her. “It is ‘Mister’ Rose these days isn’t it? I understand you are no longer with the police force.”

      “Thank you,” Sam said, taking the seat. “I left the force twelve months ago. I’m now a private investigator.”

      “How fascinating. I don’t believe I’ve ever met a real, live, private investigator. What was it about the police force that convinced you to change careers?”

      Sam looked into her emerald green eyes, looking for a sign that his reputation truly did precede him. Was she just fishing? Did she know about him and Russell Foley? He suspected that she probably did. Why wouldn’t she know? The whole police force knew. If truth be known, there probably wasn’t a living soul in Darwin, even the whole bloody Territory who didn’t know.

      “Twenty years is a long time in the same job,” he shrugged. “I felt it was time for a change.”

      “And has the change proved worthwhile?”

      “Yes it has, so far. I’m enjoying the freedom of the independence it provides.”

      “Good,” Ann smiled. “And are you here today as a private investigator?”

      “As a matter of fact, I am,” Sam answered. “I apologise for not making an appointment. I’m afraid I might have got off to a bad start with your secretary. She seemed a little annoyed with me.”

      “Apology accepted, and please don’t worry about Margaret. She’s extremely efficient, but perhaps a trifle too rigid in her observance of university policy. But, about your visit, I’m intrigued. What on earth would a private investigator want with me?”

      Sam wanted a lot of things with Ann Curtis but, for the moment, opted to keep those thoughts to himself, at least until he got to know her better, which he hoped would be in the very near future. “Information,” he said.

      “Information?”

      “Well, more a case of your thoughts and ideas really,” he explained.

      “Now I am curious. About what?”

      Sam shifted in his seat. “About the recent murders.”

      “Goodness yes,” Ann said. “What a terrible business. I saw Roland Henderson just last week at a Law Society dinner. I had drinks with him and his wife. The poor woman must be devastated.”

      “It’s tragic,” Sam agreed. “I was hoping you might be able to provide some information that would be helpful to me.”

      “I’ll do whatever I can, of course,” she offered. “But I don’t understand. Are you working with the police?”

      “No, I’m working independently of the police. I’m sorry I can’t be more specific than that, but confidentiality prevents me from disclosing who I’m working for.”

      “I see,” Ann said. “I must admit though, given my interest in the workings of the criminal mind, I find all this intrigue fascinating.”

      “It’s your interest in the criminal mind that brings me here, Professor Curtis.”

      “Oh please,” she said, “let’s dispense with the formalities. Call me Ann.”

      “Okay, Ann,” Sam smiled. “And Mister Rose is my father’s name. I’m Sam.”

      “Terrific.” Ann tossed her head back in a way that had the thick, soft mane of burgundy hair bouncing lightly on her shoulders. Sam was suddenly aware of a quickening of his pulse. If Ann noticed his awkwardness, she chose to ignore it.

      “How can I help you?” she asked.

      “I was hoping you might be able to provide an insight into the character of the person responsible for the murders. His personality, his background, how old he might be. That type of thing.”

      “You mean, like a profile?”

      “Exactly,” Sam nodded.

      “I’m getting the impression you believe the same man is responsible for each of the killings.”

      “I can’t speak for the police,” Sam said, “I’m not privilege to their investigation, but I think it could be the same person, yes.”

      “So, you want to know if he was an abused child devoid of parental affection, I suppose you mean?”

      “Something like that, I guess,” Sam shrugged.

      “Well, you can forget any thoughts of childhood molestation,” she began. “From the little I know of the murders, I don’t think the person responsible is motivated by any long standing obsession with sexual revenge.”

      “Can you be certain of that?” Sam urged.

      “Not without specific details of each murder. However, given the information available, I’m reasonably satisfied that lust is not his motivation.”

      “Is it a man?”

      “Oh yes, almost certainly,” Ann responded. “We know from early press reports the killer used a knife. Knives are not the weapon of choice for women. They almost never use them to commit murder; unless it is in the heat of the moment, or in self-defence where a knife is the closest available weapon. Again, without knowing specifics, I’m guessing these murders were pre-meditated. History suggests that in cases of pre-meditated murder, a man is far more likely to use a knife than a woman. The concept of plunging a knife into someone is a bit too grizzly for a woman.”

      “Is he a serial killer?” Sam asked.

      “That depends, possibly, yes.”

      “Depends on what?”

      Ann shifted slightly in her chair and brushed at a lock of hair that had fallen across her eye. “It depends on whether or not the policeman victim… what was his name?”

      “Richter, Carl Richter,” Sam prompted.

      “Yes Richter. It depends on whether he was murdered by the same person who murdered the two judges.”

      “Why?”

      “Because, generally speaking, two murders would not be sufficient to categorise a person as a serial killer. Three or more however, all in a similar manner, and with a time lapse between each, tends to indicate differently.”

      “What’s your feeling?” Sam asked.

      “Well, keeping in mind I know no more than most people about the facts of the killings, my instincts tell me the same man is responsible for all three deaths.”

      “Is he likely to kill again?”

      Ann clasped her hands in front of her. “If he hasn't finished what he started, yes he will,” she nodded. “If he’s motivated by an agenda, he will continue until he’s completed what he set out to do. If, on the other hand, there is no agenda, and the killings are purely random, he may continue until he is caught, or until a voice somewhere in his head tells him he’s finished. In this case however, I suspect he has an agenda.”

      “Really?” Sam leaned forward.

      “Victims of serial killers almost always have something in common,” Ann continued. “They’re all hitch-hikers for instance, or they’re all prostitutes, young boys, young girls, or elderly women. These three men all had an association with the law. There is a difference here however.”

      “I think I know where you’re heading,” Sam said.

      “Good, we’re on the same wavelength,” Ann flashed that captivating smile. “In most cases, while the victims have something in common, they are usually chosen at random and are, in fact, strangers to their assailant. I don’t see that as being the case here.”

      “Oh?” Sam uttered curiously. “That’s interesting. What makes you think that?”

      “Again,” she said, “we are working with limited specifics, but its common knowledge Richter was killed at Police Headquarters. Costello was killed in a public park in broad daylight, and Roland Henderson at the Supreme Court building. In each case the killer must have taken considerable risk of being caught, or at the very least, seen by someone in the vicinity. That suggests to me he chose his victims specifically. If he fitted the usual profile and selected his victims at random, he could surely have found easier targets with much less risk of being observed.”

      “Perhaps the risk is part of the thrill for him?” Sam mused.

      “Yes,” Ann agreed, “that is often the case, and it very well could be here. It could also be that it is his way of taunting the police. It’s been known to happen.”

      “What about the man himself? You know, age, physical characteristics, all that stuff?”

      “We have to look at history for that,” Ann answered. “We have to stereotype him. Statistically the majority of serial killers are male, white, aged between thirty and fifty and are of average build. They are generally as nondescript in appearance as the chap next door. They go to great lengths to ensure nothing about their appearance will attract undue attention.” She paused. “I’m afraid I can’t be more specific than that, but if we take the mean average, you will be looking for a white man, about forty years old, unspectacular in appearance. And,” she added, “when he’s not killing judges or police officers, he will be the friendly next door neighbour who volunteers to collect your mail and feed your cat when you are away on holidays.”

      “Well,” Sam responded, “that would be about half the population.”

      “I’m afraid so,” Ann agreed. “That’s about as specific as I can be without resorting to wild speculation. I prefer to leave that to the media, they are much better at it.”

      “So,” Sam summarised, “I’m looking for a forty-year-old, average looking bloke with a grudge against authority; that should be easy.”

      Ann ignored his sarcasm. “There are examples of serial killers who extract vengeance against those who represent authority because they feel authority has wronged them somehow. The identity of the victim is usually irrelevant to the killer. His grudge is against the authority as an organisation, as opposed to a specific individual within the organisation. I can’t help thinking though, that in this case, the killer is choosing his victims because of who they are rather than who they represent.”

      “A link between the victims other than the fact they all represented the law?”

      “I’m sure of it,” Ann said. “Because of the risk involved in each case, it would suggest the victims were specifically targeted. If you find what else was common to all three victims, it may give you a motive, if nothing else.”

      “Is it likely the victims might have known the killer?”

      “Given what I’ve already said about carefully choosing his victims, I think it is a distinct possibility.”

      “Could he be suicidal?” Sam posed.

      “When he’s finished, assuming he’s not caught first, he might take his own life. If he does, he’ll leave no explanation, and his family and friends will be taken completely by surprise. The killings will mysteriously stop, and probably remain unsolved. Such cases are rare however, because again, generally speaking, serial killers are cowardly and weak by their very nature. Suicide is not an option they would consider. In some cases, for inexplicable reasons, the urge to kill leaves him, and he no longer feels the need to impose his violence on others. This man will, I think, continue until he has completed the task he has set himself. Only then will he feel vindicated and stop the killing.”

      “He sounds like a delightful chap,” Sam offered.

      “He’s the worst kind of serial killer, Sam. Most of them have a deep, basic emotional instability about them. I think this man is quite sane; at least that’s how he appears to others, and that makes him even more dangerous.”

      As if by pre-arrangement, the telephone on her desk rang once. Ann excused herself and picked it up.

      “Yes, Margaret?” she said into the mouthpiece. “Thank you, we were just finishing.” She lowered the hand piece to its cradle. “Sam, I’m sorry, I have another meeting in a few minutes.”

      “No,” Sam said, getting up. “It’s my fault. I’ve kept you from your work. I should have made an appointment.”

      “That’s all right,” Ann said, also rising. “I’ve enjoyed the opportunity to discuss aspects of my work on a one-to-one basis, as opposed to in front of a class room of students, half of whom sleep through my lectures anyway.”

      “Somehow, I can’t imagine anyone sleeping through one of your classes,” Sam smiled.

      “Now you’re flattering me,” she laughed as she followed him to the door. “But don’t stop, I love it.”

      Sam turned and faced her. “Thank you, you’ve been a great help. I guess that’s why you’re the professor and I’m just the lowly private investigator.”

      “Don’t sell yourself short, Sam. Remember, I’m familiar with your reputation. I suspect you are far more astute than you let on.”

      “Now you’re flattering me!” Sam laughed.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t be more specific,” Ann continued, “Serial killers are a breed of their own. A lot of it is assumption, speculation and ‘ifs’ and ‘buts’. I only hope you catch this fellow before he kills again, because if you don’t, he will.”

      “At least I have an idea of who I’m looking for,” Sam offered his hand. “Thanks again.”

      “Anytime,” she said, taking his hand and holding it perhaps longer than she needed to.

      As he left, Sam thought she said it as though she meant it.
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        As he walked slowly to his car, something nagged at the back of his mind. Something he couldn’t put his finger on. An indefinable thing, a question, a fact, something sitting there, somewhere in the far reaches of his mind, but omnipresent enough to tweak a nerve of… of what, remembrance perhaps? He didn’t know. It wasn’t something that concerned him sufficiently for him to agonise over, it was just… well… something.

        He unlocked his car, climbed in, and for a few minutes, he sat in the campus car park mulling over the things Ann Curtis had said. Now he had a better picture of what the killer might look like. Scant as that description might be, it was a start, at least. A mental image, albeit speculative, was better than no image at all.

        When finally, he started the car and drove from the university grounds, he wished he had asked her out to dinner.
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      Ann Curtis returned to the chair behind her desk. She should be on her way to the opposite end of the Administration block by now if she was going to be on time for her next meeting. For a few moments, she allowed her thoughts to linger on Sam Rose. What was it about him that intrigued her? He was good looking, she supposed, without being drop-dead gorgeous. He had an air of strength and self-confidence about him that could not be mistakenly interpreted as arrogance, and she was sure, somewhere beneath the image he presented, she detected a gentleness she suspected not many people ever got close enough to see. What was it? What was it about Sam Rose that left her feeling ever so slightly girlish?

      There had been men in her life, too damn many of them, she often thought; a legacy of her looks she supposed. Most of the relationships she entered into were superficial at best, and based on the physical needs of both the man she was with at the time, and those of her own. Only twice had she ever considered herself on the verge of falling in love, and both times, her heart was broken. The experience left her burdened with no small amount of cynicism in regards to the whole love, life-long commitment thing. It was her job. She knew that now, and had long ago come to terms with it, even though it sometimes left her with feelings of loss and inadequacy. Most of the men she met who were of eligible status, were intimidated by her position and by the nature of her work. More than one of her partners expressed concerns he felt he was being analysed during their relationship. It was a failing in her character, she knew that, but as far as her work was concerned, she was simply not prepared to compromise; not at that time. Not back then, when she was still on the way up, on the way to being the best in a profession still considered in many circles to be exclusively a man’s domain.

      It was different now. She had the job she wanted, and she was content, at least professionally. It had not been easy. Along the way, she paid a price for the career choices she made, and these days, she seemed unable to embark on anything other than platonic relationships. It had been a long time since she felt that light, feather soft fluttering low in her belly. What was it about Sam Rose that stirred those vague but not totally forgotten feelings deep inside her now?

      She wondered if she might get the opportunity to see him again, hoping she would, and hoping it would be soon.

      Her secretary poked her head around the door, and reminded her she was late for her meeting. She gathered documents from her desk, and pushing aside thoughts of Sam Rose, for the moment, she hurried from the room.
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      Sam could no longer avoid what he had been purposely avoiding for a year. He had to see Russell Foley. Given their history, in particular, the way they parted company back then, he expected very little in the way of information from Foley, but he had to try. He didn’t look forward to the liaison, and wished he could avoid a face-to-face meeting, but knew he couldn’t.

      It would happen one day; Darwin was not a big city where they could both live and never run into each other, either by design or by coincidence. It might just as well be today as any other day, and it might just as well be by design rather than embarrassing coincidence.

      He never bothered to make an appointment; he knew to do so would only illicit Foley’s refusal to see him. Apart from an occasional beer with one or two of his former colleagues, Sam had seen few of them since he left the force, and a part of him fondly anticipated seeing more of his old friends again.

      Entering the foyer of the Criminal Investigation Branch in the headquarters building, he heard the old familiar sounds that were an integral part of his daily work life over so many years. Sounds that were once so omnipresent he hardly noticed them, now seemed louder than he recalled. Office sounds. The muffled tapping of clumsy fingers on computer keyboards churning out yet another report destined for confinement into already bulging filing cabinets. The low, distant hum of the building’s air conditioning system rumbled quietly from cavities hidden from view behind walls and in ceilings discoloured with age, and screaming for a fresh coat of paint. Voices, faint but audible, drifted to him from the main squad room just beyond where he stood. They were the voices of detectives going about the business of trying to salvage some sanity from the madness that was the juggernaut of a soaring crime rate. Some of those new to the squad would never make it, Sam knew. They would fold under the relentless pressure of a ridiculous workload, or succumb to ultimatums delivered by spouses insisting families must take priority over police work. Others would ride it out. These were the ones who would ultimately become the backbone of the branch. The ones who would be, and could be, relied upon to deliver results regardless of how disproportionate the balance between hours spent at home with the family and those spent at work may sometimes be. These cops long ago stopped losing sleep over the inadequacies and inconsistencies of the judicial system. They chose instead, to simply get on with the job and let those supposedly more qualified and better paid deal with what they saw as blatantly obvious flaws in the system.

      Sam approached the reception counter where a uniformed policewoman sat, engrossed in a glossy magazine. She quickly shoved it out of sight in a desk drawer as she looked up and saw him.

      Sam offered her a smile and a knowing wink. “Not the Police Gazette I gather,” he said, referring to the discarded magazine.

      The woman gave him a look that said, “Don’t wink at me, you sexist prick, or I’ll tear your face off!” She said instead, “How can I help you?”

      “I’d like to see Russell Foley if that’s possible,” Sam said, this time offering only a half-smile, without the accompanying wink.

      “Do you have an appointment?”

      Sounds like Ann Curtis’s minder Margaret, Sam thought. “No, I don’t,” he confirmed. “I was hoping I wouldn’t need an appointment. We’re… um… old friends.”

      “I’m sorry, but Inspector Foley is very busy. You need to make an appointment. If you’d like to leave a message, I’ll see he gets it.”

      “Is your mother’s name Margaret?” Sam asked.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Nothing, forget it,” Sam said. “I appreciate he’s a busy man, so am I, but I would still like to talk to him. I’ll be just a few minutes. It is important.”

      “I’m very sorry, Sir, but I’m afraid it’s impossible without an appointment.”

      Sam leaned across the counter separating him from the constable.

      “I’m sorry too, young lady, but I must insist.” He held her gaze and saw a hint of hesitation in her eyes. He leaned a little closer and went in for the kill.

      “If you’ll just buzz him on that phone there, and tell him Sam Rose is here, I’m sure he’ll see me.” He jerked a thumb at a door behind him, across the foyer. “Now, I know that’s his office behind me. Do I have to barge in there unannounced, so it looks like you haven’t done your job?” He threw her another wink, an exaggerated one this time, and a smile way wider than the first.

      A faint, pink flush rose to the policewoman’s cheeks. It might have been mild embarrassment, or it might have been the prelude to an outburst of rage and she really would tear his face off. For a moment, she held his gaze in a fruitless gesture of defiance. Sam was smiling so hard it was beginning to hurt. Finally, Constable pink cheeks lowered her eyes and reached for the telephone.

      “Thank you,” Sam whispered, just loud enough for her to hear. He stepped away from the counter, and moved across the foyer to stand in the open doorway he knew led to the C.I.B. squad room.

      There were at least a dozen plain-clothes officers inside, some with heads down deeply engrossed in files, some with their eyes glued to computer screens, and others talked among themselves, or spoke on telephones. Most of them drank terrible police station coffee. It was as Sam would have expected. Nothing had changed.

      Lost in the importance or otherwise of their own particular devices, no one noticed him standing there, leaning casually against the doorjamb. Sam found the sounds, and the faint, stale odour of the air emanating from the squad room oddly nostalgic. Then, someone looked up and saw him. The sounds of the room faded quickly. Brief, intermittent moments of silence followed as faces turned his way in recognition.

      “Hey, Sam,” a voice called from the back of the room.

      “Look, it’s Rosebud,” another said.

      “Long time no see,” a female voice greeted from somewhere else in the room.

      “Yeah, she’s missed you, Sam,” a boisterous male voice chirped.

      “Jesus, all that mess and nothing to wipe it up with,” another joked. Everyone in the room laughed.

      Sam was quickly surrounded by former colleagues, jostling to shake his hand and slap him on the back. For the briefest of moments, he regretted leaving all this behind. He wasn’t permitted to luxuriate in the feeling for long.

      As quickly as the welcoming din engulfed him, it descended into an awkward silence. All eyes in the room swung from him, to a point somewhere behind him.

      Sam turned slowly and stood face-to-face with Russell Foley. The expression on Foley’s face left no doubt in Sam’s mind his former partner did not share the same enthusiasm as his subordinates to see Sam.

      The two men stood looking at each other, both painfully aware they were standing in the very same spot where the fateful confrontation occurred a year earlier. It was the first time they had come face-to-face since that day. Sam offered his hand.

      “Hello, Russ. It’s been a long time.”

      Foley ignored the extended hand. “Not long enough,” he said quietly. Then, he looked beyond Sam, into the squad room. “This is not a reunion party, people!” he barked. “Let’s get back to work.” He watched and waited until his charges shuffled back to their respective desks, and the sounds of productivity began once again to fill the room. Finally, his eyes swung back to Sam. When he spoke, his tone conveyed his obvious displeasure at seeing Sam.

      “My office, now!” Foley demanded. He turned away and walked back across the foyer to his office. Having left her desk, the uniformed constable from reception hovered nearby, wearing a smirk that suggested she had just single-handedly captured Australia’s most wanted.

      Sam turned to her and flashed another of his killer smiles. “See, I told you we were old friends.”

      Russell Foley’s office was conspicuous in its typical government blandness. One well aged, grey metal filing cabinet and an “L” shaped, green vinyl topped desk. The last time Sam was in this office was to present his resignation to Foley’s predecessor. Back then, there were more plaques and certificates on the walls; even a couple of moderately expensive prints portraying examples of the Territories finest attractions hung on the wall behind the desk. Now, as Sam glanced around the room, he decided it was an office reflecting the practical simplicity, no frills approach of its current occupant. Sam closed the door behind him and moved to one of the two chairs on the visitor’s side of the desk.

      “Don’t bother sitting,” Foley said. “You won’t be here long enough to warm the seat.”

      “Would I be right in assuming you’re still angry?”

      “You’re not in the job anymore Rose. Those people in there have a lot of work to do," he waved a finger in the general direction of the squad room "You spent enough years here bitching about the excessive work load to know that better than most. It hasn’t gotten any easier. If you want to catch up with old friends, do it in their off-duty hours. The squad room is off limits to non-police personnel, or have you forgotten that as well?”

      “Jesus, lighten up Russ, I was just saying hello to the troops.”

      “In the future,” Foley said, “do it somewhere else. Now, if that’s all you came for, I’m busy too. You'll excuse me if I don't show you out."

      “That’s not why I’m here, Russell. I came to talk to you.”

      “We have nothing to say to each other!” Foley said dismissively.”

      “Come on, Russell,” Sam coaxed. “It’s been twelve months. Can’t we move on from this? We were a bloody good team once, not to mention best friends, for Christ’s sake.”

      “That was before you broke the police force golden rule and screwed another copper’s wife… mine!”

      “Jesus mate, we’ve been through this a hundred times! You knew she was playing around. How many night shifts did we spend together with me listening to you complaining about her hour after hour? How many times did we cruise past your house in the early hours of the morning looking for cars that didn’t belong there?”

      “That’s right,” Foley fumed, “and all the time you were back-dooring me.”

      “I’ve told you before, and I’ll tell you again. It happened once, and I never went after her. She came on to me.”

      “And I’m getting sick of you offering me that crap as lame justification for your actions.”

      “It happens to be the truth. That doesn’t make it right, I know. What I did was wrong, and I know what I lost because of it. If I could undo it, I would, but I can’t. No one can. It’s done. Jenny betrayed you many times, with many others, before I did that one time. We both know that. And, we both know her infidelity was mostly with other coppers. She told you herself. My problem is I’m the only one she ever named, and she only did that because she knew how it would damage our friendship. We’ve both had to live with the fallout, mate. I don’t expect your understanding or forgiveness. We both know a standing prick has no conscience. Shit, I know you were never the shining example of fidelity.”

      “I never screwed another copper’s wife,” Foley interjected.

      “Perhaps not, but it was usually someone’s wife.”

      “Is this what you came to talk about,” Foley asked dismissively. “If it is, then we did this a year ago, remember?”

      “Yes, I remember. Would it make you feel any better if we go out into the foyer, and you can punch my lights out again?”

      “As tempting as that is, don’t push it. You’re a civilian now. It would give me a great deal of pleasure to toss your arse in the slammer, so I suggest you piss off before I take you up on your offer.”

      “Jesus Christ, Foley, she left you! She grabbed the kids, cleaned out the bank account, and bolted to Queensland! Last I heard, you had to sell the house to give her more money. Now you’re housed in a cockroach infested shit hole, living from payday to payday. When are you going to accept what is done is done, and put this behind you?”

      “Get the fuck out of here, Rose!”

      An awkward silence fell around the two men. Sam made no move to leave the office. Foley glared at his former partner, fully prepared to exercise his authority if Sam refused to leave. He warmed inwardly at the thought of incarcerating Rose, if only for a few hours.

      Sam returned Foley’s gaze, hoping the situation would not develop.

      “I didn’t come here to revisit old grievances, or to bang heads with you, Russell,” he said, quieter now.

      “Why did you come?” Foley asked.

      “I want to talk about the recent murders.”

      “You’re kidding of course!” Foley chuffed. “Surely you didn’t come here believing I would discuss police business with you, did you?”

      “I guess I knew that would be your initial reaction,” Sam said.

      “Initial, and final,” Foley confirmed. “What the fuck did you expect? This is an official investigation. Did someone forget to tell you, you’re not in the job anymore? If so, let me remind you, you’re not in the job anymore!”

      “I had hoped we might be able to co-operate, you know, an exchange of ideas, that sort of thing.”

      “Co-operate! What the fuck do you mean co-operate? What’s your interest in this case?”

      “I’m a private investigator. Investigating privately is what I do. I’m taking a look at things; that’s all.”

      “Oh, really, on whose behalf?” Foley’s interest piqued.

      “Why would you assume I’m working for anyone? The community is concerned there is a serial killer out there somewhere, wandering around systematically depleting the ranks of the legal fraternity; unchecked it would seem. I was a good investigator, Russell. I still am, if you’ll forgive the self-promotion. And, if I’m not mistaken, there will be more than a few souls in this very building concerned this scumbag is still out there. I just thought I might poke around a bit on my own behalf. Obviously it would help if you could see your way clear to bring be up to speed on your enquiries. I guess I should have known better.”

      “You got that right,” Foley agreed. “And, here’s something you can take with you on the way out, and let there be absolutely no misunderstanding. Unfortunately, I can’t stop you from snooping around, but know this, if you in any way impede my investigation by withholding information, or by doing anything at all that hinders or obstructs my team from doing their job, I’ll lock you up so fast it’ll make your head spin. You break any laws in the process, even littering, and I’ll be all over you like a rash. Is that perfectly clear? Should I write it down for you?”

      “That won’t be necessary,” Sam answered. “I think I understand. I suppose this means I’m still off your Christmas mailing list?”

      “You were never on it,” Foley confirmed.

      “Then I guess I’ll be going.” Sam turned and walked from the room. He stood in the foyer for a few moments, gathering his composure. He should have known it would be this way. Why did he even bother? Russell Foley was never going to forgive. In all honesty, Sam wondered if he would feel the same way if he had ever married, and the situation had involved his wife and his best friend. He expected he probably would.

      Sam had long ago moved beyond the stage of self-condemnation, and he believed he had managed to put the whole ugly business into its appropriate perspective. Today, however, had unfortunately stirred the sediment of those best-forgotten times.

      Over a year ago, in this very foyer, his regrettable indiscretion with Jennifer Foley came back to bite him in the arse. It started in the squad room a few feet away, and spilled into the public area of the foyer. Sam had never before seen such venom and hatred in the eyes of his partner. Foley was spitefully informed by his wife of twelve years and the mother of his two children, that she was leaving him. As a farewell gesture, she found great pleasure in informing him that his partner and best friend, the dependable, trustworthy Detective Sergeant Samuel Rose was a lousy lay, but still streets better than him. Unfortunately, Jennifer, never the epitome of discretion, chose to break the news to her husband at full cry, while standing in the doorway of the C.I.B. squad room. She really wanted to stay and witness the fall-out she knew her outburst would inevitably cause, but as she was also lacking in intestinal fortitude, she chose not to hang around any longer than to briefly enjoy the stony silence that descended on the squad room. The stunned, devastated expression on her husband’s face was more than worth it. It only remained therefore, for her husband to administer his own personal brand of summary justice, which he exacted immediately, without offering his partner an opportunity to respond to the allegations.

      He chose to do so right there, in the squad room. The ensuing chaotic coming together of fists, feet, elbows, and heads brought with it a mayhem and madness to the room, the likes of which was never seen before between colleagues, and most likely would never be seen again. Desks, computers, telephones, files, and curious detectives flew in all directions. Sam, on the back foot from the beginning, expended much of his energy trying to negotiate with, and pacify his partner, instead of defending himself. As the physical dispute continued, it gained momentum, and in light of the number and quality of blows that found their mark, intended or otherwise, defending himself was beginning to seem an option worthy of serious consideration. Soon, the combatants were in the foyer, duking it out in front of a handful of extremely bemused members of the public. Foley’s arms flayed wildly, like an out of control windmill, and Rose back-pedalled as fast as he could while trying to remain on his feet and avoid the flaying arms.

      The fracas finally ended when several of Foley’s detectives stepped in and separated the two combatants. They escorted Foley into the squad room and closed the door behind them. Bemused members of the public who were there from the start now quickly and quietly departed the building; they would come back another day and conclude their business.

      Sam Rose found himself standing alone in the middle of the foyer, blood trickling from a cut lip and another above his left eye. He looked across the room and noticed the policewoman behind the counter slumped low in her chair, pretending to read from a file on the desk. He wiped at the blood oozing from his lip, breathed deeply, and glanced around the foyer. His attention turned to a public notice board on the wall opposite the reception counter. In particular, he was drawn to a page pinned there, almost hidden amongst the “Wanted” and “Missing Person” posters.

      
        
        WARNING

      

        

      
        Medical authorities advise that Aids

        can be contracted through the ears by

        listening to arseholes!

        Use extreme caution in this area.

      

      

      Sam attempted to smile, but it hurt, so he abandoned the effort. He wondered how long the notice would be there before a prudent, career obsessed officer who had long ago lost his sense of humour spotted it and removed it. He turned back to the constable behind the counter. She was now watching him, and he’d be damned if she wasn’t exhibiting a smug, self-satisfied look. He thrust a thumb at the notice board and said, “That’s appropriate, don’t you think?” He turned his back before she could respond, pushed through the glass doors, and stepped into the hot, humid street beyond.

      Upon reflection, in the aftermath of battle, when he had tended to his wounds and soothed his damaged pride somewhat with a couple of cold beers, Sam could not decide what had hurt more; Foley’s flying fists slamming into various parts of his undefended anatomy, or Jennifer Foley’s stinging, albeit unfair, very public assessment of his sexual prowess.

      Two things followed. First, in the interests of maintaining ongoing peace and harmony within the squad, those who made such decisions determined eliminating Sam Rose from the equation was the most appropriate course of action. It was achieved by removing him from the proximity of Russell Foley, and by extension, from any hostile intent the latter may still harbour. To that end, Rose was offered, and urged by his superiors to accept a position as the second man in a remote two-man Bush station, far removed from the bright lights and relative comforts he had become used to in Darwin. Secondly, and this was the deal breaker for Sam, it was decided by those very same people, Russell Foley had earned a change of portfolio, and so was awarded a promotion to Inspector, and handed the role of Officer in Charge of C.I.B.

      Sam found the imbalance of equality there bewildering. So, with a twenty-year, squeaky-clean service record behind him, he made a decision of his own. He was not prepared to suffer the indignity brought about by banishment to a fly infested dustbowl in the middle of nowhere, where the greatest challenges would be mediating tribal disputes, and hosing the blood and vomit from the station cells each morning. Sam Rose tendered his resignation.
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      Why, Sam mused, did police officers of both genders, but predominately male police officers, seem to be pre-occupied with sex? Not the scientific, or biological aspects of sex, but how to get as much as possible, as often as possible. Indeed, in a few cases that sprung immediately to mind, he suspected it wasn’t of paramount importance that both participants were of the opposite gender. He supposed the pre-occupation was not exclusive to members of the police force, it was just he saw more examples of it here. It had to be a power thing, he guessed. There were any number of psychologists specialising in such matters who would confirm the adage - power is the ultimate aphrodisiac.

      Sam never considered himself to possess anything other than a perfectly normal sexual appetite. He was not into kinky sex, or same gender sex, or indeed any sex that required him to dress in anything that had feathers hanging from it. He had, he believed, a healthy, respectful attitude towards members of the opposite sex, with perhaps a couple of exceptions. Jennifer Foley was one of those exceptions.

      “Slut” was not a word that fit comfortably in his vocabulary, but if one was to apply the general perception of the meaning of the word to someone, it could easily be Jennifer.

      Jenifer had cheated on Russell for as long as Sam had known them both, and he became aware of her infidelities long before her husband did. Or perhaps, for reasons known only to Russell, he did know but chose the path of ignorance. In the fullness of time, he suspected something was going on, but he would have to be deaf as well as blind not to.

      Sam also knew Jennifer preferred police officers when it came to her infidelities. He knew because the rumours were far too consistent for them to have no basis in fact. But Russell was his friend and partner. While he knew the smart thing to do would be to talk to him about the rumours, he was never able to bring himself to broach the subject, and it was a failing on his part he long regretted.

      He wondered if perhaps it was just, for the most of his adult life, and certainly since the onset of his own sexually active years, he had been around police officers, and he really had nothing else with which to compare. Although, if he were honest with himself, he didn’t think there was any other section of the community offering as many and varied range of sexual exploits as the police force could. He was sure most of it was nothing more than boastful, chest pounding talk. Cops generally liked to think of themselves as a macho bunch of individuals, but he knew there was, for the most part, a foundation of truth to the rumours and innuendo circulating with monotonous regularity through the ranks.

      Notwithstanding his error in judgement with Jennifer Foley, Sam found himself wondering if his apparent normality in regards to his appreciation and practice of things sexual left him wanting in some small way. He preferred to think not. He liked sex as well as the next man, or woman. It wasn’t that he didn’t enjoy his liaison with Jennifer the day she came to him carrying a bottle of whiskey and wearing no underwear, he did. He enjoyed it as much as he had ever enjoyed sex with anyone, in truth, more than most. Jennifer was good at it. She had, after all, plenty of practice, and it was far more than the deceit it involved on both their parts that made it a memorable day for him. When she did those things to him, thoughts of deceit, morality, or a sense of right or wrong came much later; after she was gone. That was when he consumed the last of the whiskey she left behind, and the best part of another bottle of his own as guilt descended upon him and threatened to consume him.

      It wasn’t as if he had cheated on his wife as so many others of his colleagues had, and did, with scant regard for the ethics of their behaviour. He was single. He was not seeing anyone on a regular basis, hence no one was getting hurt – except Russell Foley. Sam had cheated on his best friend, and betrayed that friendship. Afterwards he did feel it, and he didn’t like the feeling.

      Now, a year later, while he had managed to consign the memory of it to a place where it would hopefully remain dormant and distant in the overall scheme of things, it still reared its ugly head occasionally. Just to remind him that he was human after all, and perhaps when it came right down to it, he wasn’t really much different from anyone else who might find themselves in a similar situation.
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      It was a short drive from his home to the place where Sam played squash every week at this time. He started playing the game a couple of years earlier following a challenge from Kevin Thiele, a solicitor with the Australian Legal Aid Service. Their respective work commitments notwithstanding, the two met every Thursday afternoon to thrash out their individual frustrations on the court.

      Sam felt no more like playing today than running a marathon. It was hot, he was tired, and he was still suffering lingering effects of his night on the town with Paddy O’Reily. He forgot to ring Thiele and cancel, and he would be inside warming up already. He saw Thiele’s car parked near the entrance. Perhaps a good, hard workout might blow away the cobwebs and the lethargy.

      Thiele had never beaten Sam on the squash court; not once in the two years they had played. He had, over the time they had been friendly rivals, become mildly philosophical about his consistent failure at the game. Sam was a particularly good player; but Thiele was a particularly bad one.

      Kevin Thiele had never been a person possessed of any great motivation. At fifty, his life to this point never really reached any great heights. It would be fair to say it had barely gotten off the ground. It was more a case of a series of attempts amounting to very little. Even during the years studying law, he never seemed able to display any genuine interest in his future as a solicitor. His position at the bottom of his graduation class was proof of his lack of enthusiasm for the profession.

      Thiele was, by any standard, an uninspiring man who began in his current position as a nervous, quietly spoken, recently graduated young lawyer, and was still in the same job twenty-six years later. He approached his work with considerable lack of both self-confidence and self-belief. To those who knew him, he appeared to live his life and carry out his duties with just sufficient expertise to ensure his continued survival in the legal profession, and the business of life itself.

      Every once in a while, he thought how nice it would be to beat Sam one day. While they were pleasant enough thoughts, they were not powerful enough to spur him into putting in any extra training time on the court, or into seeking specialised coaching with a view to improving his technique. His ability as a squash player never improved much beyond awkward and uncoordinated. It seemed he had long ago accepted it was his lot in life to always come in behind the leader. Someone had to lose, or so his brand of logic told him. There had to be a certain number of losers in life; at least one for every winner, he reasoned. It was not something that depressed him particularly. That’s the way it was. Those were the cards he was dealt. He could either play them or fold, but he couldn’t change them. He was one of those whose destiny it was to be always positioned somewhere closer to the back of the pack than the front.
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      Thiele sensed something lacking in Sam’s approach to the game this time. Although the outcome was never in doubt, his opponent was not attacking the ball with the same enthusiasm, and it reflected in the score; the gap between them wasn’t as wide as it usually was.

      Sam was always going to win, but this time, Thiele got closer than ever before to causing an upset. Being the negative soul that he was however, he never for a moment considered his game might be, at long last, on the improve. Rather, that Sam must be pre-occupied with something or other, and hence the uncharacteristic slump in his performance.

      They sat on a bench outside the glass wall that gave them a view into the court they had just vacated. Their eyes followed the style of two attractive young ladies playing as though they were born with squash racquets in their hands. For a while, they sat in silence watching the girls darting around the court, their tiny skirts offering occasional glimpses of tanned, well-proportioned thighs.

      With a towel draped over his shoulders, Sam wiped at perspiration dripping into his eyes and running freely down his face. He took a long sip from the orange juice provided by his playing partner; the agreed on trophy for the winner of their weekly game. It had not failed to escape Sam's notice that Thiele often pre-paid for the juice when they registered and paid for the court time; such was his lack of faith in his chances of beating him.

      “I almost whipped your arse this time,” Kevin announced, nudging Sam in the rib cage.

      “Kevin,” Sam laughed, “you could start two days before me, and I’d still beat you. Don’t you ever get tired of the floggings?”

      “You keep playing like you played today mate, and it will only be a matter of time before you are buying me the juice.”

      “Dream on, pal,” Sam said, his eyes still following the girls on the court.

      “Do I detect a pre-occupation with matters not related to thrashing me on the squash court?” Kevin asked.

      “Sorry, mate,” Sam apologised. “I’ve got a few things on my mind.”

      “Anything I can help you with?”

      “What, are you moonlighting as a counsellor now?” Sam joked.

      “No, just asking as a friend.”

      Sam turned to face the ruddy-faced, sweating solicitor. “Tell me, you are around the courts every day, what’s the talk in the corridors about this spate of murders?”

      “Shit,” Kevin shrugged. “What do I know? No one tells me anything. There’s a rumour doing the rounds that a few of the magistrates and judges are a little skittish, but shit, I just keep to myself. Always have. I prefer it that way. I doubt that I know any more than you do. You know me. I just front up every day and offer what meagre, mostly inadequate defence I can to the unwashed, unemployed, brain-dead drop-kicks who don’t have enough common sense to duck behind a tree when they decide to take a piss in the street.”

      “Don’t you ever aspire to anything even slightly greater than defending society’s sludge pit every day of your working life?” Sam asked.

      “Someone’s gotta do it,” Kevin shrugged. “Besides, I’ve been doing it for so long now that I’ve come to develop an affinity with the shit heads.”

      “Well,” Sam said, “I for one, am glad I left all that behind me.”

      “You don’t miss it?” Kevin asked.

      “I did at first,” Sam answered. “Until I got the P.I. business up and running; now I don’t have a lot of time to think about it.”

      “So, why the interest in these murders?”

      “I think everyone’s interested, and I suppose it’s the copper curiosity in me,” Sam explained. “After twenty years in the job, I was bound to take something away with me.”

      “I’m sorry, I can’t help you mate,” Kevin said. “But I learn more about what’s going on by reading it in the paper than I do from gossip around the water cooler at work.”

      Sam got to his feet and tossed his empty juice container in a nearby bin. “Never mind, it was just a thought. It’s not that important.”

      They walked from the squash centre together, and from the open door of his car, Thiele called, “I’ll get you next week, Sam. I think I’m getting better at this game.” He said the same thing every week.

      On his way home, Sam decided to call into his office and check his phone messages. Paddy may have called. He found the light blinking. There were two messages. The first was Paddy’s rich, Irish brogue, telling him he had a small measure of success at the morgue, and he would fill him in early the next morning.

      “Not too early,” Sam muttered to the empty office.

      The second message, the one of most interest, was from Ann Curtis. She had a small, private function to attend that evening, and she would be delighted if he could join her afterwards. She asked him to meet her at the Darwin Sailing Club at eight thirty and said she hoped he could make it. Hoped he could make it! Shit! He would make it, or he would die trying.
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      Given the perception the general population held in regards to the meaning of the word, Sam had never really understood why one of the city’s most picturesque places was ever named “Fannie Bay”.

      While the origins of its naming eluded him, he never allowed it to colour his appreciation of the area’s natural beauty. Residentially, Fannie Bay was considered one of the elite addresses in Darwin, if not the most elite. The area offered a sailing club, water ski club, museum and art gallery, bowling club, and perhaps its most infamous attraction, Fannie Bay Gaol.

      The old prison was closed down in nineteen-seventy-nine, and no longer served as a place of incarceration for lawbreakers, but was now a popular tourist attraction for visitors and locals alike.

      Sam arrived fifteen minutes early. In all his years in Darwin, he had never been inside the sailing club. He stood just inside the door, and cast his eyes around the room. The building was large, open, and airy. The air conditioning, working in conjunction with slowly turning ceiling fans, cooled the room pleasantly. Memorabilia of all things nautical adorned the walls and hung from the ceiling. There were about thirty members enjoying the facilities. Several sat in the dining area, others stood at the bar running the full length of one wall.

      Several pairs of eyes looked in his direction. He could not see Ann among the guests. He knew it was a requirement that he be signed-in by a member, and he hesitated, before crossing to the bar.

      The girl behind the bar fit the image of the club as a place of recreation for those who enjoyed sailing and associated activities. He guessed she was about twenty-four or five. She was certainly pretty, and wore a cute little blue and white sailor suit, which obviously had the desired effect given that all those drinking at the bar were men. Sam cast a quick eye over them all, and wondered how many of them actually sailed as opposed to using the club merely as a place to socialise. Perhaps it was just the pretty lady in the pretty little sailor suit that brought them here. Either way, they were spending money, and that had to be pleasing to the committee.

      “Can I help you, Sir?” the sailor girl smiled.

      “I’m not sure,” Sam answered. “I was supposed to meet someone here, but I’m a little early and I don’t see her anywhere.”

      “Is your name Rose?” the girl asked.

      “Yes, it is,” Sam answered, unable to conceal his surprise.

      “Professor Curtis is expecting you, Sir,” she continued. “She asked that I take care of you until she can join you. She is in our committee room at a private function, and will be with you shortly. If you would care to enter your details in our visitor’s book, I will see that someone signs you in as her guest.”

      “Thank you,” Sam returned her smile.

      “You’re welcome,” she said. “Can I get you something to drink?”

      “Whiskey please, Irish if you have it, ice and just a splash of water.”

      While she prepared his drink, he returned to the entrance and entered his name and address in the register. Back at the bar, he was surprised to learn his drink had been placed on Professor Curtis’s account.

      He carried his drink outside, and found a table on the neatly manicured lawn, stretching across the front of the club, and separating it from the beach leading down to the water’s edge.

      He sat in the moist, humid quiet of the approaching night, watching the huge, golden orb of the sun as it descended slowly behind the distant horizon. A gentle, welcome breeze drifted off the ocean. It had been a long time since he had taken the time simply to sit and observe the special beauty of a Top End sunset, and this one was beautiful. Somehow, it seemed to bring a sense of perspective to the seedy, crappy side of society more familiar to him.

      Prior to the devastation thrust upon it by Cyclone Tracy on Christmas Day 1974, Darwin was, by any interpretation, a wild, ramshackle, frontier type town where booze and bad manners walked hand in hand. Not a lawless town as such, but more a bare-knuckled, knock-about town, where raw toughness was essential to its survival.

      Reborn, post cyclone Tracy, Darwin was now a frangipani, bougainvillea adorned tropical oasis at the end of the “track,” slicing through the heart of a vastness that spread east, south, and west of the smallest capital city in Australia. It was a vibrant, cosmopolitan, cultural melting pot; home to over fifty ethnic groups, and where the thick, humid air was wrapped lightly in a delicious potpourri of aromas typical of the strong Asian influence, and reminiscent of the food markets of Singapore.

      “It’s nice isn’t it?”

      Surprised, Sam turned at the sound of her voice, behind him. Ann Curtis smiled down at him, walked around the table, and stood between him and the sea, positioning herself in the burnt orange frame of the setting sun.

      Sam almost gasped aloud. She was truly beautiful. He could not drag his eyes from the dark outline of her body, sheathed sensuously in an almost transparent white dress that hung from perilously thin straps over exquisite shoulders, to a point just above her equally exquisite knees.

      Shit! He thought. Say something. What? What should I say? Where the hell is my tongue? Please God, don’t let me say anything dumb.

      “Wa… was I gawking?” he stammered, almost upsetting his drink.

      Ann laughed. “As a matter of fact, you were. But it’s okay. Really, I’m flattered. But if you start dribbling into your drink, I’m out of here.”

      “I’m sorry,” Sam smiled, recovering a degree of composure. “I never heard you. I guess I was lost in my thoughts… you know… the sunset and all… and there you were, standing there, and I love your dress, and oh… shit, I’m sorry… you know, you really are beautiful, and, I'm sorry I said 'shit'.”

      Ann absently flicked her thick, auburn hair. It caught the last glow of the setting sun behind her. Sam wanted to tangle his fingers in it, and bury his face in its faintly perfumed softness.

      “Well, thank you for the compliment, and your apology is accepted," Sam heard her say.

      “Now, should I stand here with the light shining through my dress until it gets dark, or are you going to ask me to join you?”

      “Oh… no!” Sam groaned. “Am I that obvious?”

      “I’m afraid so,” she answered, slipping into the seat opposite him.

      “I suppose you think I’m a lecherous pervert?”

      “The thought had crossed my mind,” she smiled. “Have you been waiting long?”

      “First drink,” he raised his glass. “And thank you, by the way. The girl told me this was on your account.”

      “My pleasure,” Ann said.

      She held a long-stemmed flute glass that looked to Sam as though it contained sparkling white wine. Probably champagne, he thought. She would be a Champagne girl. They touched their glasses together and sipped their drinks in silence.

      “I love it here,” Ann said finally, casting her eyes across the ocean towards the remnants of the day fast disappearing in the west.

      “Darwin?” Sam asked. “Or here, the sailing club in particular?”

      “Both,” she nodded, turning back to face him across the table. “But it is special here. I’m on the committee, and I come here a lot.”

      “Alone?” he dared to ask.

      “Most of the time,” she responded. “I have a small circle of close friends with whom I socialise, when I can find the time to socialise, that is. The majority of them are also members here,” she added. “I also have a small yacht moored out there,” she nodded in the direction of the darkening sea, “which I also never seem to find the time for.”

      On the gentle, cotton-ball softness of the evening breeze, Sam caught a faint hint of her perfume, carried to him across the space between them.

      “How’s your drink?” he asked. “Can I get you another?”

      “Do you like champagne?” she queried.

      “Occasionally,” Sam nodded.

      “I’ve got a bottle on ice at the bar, just ask Toni for another glass.”

      “I’ll be right back,” Sam promised. He found himself strangely reluctant to leave her, even for a few minutes.

      “I’ll wait right here,” she smiled over the rim of her glass, as if sensing his hesitation.

      When he returned, she was gone. Gripped by a momentary panic, he stood at the table where he had left her, and wondered what it was he said that frightened her off. Then he saw her. In the shadowy light of dusk, he spotted her on the beach, at the water’s edge. His spirits lifted and he hurried to join her.

      She was wading in shallow water. Her shoes, held by a finger hooked through the ankle straps, dangled at her side. In her other hand, she held her empty glass. As Sam approached, she turned to face him, and held out her glass for a refill.

      “I thought for a moment, you had run out on me,” Sam said as he filled her glass and then his own.

      “Walk with me, Sam,” she said. She hooked an arm through his and steered him towards the northern end of the beach, into the darkness and away from the faint glow cast by the lights of the club.

      He felt awkward. Walking on the soft sand in his shoes was difficult. Somehow, he had to balance the bottle of champagne and his glass in one hand because nothing was going to make him remove his other arm from her warm, welcome touch. Arm in arm they walked slowly into the darkness. The sound of the waves gently caressing the shore cocooned them in a warm, isolated space and time that belonged, for the moment, to only the two of them. Any conversation seemed superfluous, even inappropriate. Sam dared to hope the ambience to the moment might lead to something better.

      A dark shape loomed out of the darkness. As they approached, Sam noticed an upturned dinghy, tethered by a long rope to a tree at the edge of the sand.

      “Let’s sit a while,” he suggested.

      “Okay,” Ann answered.

      They sat side by side, their backs against the dinghy. Ann’s leg rested against Sam’s, their knees touching, and he felt the warmth of her thigh passing through her dress. He became aroused, and silently hoped she wouldn’t notice in the darkness.

      “Comfortable?” he asked.

      “Very, thank you.”

      “Why did you ask to meet me tonight?”

      “Because you intrigue me,” she answered softly.

      “Clinically or otherwise?”

      “Otherwise.”

      “Now I’m intrigued,” he said. “Tell me more.”

      “Most of the men I meet are either frightened off by my position, or are married and are looking only for a bit of fun without the doting wife finding out.”

      “And you think I’m different?” he asked.

      “Well,” she began, “I know you’re not married, and I suspect you wouldn’t be intimidated by my job."

      Sam reached out and touched her lightly on her bare shoulder. Ann reached up and let her fingers rest gently against his cheek. He leaned towards her. She did not resist. Slowly, softly, their faces came together until their lips barely touched. Their warm breath, sweet with the taste of champagne, blended as their mouths moved feather soft against each other. He felt the tip of her tongue touch his lip, and the sensation surged through him, stirring emotions and feelings strangely unfamiliar. Gently, he pulled her to him and kissed her for a long time. Through the thinness of her clothing, he felt the firmness of her breasts rise and fall against his chest as her breath quickened. For a moment, he thought he could feel the beat of her heart pulsing against him, until he realised it was the hammering of his own. From somewhere, he heard her whisper throatily. “Take me home, Sam.”
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      In the semi-darkness of his bedroom, she stood before him in the pale glow of light filtering into the room from the hall. Sam was already naked. He sat on the edge of his bed watching her as she lowered the thin straps of her dress over deeply tanned shoulders. She was not wearing a bra, and her breasts, small and firm, fell free of their confinement. Sam reached up and cupped them gently in his hands. He felt her nipples harden beneath his fingertips. Slowly he moved his hands down the length of her body, taking her dress down over her hips and letting it fall to the floor. She wore brief, white panties. He hooked his fingers into the waistband, helping her as she stepped out of them. Ann stepped closer to the bed. He leaned forward and kissed her lightly on her stomach, running his tongue gently around her navel. He moved downwards and felt the warm, soft growth of her womanhood against his face. He leaned back, making room for her, and she joined him on the bed. They lay on their sides, face to face. Fingers touched, teased, explored. Their mouths brushed lightly, then crushed together. When they could stand it no longer, she guided him with her hand, and they came together as one, connected in a joint embrace of passion. Their bodies glistened with perspiration in the half-light, and moved together in a rhythm heightening their urgency. She knew when he was ready. She could tell by the quickening of his movements and the soft groan that came from deep in his throat. She moved to meet him, and they arrived together in a tangle of damp nakedness, and shared moans of pleasure.
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      Sam struggled slowly from the depths of sleep that followed their lovemaking. Ann murmured softly and moved sleepily beside him. She lay on her side, one arm thrown haphazardly across his chest. Her knee rested high in his groin.

      The soft ringing of the phone dragged him reluctantly awake. He reached out in the darkness.

      “Hello,” he mumbled into the mouthpiece.

      “Top o’ the mornin’ to you, Sam lad!”

      “Jesus, Paddy. Is that you?”

      “Aye, it is to be sure. I’ve been ringing for ages. What’s the matter with you? Did you tie another one on last night?”

      “No, not exactly,” Sam answered, stealing a glance at the sleeping form beside him. “I had the phone turned down. What time is it?”

      “It’s three thirty, so it is, and there’s been dirty work on the streets tonight.”

      “Shit, don’t you ever sleep? What do you mean, dirty work?”

      “We’ve got another one, Sam,” Paddy said.

      “Another what?” Sam drawled sleepily, an ominous feeling rising in his gut.

      “Another murder, Lad.”

      “Jesus, tell me you’re kidding; who?”

      “A shyster, I’m sure you know him. He’s been around for years, one of them legal aid fellas; name’s Kevin Thiele.”
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      Earth tremors, usually originating in the seas off the coast of Indonesia many hundreds of kilometres to the north-west of Darwin, were not a regular occurrence. They were however, not that uncommon as to create any real alarm within the community. Kevin Thiele was in a deep sleep when he felt the shaking. As he stirred slowly into a groggy state of awareness, he assumed another such tremor was stirring him awake.

      He opened his eyes and caught a glimpse of his killer seconds before he died. A smiling face leaned over him. A glint of light bounced off the blade of a knife held menacingly in front of his eyes. His senses, still dulled from sleep, were slow to react. The knife moved closer and he felt a strange sensation in his throat. He opened his mouth to cry out, but no sound came. He was dying. A warm rush of blood flooded from his neck, and soaked the bedding beneath his head. He tried to speak. His mouth opened and closed. He heard only the sound of gargled, bubbling air, like a landed fish gasping for life-giving oxygen. As his eyes began to glaze over, and his life ebbed rapidly from him, he looked up into the smiling face above him and recognised his killer.

      The face smiled down at the dying solicitor. He was pleased with himself. Stupid, dumb fucks would never catch him. He had seen to that. That prick Foley couldn’t find his arse with four hands. He chuckled aloud at his joke as he fumbled around in the small carry bag at his feet. Finally, he found what he was looking for, and pulled a cloth from the depths of the bag. Slowly, meticulously, lovingly he wiped the blood from the blade. When he was satisfied, he carefully placed it in the bottom of the bag. He would show the fucking pigs. Bloody stupid, dumb coppers. The slow-witted bastards still had no idea who they were looking for. Even if some half-smart arsehole came up with his name as a suspect, the rest of his idiot mates would think he was a nut job. They wouldn’t catch him, couldn’t catch him; he had seen to that also. He had seen to everything, because he was much smarter than any of them. He moved to the foot of the bed, stood back and admired his handiwork. Yes, it was good. He was good, and he wasn’t finished yet. The more of the bastards he got, the better it felt.

      “Soon,” he said softly to the lifeless form on the bed. “Soon my work will be done.”

      With gloved hands, he picked up the telephone receiver at the bedside and dialled ‘000’, the police emergency number. Quickly, lucidly, in a voice he made no attempt to disguise, he left his morbid message with an anonymous officer in the Police Communications Centre. Then, he slipped out into the night as silently as he arrived.
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      Tired, and benumbed with confusion and unanswered questions inundating his mind, Sam arrived at Thiele’s home thirty minutes after receiving the call from Paddy O’Reily. Police were in attendance, and the house was cordoned off with checked, reflective tape strung across the driveway of the modest premises. Two uniform patrol cars and two unmarked cars Sam knew would belong to the detectives at the scene, were parked haphazardly on the street in front of the house. Who the hell was going to book them for illegal parking? Sam thought. Lights glowed from behind curtains and blinds in the homes on either side of, and across the street from, Thiel’s house. His neighbours huddled on their porches, craning to get a view of proceedings next door. Little did they know, very soon they would be besieged by police officers wanting statements about what they might have seen, or heard.

      Sam spotted Paddy talking to a uniformed officer who was gesturing pointedly in the direction of Paddy’s car, no doubt suggesting to the newshound it would be both prudent and appreciated if he were to leave the immediate area without delay.

      Paddy turned his back to the gesturing officer and recognised Sam’s car. He walked briskly across the street and spoke through the open window.

      “Jesus Sam, where have you been?”

      “I got here as fast as I could. What happened here?”

      “It’s Kevin Thiele, so it is,” Paddy confirmed. “I can’t get any closer, but the whisper is his throat has been cut, from ear-to-ear.”

      “You know that already?” Sam asked incredulously.

      “Of course,” Paddy shrugged. “It’s my job to know.”

      Sam shook his head. “Bloody department leaks like a sieve.”

      “You knew this Thiele bloke, right?” Paddy asked.

      “I played squash with him just a few hours ago. Any other details?”

      “The department might leak like a sieve, but no one’s talking to me directly. I’m getting only snippets I’ve managed to overhear from those loose-lipped galoots across the street.” Paddy jerked a thumb at the crime scene behind him. “All I know is someone carved him another breathing hole.”

      “Well that won’t work,” Sam said sarcastically. “How did you find out about it?”

      “I was mooching around headquarters, as I do, drinking coffee with a few of the lads, and hoping for any interesting tidbits. I was about to call it a night when the call came in. There was such a flap going on, nobody seemed to notice I was still around. I followed the convoy of cop cars heading this way.”

      “Who made the call?” Sam probed.

      “Jesus, Sam, what am I, the Police Commissioner?”

      “I know you, remember?” You’ve normally got all the facts, and half the story, written by now.”

      “Aye,” Paddy nodded, “but this is different. The lid’s on tighter than a Catholic nun’s knickers, so it is.”

      “Is Foley in there?” Sam indicated towards the house.

      “He arrived just before you,” Paddy answered. “Bloody rude he was and all. Told me to foock off out of it, so he did. The language was downright foockin’ awful.”

      Sam indicated the officer who had been remonstrating with Paddy earlier. “Who’s the uniform?”

      “Don’t know. John something or other,” Paddy answered. “I’ve seen him around a bit. He hasn’t been here long. A Senior Constable transferred in from Alice Springs I think. I did hear Foley promise to bust him back to school crossing guard if he let anyone through not directly involved. He’s doing the job. I tried to get in for a quick peek, but he threatened to put the bracelets on me.”

      “The police don’t do school crossing guard,” Sam observed absently.

      “What?”

      “Never mind,” Sam said.
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      Sam saw Russell Foley appear in the doorway of Thiele’s house. He watched as Russell walked across the lawn and spoke briefly to the uniformed officer standing sentinel at the entrance to the short driveway. The officer moved across to his patrol car in response to instructions from Foley.

      Foley looked up and glanced across the street. In the blue, grey light of the approaching dawn, he spotted Paddy talking to Sam Rose.

      “Shit,” he murmured. He paused, changed his mind about going back inside the house, and walked purposely across the street. He positioned himself between Paddy and Sam’s car.

      “Well, excuse fooking me!” Paddy complained.

      Foley ignored the Irishman. “What the fuck are you doing here?” he hissed at Sam.

      “And a very good morning to you, Russell,” Sam smiled.

      Foley turned to Paddy. “Did you call him?”

      “Oh, you did notice I was here?” Paddy answered sarcastically.

      “As a matter of fact,” Sam interrupted, “I just happened to be passing by when I noticed all the activity. Thought I’d stop and see what was going on. You know me, Russ, I can’t help myself.”

      “You’re a fucking liar, Rose. Where were you heading?”

      “Home.”

      “From where?” Russell demanded.

      “Are you interrogating me, Russell? Jesus, leave me alone. I’m a concerned citizen. And, unless you’re going to move that cordon to include this side of the street, I have every right to be here watching the Territory’s finest at work.”

      “Get in my way mate, and I will do you,” Russell spat.

      “Is that a threat?”

      “No, it’s a fucking promise!”

      “I’ll try to remember that. In the meantime, I don’t suppose you would care to tell me what you’ve got in there?” Sam nodded in the direction of the house.

      “No, I wouldn’t care to tell you,” Foley spat. “It’s none of your business. You’ll find out when the rest of the public does, and that will be when, and if, I decide to release a statement. Now, why don’t you piss off and let me do my job?”

      “I’m not keeping you, Russell,” Sam said. “Please, carry on.”

      Foley glared at Sam, then at Paddy, as if searching for something else to say, then turned his back and strode purposefully across the street. Sam and Paddy watched him in silence until he disappeared inside the house.

      Paddy, a full head shorter than both Sam and Foley, had been watching the exchange between the two adversaries. Like a prolonged rally at a tennis tournament, his head swivelled from one to the other. When Foley entered the house, he turned to Sam.

      “Shit, I was getting dizzy, so I was. Nice to see you two are still such good friends.”

      “Bite your Irish arse, Paddy,” Sam snapped as he started his car.

      “Hey! Where are you going?” Paddy asked.

      “I’m going home, where I should have stayed all along. That stubborn prick is not going to tell me anything.”

      “What about what I found out at the morgue? Don’t you want to know what I learned?”

      “Not if it can wait a few hours. I’ll meet you in my office at ten o’clock. We’ll catch up then. Right now I’m going back to bed.”

      “Okay, okay, I reckon it can wait. I might hang around here a bit longer. You never know what I might hear. You go on then. You get back to whatever, or whoever I dragged you away from. I’ll see you in the morning.”
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      Russell Foley ordered everyone from the room. When he was alone, he closed the door and stepped to the foot of the bed. For a long time, he stood and stared at Kevin Thiele’s body.

      A gaping slash across Thiele’s throat grinned hideously back at him. In the still, humid air, he could just make out the faint, metallic smell he always associated with still warm, human blood.

      Thiele had died with his eyes open. The fixed glaze of death left him staring unseeing at the ceiling. Foley cast his eyes around the sparsely furnished room. Kevin Thiele’s unpretentious, even dull lifestyle was reflected in his house. The furnishings, although neat and clean, were plain and inexpensive. It seemed to Foley that, in life, Kevin Thiele had been just as he appeared to those who knew him, an uninspiring and somewhat unmotivated character.

      He allowed his eyes to linger slowly and deliberately over the scene. What sort of sick bastard were they dealing with here? The creep was taunting them now. Jesus, they had to catch this monster. When was it going to stop? How many more would die before they caught this sick fuck?

      He was tired. He had been working around the clock on the murders and still had no real leads. The killer left no trace of his presence at any of the other murders, and he knew this would be no different. He knew it was the same man. He didn’t know how he knew; it was a feeling born of years doing the job he did; an instinct that rarely let him down, and he trusted that instinct. What he was looking at was not the work of a copycat killer, or any other deranged individual; it was the work of the same person responsible for the other three murders. For the first time he could remember in his entire career, Russell Foley felt concern they might never catch this guy.

      His thoughts turned to Sam Rose. What was he doing snooping around? That was all he needed, that horny bastard poking his nose in where it was neither wanted nor needed. After Rose left the job, he hoped never to cross paths with his former partner again, but in a city as small as Darwin, he supposed it was too much to hope for. Both he and Rose had amassed friendships within the force over the years, friendships they shared. He should, he supposed, consider himself lucky they had never run into each other until Sam came to his office asking for information about the murders. The guy had a nerve; Foley would give him that. Fancy thinking he could coerce information from him. He was a civilian for Christ’s sake! What was he doing here in the middle of the night? Foley knew full well it was not admiration for the police, or even idle curiosity that brought the former cop here at this hour. He guessed that O’Reily had rung him. Paddy was everywhere, sometimes even before the cops, which was embarrassing. But why would Paddy ring Sam? Was Sam working for the media? Was he hired to work with Paddy? Was the media’s faith in the police to find the killer so degraded they would hire a private investigator instead of letting the police do their job? He hoped not, but the question gave rise to an apprehension that bothered him.
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      When Sam entered his home, he heard the shower running. He looked in the bedroom, and found the unmade bed empty. Ann had picked up her discarded clothes, and they now lay neatly folded at the foot of the bed. He walked along the hall to the bathroom. The door was slightly ajar. He pushed it open and stepped inside. Steam hung heavy in the air in the confined space. Through the opaque glass of the shower cubicle, he watched Ann as she went through the motions of showering. Sam was unable to drag his eyes from the outline of her body. He listened for a moment to the soft tune she was humming, oblivious to his presence.

      Finally, he reached down, untied his shoes, and discarded them where he stood. Soon the rest of his clothing lay in a dishevelled heap in the middle of the bathroom floor. He moved silently to the cubicle, reached out and slid open the door.

      Startled, Ann gasped loudly, then relaxed when she saw who it was. She allowed her eyes to wander slowly over his naked body. “You were not there when I woke up. I missed you.” She looked into his eyes.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to wake you; you were sleeping so soundly.”

      “Where did you go?”

      “I got a call. There was another murder.”

      “Oh no,” Ann groaned. “Not another one, who this time?”

      “A solicitor from Legal Aid, his name is… was, Kevin Thiele.”

      “I don’t think I know him,” she mused.

      “That’s not surprising,” Sam commented. “He was never a particularly conspicuous character. From what I knew of him, he kept pretty much to himself.”

      “Is it the same person responsible?”

      “I honestly don’t know. The police are not talking, but I’m willing to bet it is.”

      Once again, Ann’s eyes roamed slowly over his body. “You didn’t go out like that I hope?”

      “Of course,” he smiled, “it’s hot outside.”

      Ann’s eyes lingered on his groin, noticing he was unable to prevent the transformation happening there.

      “It’s a big shower,” she invited. “There’s more than enough room for two.”

      Sam stepped into the cubicle and took her into his arms, pulling her body hard against him. The water cascaded, strong and hot, over their bodies. She raised her face to his, and he kissed her hungrily. Beneath the noise of the rushing water, he heard a soft moan escape her throat. He supported her weight in his arms as she bent her knees slightly, then jumped and wrapped her legs around his waist. Sam crossed his arms in the small of her back, and gripped her tightly to him. He stepped forward and supported her back against the wall of the alcove. Steam swirled around their faces as they kissed and whispered into each other’s mouth. Sam freed one hand from behind her, reached down between them, and guided himself into her. Ann settled onto him and sighed deeply. She tossed her head back and let the powerful spray strike her full in her upturned face. It was over quickly, neither of them able to contain their urgent need for the other. Under the hot, stinging needles of water beating down on them, they came together in a frenzy of loud moans and tangled limbs.

      Afterwards, they washed each other, alternatively sponging and soaping the other's body. Sam lavished in the pleasure of it. He felt like they had been together always, and yet it was as if they were young lovers exploring themselves for the very first time. Sam wanted to ask where all this might be leading, but he knew it was too soon.
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      Sam was late; a legacy of his early morning dalliance with Ann. He found Paddy waiting for him on his office doorstep. Paddy looked refreshed, as refreshed as it was ever possible for him to look. Sam wondered how he managed to look this way, given he most likely hadn’t slept for more than a couple of hours, if at all.

      Paddy was unable to hide his impatience. “I’ve been waitin’ half a bloody hour, so I have,” he complained.

      “Yeah? Well, I keep business hours these days Paddy. I had enough of working nights and weekends when I was in the job. I’m a respectable businessman now. I even got invited to join the local Chamber of Commerce, how about that?”

      “That’s respectable alright, sure enough,” Paddy scoffed sarcastically. “You’re a right pillar of the community, an example to us all, to be sure.”

      Sam fumbled with his keys, found the right one, and unlocked his office door. At first, he never saw the large, brown envelope on the floor at his feet. When he stepped on it, he realised someone must have pushed it under his door. He picked it up and read his name scrawled across the front in what appeared to be thick red ink; the kind left by a felt-tipped marking pen. He turned the envelope over in his hands. It was sealed, but bore no stamp or postmark. He placed little importance on it and tossed it aside onto his desk. He would get to it later. It was probably a file from the insurance company who provided most of his work.

      “Come in,” he invited Paddy. “Would you like coffee?”

      “Black, no sugar,” Paddy answered, helping himself to a chair and producing a sheaf of papers from the depths of his jacket.

      “What have you got for me, mate?” Sam asked

      “It went better than I expected,” Paddy replied, dropping the papers on the desk.

      “Do tell.”

      “My contact at the morgue came through for us.”

      “He did?” Sam enthused. He placed a mug of steaming coffee in front of Paddy. “What did he give you?”

      Paddy paused, reached again inside his jacket, and produced the now familiar flask of whiskey. Sam watched as he splashed a more than generous measure into his mug. “Care for a shot?” Paddy offered, “purely medicinal, of course.”

      “Do you always carry that around with you?” Sam asked.

      “Aye, lad. It goes in me pocket, before I put me shoes on.”

      Sam raised his hand and covered the top of his mug, silently amazed at the old man’s constitution. “No thanks, I’ll pass. It’s a bit too early in the day for me. Thanks just the same.”

      “As you wish,” Paddy shrugged, slipping the flask back from whence it came.

      “Come on, mate,” Sam urged. “What have you got?”

      Paddy flicked the papers across the desk. Sam picked them up and saw it was a copy of the pathologist’s report detailing the findings of his examinations of the remains of Carl Richter, Malcolm Costello, and Roland Henderson.

      Methodically, he read through the reports, pausing occasionally to sip his coffee. Finally, he finished reading the last page. He whistled softly through clenched teeth and dropped the reports onto the desk. “How did you get hold of these?” he looked at Paddy.

      “It cost me, so it did. Or, should I say, it cost you,” Paddy answered, “three hundred dollars; a hundred for each report.”

      “Your man doesn’t come cheap,” Sam observed.

      “It would mean his job under any circumstances," Paddy said. "More so given the secrecy surrounding this case.”

      “Have you read this?” Sam asked, tapping the report.

      “Of course, we’re partners, are we not?”

      “Yes, I suppose we are,” Sam agreed somewhat reluctantly. “What do you make of it?”

      “It’s the same man, no doubt. The murder weapon was the same in all three murders; at least that’s what the pathologist is suggesting."

      Sam picked up the report and flicked through the pages again until he found what he was looking for.

      “… a long, thin bladed knife,” he read aloud, “strong but flexible, possibly curved slightly and extremely sharp. Like a razor.”

      “The same for each murder,” Paddy added. He sipped noisily at his adulterated coffee and smacked his lips in appreciation.

      Sam felt the feeling again, sat back in his chair, and let it wash over him. Something was familiar. What the hell was it? Something from somewhere in the past, what was it he felt trying to surface from the depths of his memory?

      “What about Thiele?” he asked, forcing himself to concentrate on more recent events.

      “I stayed around for a while after you left,” Paddy said. “I didn’t learn much more than you already know. Someone cut his throat while he slept, so it seems. I expect the autopsy is being performed at this very moment. I’m headed there when I leave here. See if I can find out anything new, although I expect Thiele’s report will say the same as those there,” he indicated the pages Sam was holding. “What about you? How was your visit with the lovely Professor Curtis?”

      Sam shifted in his chair, the scent of her still strong in his mind.

      “She also thinks the same man is responsible. However, she is not convinced we are looking for a serial killer, in the true sense of the word. She thinks, the fact there was an association with all the victims and the legal profession, indicates he is targeting specific individuals. Given this latest murder, the theory has gained in credibility in the last few hours. She suggests there might be a common link between all the victims, other than their profession. She feels if we find that link we may well find the killer.”

      “Makes sense to me,” Paddy observed, swallowing the last of his coffee. “Where will you be if I need to reach you?”

      “I don’t know,” Sam shrugged. “If you find out anything new, you can leave a message on my machine, or try my mobile. I think I might pay my employer a visit.”

      “Judge Hackett?” Paddy queried. “No, Sam, you can’t do that. You can’t talk directly to him. It was a condition he insisted on. He’s not prepared to risk it being revealed they have little faith in their police force. I gave my word. If you must contact him, you must do it through me.”

      Sam rubbed his eyes, his frustration evident. “Okay, okay. But it’s not going to be easy. If there is a connection, he might be able to shed light on it. Lord knows we could use a break.”

      “That’s true enough, but the judge thinks you can do it, and so do I. He and his colleagues have put their reputations at considerable risk in hiring you, and their terms are not negotiable.”

      “Okay,” Sam conceded once again. “I’ll play it their way, at least for the moment.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      When Paddy left, Sam sat for a long time reading and re-reading the pathologist reports. Perhaps he had missed something. He hoped he might find it in the pages of the reports. If it was not there the first time he read it, it was not going to appear as if by magic in any subsequent readings, he guessed. Finally, he tossed the pages aside, got up from his desk, and walked across the room. He stood in front of his office window and watched the traffic as it jostled, and manoeuvred its way to and from the city. Like a pendulum, his thoughts swung from Richter to Costello, from Henderson to Thiele, then to Ann Curtis.

      Suddenly he remembered the envelope he discovered when he entered the office. He stepped back to his desk, picked it up and studied it again, more closely this time. He ripped at the seal, upended it over his desk, and shook it. Nothing fell out. He shook it again and still nothing. He turned it up, and peered into the opening. Then, he saw it; a piece of paper, stuck in the bottom of the envelope. He reached in and removed the single, small scrap of white paper.

      “Oh, shit!” he hissed. “Oh, shit!”

      It was a list. On it were four names. Richter - Costello - Henderson - Thiele. Each of the names were numbered, 1, 2, 3, 4. Following name number 4 - Thiele, were two more numbers, 5 and 6. There were no names alongside these last two numbers. Each name on the list had a big red cross through it, made with a red marker pen, it seemed.

      Sam dropped the paper onto his desk, and then picked it up again, gingerly this time, between two fingers. He held it as close to the edge as he could without dropping it. He was too late of course; his fingerprints would already be on the paper and they would be the only ones. The killer would be too smart to leave his prints all over it. He stared at it, long and hard, but no “eureka” moments of revelation came to him. He put the paper down and carefully picked up the envelope it came in. There was no stamp on the front. Someone must have hand-delivered it, but who? Anyone could have slipped it under his door. Maybe it was a nut job playing out a sick prank. No, that was not possible. No one other than Paddy O’Reily and Judge Hackett knew he was involved.

      Then, there it was! Like a slap in the face, the realisation hit him. It had to be the killer! There was no one else it could be. The killer had been there; in the very building; standing outside his door! The killer delivered the envelope himself! What did it mean? The thought of the maniac standing outside his door as recently as a few hours ago sent an involuntary shiver down his spine, and he felt the hair bristle at the nape of his neck.

      “Jesus Christ!” he whistled. “Jesus bloody Christ!”

      For a moment, he felt isolated and alone; more alone than at any time in his life. He looked around the small office, half expecting a crazed maniac to be hiding somewhere, but knowing he was truly alone. He wished he had opened the envelope when Paddy was here, that way he would have someone to share this with, someone he could talk to. He felt the way he remembered feeling as a young boy when one, or both of his parents, sent him to his room. It seemed, to his young mind, to be far away at the other end of the family home; away from the safety and security of the rest of the house.

      It wasn't a feeling of fear; more like apprehension; like someone hiding in his room; a faceless, nameless, malevolent stranger, hiding behind the bedroom door, or under the bed, lying in wait for him to come padding tentatively along the long, dark hallway in his teddy bear pyjamas. He shuddered involuntarily, and shook the childish thoughts from his mind, silently cursing himself for his foolishness.

      What was he to do now? Legal, ethical, moral, and probably a hundred other reasons, suggested he should hand the list and the envelope over to the police immediately. It was evidence. These days, forensic science had advanced to a point where they could identify from where a piece of paper was likely purchased. An analysis of the handwriting could provide information in regards to the author of the list. Sam knew these things better than most. He was an ex-cop, he should do what was right and give it to Foley. Withholding evidence of a crime was an offence, he also knew that better than most, but something held him back. A part of him wanted to keep knowledge of the list’s existence secret, at least for the time being. Doing so was almost certainly going to bring him a great deal of hurt; particularly from Russell Foley. If Foley discovered he was in possession of such important evidence, he would not hesitate to bring the full weight of the law to bear against him. He was committing a serious offence by not turning it over to the police, but still he hesitated. Did the killer send a copy of the list to the police as well? What if he didn’t? What if this was the only copy? What if he and the killer were the only two people to have seen the list? What would that mean? Was he sending Sam a sick, cryptic message, and if so, why? Why him?

      Sam decided not to tell Foley. Not yet, though the logic behind his decision eluded him. Now his desire to find this bastard was no longer a matter of economics. It was no longer just another paid job. For an unknown reason, this had become personal. The anonymous killer had made it that way.
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      Russell Foley stifled a yawn. He was tired. His eyes, red and puffy from considerable lack of sleep, felt like someone had thrown a handful of sand in his face. He rubbed at the irritation, knowing it would only make it worse.

      In front of him, on the opposite side of his desk, sat Assistant Commissioner, Peter Story. Story thumbed through the latest murder file, pausing over the glossy, eight-by-four, photographs taken by a forensic photographer at Kevin Thiele’s home several hours earlier.

      Foley shifted noisily in his chair, and his superior lifted his eyes from the file and peered at him over the top of his glasses. The two men locked eyes briefly, and then Story resumed his perusal of the pages he held in his lap. When he had finished, he closed the file and placed it on the desk. He fixed his subordinate with a look that radiated frustration. “Well?” he queried.

      “Well what, Sir?” Foley asked.

      “Come on Russell, don’t ‘well what?’ me. You know what I want, you know what the boss wants, what we all want. When are we going to get the bastard?”

      “I wish I could answer that, Sir.”

      “Is it the same man?”

      “I’m certain of it. The murder weapon appears to be the same in all four killings, and the connection between all four victims is now more apparent. They were all a part of our judicial system.”

      “What do you suppose that means?” Storey asked.

      Foley shrugged. “A grudge perhaps. Maybe someone with a bitch against the system. We’re looking back through old arrest and conviction records to see if there is a tangible link between the four victims.”

      “That could take weeks,” Storey observed.

      “Yes it could,” Foley agreed, “and if we don’t find any link, it could indicate the killer is choosing his victims at random; his only pre-requisite being they be a part of the legal system.” He paused. “Unfortunately, that would be the worst case scenario, because if he continues his killing spree, the next victim could be any one of us.”

      “It would also make it even harder to identify the bastard,” Storey observed.

      “Yes, I’m afraid it would. The best we can do is stay positive. This case is not the first tough case we’ve had.”

      “Tougher than most,” Storey said. “I don’t suppose we have anything from Thiele’s house?”

      “The forensic chaps are still going through the place, but I don’t think we’ll find anything other than Thiele’s prints. By all accounts, he was a quiet, un-assuming bloke; a bit of a loner. So far we’ve found nothing to suggest he had regular house guests.”

      “What about that famous gut feeling of yours?” Story asked, hopefully.

      “I’ve been thinking about it, of course.”

      “And?”

      “I think whoever is doing this is telling us this is his way of seeking justice.”

      “Justice for what?”

      “As I mentioned earlier, given the occupation of each of the victims, I suspect he believes he has been wronged by the legal system. Maybe this is his way of getting back at those responsible.”

      “An ex-con with a revenge agenda?” Story offered.

      “That’s the most likely scenario, and we have been looking into that since Carl Richter was killed. As you also know from my reports, we have spoken to a few former prison inmates who may have a motive, or enough of a grudge against authority to resort to murder; so far without any joy.”

      “I’m concerned Russell, and so is the boss. I don’t suppose I have to tell you that?”

      “We’re all concerned, Sir,” Foley responded. “I’ve got people working around the clock on this.”

      Assistant Commissioner Peter Story leaned back in his chair, crossed his legs, and once again fixed Foley with a commanding look.

      “Tell me about Sam Rose.”

      “Rose?” Foley said, obviously taken by surprise. “What about him?”

      “I heard he came here to see you, and then showed up at Thiele’s house last night. Is that correct?”

      “Word gets around,” Russell noted.

      “This is Police Headquarters, Russell. There are more leaks here than in an Indonesian refugee boat. Did Rose show up?”

      “As a matter of fact he did,” Foley confirmed, but he never got further than the opposite side of the street.”

      “What about his visit here yesterday, what’s he got to do with all this?”

      “He came in asking questions about the murders. I suspect he is working for someone. When I asked him, he said he was just curious. Needless to say, I don’t believe him.”

      “You think someone hired him to look into these murders?”

      “I think so, yes. I’m now even more convinced after he turned up at the scene last night.” Foley shifted uncomfortably in his chair.

      “Any idea who might be paying for his services?”

      “Well, it’s only a guess mind you, but he was pretty pally with Paddy O’Reily last night. I wouldn’t be surprised if the media hired him, and O’Reily is the go-between. The press has been pretty pissed off with the lack of information we’ve been giving them.”

      “That’s interesting,” Story mused. “You might be right. I know people in the media. Perhaps I should have a chat with one or two of them.”

      “You don’t expect them to admit to hiring a P.I. do you?” Foley asked.

      “Perhaps not,” Story shrugged. “But, it’s got to be worth a try. How much does Rose know?”

      “Nothing, he’s just fishing.” Foley insisted. “Paddy O’Reily was here, in the station, when the call came in. You know what he is like; I’m sure he called Rose.”

      “Who called it into the station?”

      “We’re checking the tape,” Foley answered. “We think the killer called it in himself, from Thiele’s phone.”

      “Rose was a damn good investigator, Russell,” Story reminded. “Don’t sell him short. If he’s looking into this, he might not know anything yet, but he soon will.”

      “Well he won’t get it from us,” Foley said, somewhat miffed. “We have a whole team of good investigators right here. If Rose wants to poke his nose around, he’s free to do so as long as he doesn’t interfere with our investigation. I read him the riot act yesterday. He’ll get no help from us, and he knows the consequences of getting in our way.”

      “I don’t suppose you have ever considered burying the hatchet with Rose,” Story speculated. “There are times when I would like to see Sam back on the job. We really can’t afford to lose blokes like that.”

      “I’d like to bury the hatchet in his thick head,” Foley stopped short of saying. “Rose left the job of his own free will, Sir. I for one don’t give a flying fuck what he chooses to do with his life, as long as it doesn’t involve me.”

      “Well,” Story conceded, getting up. “It’s a matter for you two, of course. I just think it’s a shame to lose investigators of his calibre. I apologise if I was out of line.”

      “Forget about it, Sir, and forget about Sam Rose. I have.”

      “Keep me up to speed, Russell. The boss is on my back. We want this arsehole off the street.” Story turned his back on Foley, and without waiting for a reply, marched briskly from the room.

      Russell Foley stared at the chair vacated by his superior. “We all want him off the street,” he murmured aloud.
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      As caravans go, this one was small, equipped with the very basic of facilities. At one end, just inside the door, there was a tiny club lounge with a table, easily converted to form a single bunk should it ever be necessary to accommodate more than two people. In the centre, opposite the lounge and built against the wall, a barely adequate, two-burner stove, a small, dual gas/electric refrigerator, and a tiny stainless steel sink with shallow cupboards above completed the kitchen layout. At the opposite end, in the rear of the compact unit, sat a double bed more suited to one average size person than two of smaller build.

      To the man seated at the table-come-bunk, it was of little consequence his home might be considered to be a little on the claustrophobic side. He never intended for it to be anything other than a temporary abode. Rather, it was the plain, unpretentiousness of it that attracted him when he was looking for a base while he went about the business he had set for himself.

      He had a much bigger home once; a real home. Five bedrooms, two bathrooms, a huge swimming pool, all surrounded by beautiful tropical gardens, and just a short walk from the ocean where his children often played. But, that was before they locked him away, and the bank grabbed it all because he couldn’t make the mortgage payments while incarcerated in that godforsaken place.
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      There were those who had to pay for what they did to him. Most of them had already paid. There were two left still to atone, and their time was fast approaching.

      There would be no belly wounds, however, like the one he inflicted on Richter. He grimaced and shuddered with the memory of it. He enjoyed killing that bastard. He enjoyed watching him fiddling and fretting, trying to stuff his insides back into his belly. Jesus the fucking fat pig stank! Pig, yeah! How appropriate. He chuckled softly. The fucking fat pig was too fat, and too slow to get out of his chair. Jesus, it was easy! Just walked up to him and – slash, slash – you’re dead, you fat pig! Shit he stank! Almost fucking gagged. Fat bastard smelt like he had been eating shit sandwiches.

      The others, the ones who followed Richter, were throat jobs. No more gut jobs for him, he couldn’t stand that stink again. The last two would be throat jobs also. Not that it really mattered; he was quick and deadly efficient whichever method he chose. However, he remembered the stink from Richter’s guts, and that convinced him to go for the throat for the rest of them.

      He was particularly looking forward to getting Sam Rose. Rose! Rose! What sort of Nancy-boy name was that? A fucking fairy name, that’s what that was. Well, he’d fix Mister Sam-fucking-Rose! He would be the last. Yeah, save the best ‘til last. Rose would be the finale, the coup de grace. The prick would already be shitting his pants. He would have the list by now. He would be one worried, shit scared, ex-fucking copper. He might even take more time with Rose, carve him up slowly. Let the bastard see himself dying. Yeah! That’s what he would do, carve him up slowly. Listen to the bastard scream and beg for it to be over! He shivered with delight at the anticipation. Justice they called it when they locked him away. Justice! He would show the bastards justice. Then it would be over.

      It wouldn’t be much longer before he would be on his way, away from this place. His work was almost finished. Not that he would have minded staying longer if necessary. He had gotten used to his “home” over the last few months. It was small but adequate for his purposes, and reasonably comfortable. Besides, he was accustomed to living alone in a confined space. Prison will do that to you. It was a bloody palace compared to Berrimah Prison.

      He was on his own, had been for a long time now, and would be for a long time to come, perhaps for the rest of his life. It would not be wise, he supposed, to get too close to anyone again. Don’t want to slip up and raise anyone’s suspicions. Being alone was a price he was prepared to pay for the things he had done, and still had to do.

      He had no immediate need for anything more elaborate than the caravan. Not yet. It was inconspicuous, and that was an advantage. It wouldn’t do to have a residence so audacious as to attract unwelcome attention. He couldn’t afford one anyhow; prison wages don’t allow for huge mortgages. Fortunately, the road that ran past his property carried little traffic most of the time, except for the weekends. Then the stupid rubbernecks cruised past all day.
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      Berry Springs was a rapidly expanding, semi-rural area forty minutes south of Darwin, a place where wishful, would be property owners flocked at weekends in a quest to find their little piece of paradise away from the rat race of the city. Developers also cruised the area in their flashy four-wheel-drives, touting for potential customers by offering acreages at prices relative to their distance from Darwin.

      The caravan, located towards the back of the twenty-acre block, was obscured from the distant main road by a moderately dense stand of trees. The access road through the land to the caravan was rough. He deliberately left it that way as a deterrent against intrusion by curiosity seekers. Not that it was his land, exactly. The truth was, he had no idea who owned it. Nor did he care. He knew it was not part of the development land on offer because it was not listed for sale in any of the brochures readily available from the makeshift sales office ten-minutes-drive away. He suspected it was Crown land and he was, in all probability, a squatter. However, the legalities of his being there were of little concern to him. If, by chance, anyone should question his presence, he would simply plead ignorance and move on. There were plenty of places he could set up camp. To the unknowing, he was just another of the many unemployed drifters who seemed to gravitate to the Top End like so much of life’s discarded flotsam. He had few belongings, and was prepared to leave at short notice with no fuss should the need arise. The last thing he wanted was to attract attention any greater than passing curiosity. He had let his appearance deteriorate to the point where even the closest inspection would never reveal that he was, in fact, university educated, and had an IQ of one-hundred-and-fifty; just short of genius.

      It would not be for much longer. He had escaped scrutiny for this long. He was sure he could continue to do so until he had finished what he set out to do. Then he would leave the Territory forever. Everything was going just as he had planned. He was pleased with himself. His plan was perfect. The police were chasing phantoms as well as their tails. Stupid, dumb bastards! Stupid, dumb bastards! They were running around in circles with their stupid heads up their stupid fat arses! He chuckled softly again.

      He lifted the knife from the sharpening stone, and wiped a thin film of oil from the blade. He examined the edge. It was sharp, very sharp. Carefully, he tested the edge with his thumb and a tiny droplet of blood formed. Yes, it was sharp, but he could make it even sharper. Why not? There was nothing else he would rather do. He lowered the knife and placed the blade against the stone once more. Slowly, deliberately, with practiced expertise, he dragged the blade towards him across the surface of the sharpening stone. He listened to the “swish, swish”, of steel on stone. Soon, he once again fell victim to the mesmerising sound it made as he prepared his instrument of justice for the task that lay ahead. He closed his eyes, lifted his head, and began to rock back and forth slowly to the rhythm of the “swish, swish”. He smiled.
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      Sam struggled restlessly through the foggy, confusing plateau that existed somewhere between sleep and consciousness. Uninvited, unwelcome, disjointed images came and went like the flickering frames of an old silent movie. Finally, thankfully, he surfaced from that place, bathed in perspiration. The digital display from the bedside clock glowed four-thirty a.m. For a long while, he lay in the dampness of his bedding, not wanting to acknowledge the truth of what woke him. It wasn’t a dream, and the name strobing with the intensity of neon behind his eyes would not leave his mind.

      Stringer! John Stringer. Could it possibly be? No, surely not? Stringer was still in prison. Wasn’t he? It couldn’t be Stringer. He had to be mistaken.

      As the darkness of night gently ebbed, conceding ground to the dawn peeping around the edge of his curtains, his mind drifted back to another time.
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      He found them in their respective bedrooms. They were just children. The little girl, Sarah, was in her bed. A tiny, pale arm hugged a scruffy, obviously well-loved teddy. Sam was surprised that so much blood could have come from such a small body. Sarah Stringer was only five years old.

      Her big brother Jamie was seven. Sam found Jamie half in and half out of his bed. He must have woken up just as his attacker struck, and tried to get out and run, perhaps to the safe, protective arms of his mother sleeping in the next room. Jamie lay on his back, his upper torso hanging limp over the edge of the bed. His body had emptied itself of blood, most of which had spilled onto the plush, expensive carpet.

      Both children were helpless against the suddenness and the ferocity of the attack that almost severed their heads from their tiny bodies; their young lives snuffed out in an instant. Robbed of the opportunity to play, to grow, to learn, to fall in love, and to one day have children of their own.

      Their mother was also in her bed when she died. Like her children, Morgan Stringer was given no warning of her impending death. Her throat was also cut, and a subsequent autopsy would discover another twenty-seven stab wounds to various parts of her body, all determined to have been inflicted post-mortem. The attack was frenzied and relentless.

      John William Stringer, supposed, loving, doting husband and father, was found by the first uniformed officers to arrive at the scene. He was sitting at the kitchen table calmly drinking a cup of coffee, his hands and his clothes still damp with the blood of his family. What would later be determined as the murder weapon, a long, thin blade boning knife, lay on the table next to the sugar bowl.

      How long ago was that? Sam Rose asked himself. Was it twelve, or thirteen years? Could he be out of prison already? No, surely not? He remembered the sentence and the ensuing outrage in the community, not to mention the police, when Stringer only received one life sentence. He should have been handed three life sentences, and ordered to serve them consecutively; then he would die in prison.
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      It was Rose’s first murder investigation after transferring to CIB. A good one to get to kick off your detective career, some of his colleagues suggested. Three victims murdered in their sleep, the suspect sitting at the kitchen table covered with blood, and the murder weapon at his fingertips. A “walk up start”, those same colleagues teased.

      It always seemed incongruous to Sam that, given Stringer’s perceived affluence, he would accept a court-appointed defence lawyer to represent him at his trial. It was surely just for his initial court appearance that came later on the day of his arrest because he hadn’t had the time to seek more appropriate representation, Sam assumed. But Stringer’s perceived affluence was just that - perceived. Ongoing investigations would reveal he was, in fact, broke. Hundreds of thousands of dollars in debt! No bank would look at re-financing his business, and he was unable to service his rapidly mounting debts. He was about to be declared insolvent and lose everything he ever worked to attain.

      Something happened to John Stringer that night, something strange and seemingly totally out of character. Subsequent investigations would reveal him as a hard-working and loving family man who apparently adored his wife and children. He worked hard, and he was an unobtrusive, respected member of his neighbourhood, and the community in general. Initially, Sam was unable to find anything in his past or present to offer an explanation why he would, without warning, feel compelled to embark on the unmotivated killing spree; why he would obliterate his entire family in a few minutes of psychotic madness. Then when he looked at Stringer’s financial records, it became apparent Stringer felt tormented by the prospect of losing it all, and was unable to contain his emotions.

      Kevin Thiele entered a not guilty plea on behalf of his client. He relied on a temporary insanity defence in the hope of saving his client from the mandatory life sentence accompanying murder convictions in the Northern Territory. It failed. In the fullness of time, Stringer was found guilty of murder, and sentenced to twenty years, much to the disgust of Sam Rose and everyone involved in the investigation. Twenty years! It amounted to little more than six years for each of the three victims. The bastard got twenty lousy years for butchering his entire family. The image of the two Stringer children flashed into Sam’s mind, and he shuddered with the memory.

      The Crown appealed, of course, and “Grossly inadequate!” the media headlines screamed. The sentence was upheld when the appeal was eventually heard, which only served to agitate the community further. Sam had long ago ceased to be a big fan of the judicial system and the way it dispatched what it considered to be justice, and the Stringer sentence only enhanced his distaste.

      Thiele was way out of his depth. Throughout the brief trial, Stringer fervently maintained his innocence. He loved his family, he insisted. He could never have committed such a hideous crime against the people he loved. How he came to be covered in the blood of his family, he was unable to satisfactorily explain. Who, other than himself might have killed his family that night, he was also unable to explain, and John William Stringer went to prison, silently vowing revenge against all those responsible for his arrest and subsequent conviction.

      Sam reached out and switched on the bedside lamp, squinting at the sudden harshness of the light as it flooded the room. Revenge, was that what this was? He searched his memory. Slowly, slowly it began to come back. The pieces began to fit. It had nagged at him all night. Who was involved? Think. Think. Start from the beginning; the first murder. Carl Richter was the first victim. How did he fit?
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      Standing, staring absently out of his office window, Sam did not hear Paddy O’Reily enter.

      “Top o’ the mornin’ to you, Sam lad,” the journalist greeted, sounding jovial and rested.

      The voice startled Sam. He spun around to find Paddy seating himself.

      “Hello, Paddy.”

      “You seem a little pre-occupied, so you do,” O’Reily observed. “Is somethin’ botherin’ you, lad?”

      “Sorry, mate. I had a bad night. I guess I’m just tired. What about you? Any luck with your contact?”

      “Indeed,” Paddy smiled, obviously pleased with himself. “The murder weapon used on Thiele is almost certainly the same as the one used on all the others. I think that removes any doubt about it being the same person responsible for all the murders.”

      Sam turned away and resumed his indifferent surveillance of the street and passing traffic outside the window.

      “Something is bothering you, is it not?” Paddy said to his back.

      Sam stepped away from the window and crossed to his desk. He sat wearily opposite his old friend. He remained pensive, and thoughtful, as though organising his thoughts into a semblance of order. Finally, he looked across the desk at Paddy.

      “Do you remember a multiple murder, years ago, in a house in Nightcliff, near the beach? A bloke killed his wife and two kids…”

      “John Stringer,” Paddy interrupted. “Aye, I remember it well. I followed the investigation for the paper. I did a series of articles on the bastard, so I did. Tried to find out what made him tick. I even interviewed him in prison. He was one sick puppy that one. What about him?”

      “I woke up this morning thinking about him.”

      “Then you need to get a girlfriend, if you haven’t one already” Paddy joked.

      “No, seriously,” Sam said.

      “Well, he was one to give you nightmares, true enough. Why would you be thinking of him then?”

      “I’ve been trying to remember when he went to prison, and when he was due for release.”

      “I can tell you that,” Paddy said. “I did a follow-up article when he became eligible for parole. He was released five months ago. Why is it important?”

      “So he is out?” Sam mused. “Jesus, I wonder…”

      “You wonder what?”

      “A moment ago I was thinking about Carl Richter, the first victim, and where he might be tied in with the others. Do you think Stringer could be our man?”

      Paddy looked surprised. “Of course not, it’s impossible.”

      “Impossible? Why?”

      “Because Stringer’s dead, so he is.”

      “Dead, are you sure?”

      “Of course I’m sure. I thought you would have known that. It was a big case for you, remember?”

      “How would I have known that?” Sam asked. “Until today I haven’t given him a moment’s thought. How did he die?”

      “He committed suicide,” Paddy answered. “Must be three months ago. The bastard incinerated himself in his car. It was in the paper. I wrote the article myself. Don’t you read the paper?”

      “Incinerated himself?”

      “Aye. He emptied twenty litres of petrol onto the floor of his car, sat behind the wheel, and calm as you like, dropped a match. Must have went off like a bomb. Burnt a couple of acres of bush before they found him. I spoke to the coppers who attended; they said there was nothing much left to identify. Cooked to a crisp, so he was, like an over-done leg of pork at Christmas.”

      “Shit!” Sam cursed. “Three months ago! That blows my theory about him being responsible for these murders. There was no doubt the body was Stringer?”

      “No, no doubt. It was his car and extensive dental records that finally confirmed it. Sorry to disappoint you, but John Stringer is not our man.”

      “Jesus Paddy, don’t be sorry. I’m glad the bastard’s dead. It couldn’t happen to a nicer guy. Strange though, I got to know him pretty well during the initial investigation, and I would never have picked him for the suicide type. Did he leave a note?”

      “No nothing, he went to live at that refuge place at Stuart Park after his release. Apparently he left just a couple of days before he topped himself.”

      “I know the place,” Sam said. “It’s a Salvation Army half-way house for men.”

      “That’s it,” Paddy nodded.”

      “I can’t believe it,” Sam said, almost to himself. “The feeling was strong. I would have bet he was our killer.”

      “Not unless he figured a way to come back from the grave,” Paddy offered. “But then, knowing Stringer as I did, he could probably do that.”

      Sam remained silent. He was looking at Paddy, but his eyes were vacant. His mind was elsewhere. Something about this didn’t sound right, didn’t fit. An uncomfortable silence passed.

      “What is it?” Paddy probed finally.

      “I don’t know, mate. I just don’t know. Something's not right."

      “What's 'not right' about it?”

      “Stringer, and suicide, it just doesn’t fit.”

      “Why?" Paddy shrugged. "People top themselves every day, and those they leave behind refuse to believe they were capable of doing such a thing.”

      “Yeah, I know,” Sam agreed. “But, as much as I hate to admit it, Stringer was a strong person. I never for a moment accepted he was mentally unstable when he killed his family, neither did the jury when they convicted him. The thought of him killing himself after finally being released doesn’t sit right with me. I mean, if he was going to do away with himself, why not do it in prison? It happens all the time; it’s not difficult. Why wait until you are finally free and then do it? It doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Aye, I agree, but then he had a lot of years to think about what he did to his family. Prison can change a person. Maybe he was inside long enough for him to feel the pain of what he did. People do strange things when consumed by guilt and remorse, they're powerful emotions.”

      “Some people do strange things, Paddy… some people, but not John Stringer. That prick never had a remorseful bone in his body.”

      “Come on, Sam, don’t tell me you’re thinking Stringer might still be alive?”

      “Oh, God,” Sam shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe I’m grasping at straws. I woke up thinking about the bastard. I had myself convinced he was our man.”

      “Well, it’s impossible,” Paddy said with conviction.

      “I wonder,” Sam pondered aloud.

      “What? What do you wonder?”

      “You said it would be impossible for Stringer to have committed these murders unless…” he paused, “unless he came back from the grave.”

      “You sure you haven’t been tippling at the whiskey bottle?” Paddy laughed.

      “No, Paddy, I haven’t been drinking. How’s your cash holding out?”

      “It’s getting low, now that you ask. Why?”

      Sam reached into a drawer in his desk and removed the envelope of cash. He peeled off another five hundred dollars and handed it to Paddy. “Here,” he said. “Take this. I want you to make one more trip to the morgue.”

      “What for this time?” Paddy asked as he stuffed the money inside his jacket.

      “I want to see the autopsy report on John Stringer,” Sam said, seriously.

      “You are joking, of course?”

      “No, I’m not joking.”

      “The man’s dead, so he is. What in the devil’s name are you looking for?”

      “I don’t know that either. I wish I did. It’s just a hunch.”

      “No, Sam,” Paddy argued. “It’s not a hunch; it’s a fookin' wild-goose chase, that’s what it is.”

      “You’re probably right, mate, but I need to do this. The feeling’s too strong to simply ignore.”

      “Okay,” Paddy shrugged. “You’re the boss. I’m away then. I’ll be in touch.” He got up, and with a dismissive wave, hurried from the room.

      Sam sat alone in his office for a long time after Paddy left. Thoughts filled his mind in a confusing mish-mash of half-baked scenarios, "what ifs', and "how coulds." All were of John William Stringer, and of Stringer's family, his wife Morgan, and his two beautiful children, Sarah and Jamie. Was Stringer dead? It must be true. He could not possibly still be alive, could he? Could he have spent his time in prison, scheming and planning revenge? How did he do it? No, Paddy was right, Stringer was dead. Sam wanted to believe he was dead, but something wouldn’t let him; something, but what? What was it? It was more than a feeling, more than intuition, more than a hunch or a gut feeling. Whatever it was, it was stronger than any of those things; something almost tangible.
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      As one would place the pieces into a jigsaw puzzle, Sam found himself placing each of the victims into a hypothetical case against John Stringer. Common sense dictated he should be concentrating on, and pursuing alternative avenues of inquiry, because there simply couldn’t be a case against Stringer. Stringer was dead, and dead men can't commit murder, not unless medical science had advanced into the area of miracles, and no one had informed him.

      There were no miracles at work here however, and he silently cursed his stubbornness at not being able to accept unconditionally that which he knew to be true. Paddy could not have been mistaken. If he said Stringer was dead, then Stringer was dead. Sam had known Paddy O’Reily for a long time, and if there was one thing the tough old scribe was not, it was casual with the facts when it came to any written word attributed to him. Still, Sam could not rid himself of the apprehension that embraced him. Something disturbingly alien and alarming held his thoughts, and focused them inexplicably on each of the victims.

      He grabbed up a pen and began to write their names on a pad. At the top of the page, in the centre, he wrote, in bold capital letters, the name "John Stringer". Below Stringer's name he wrote "Carl Richter".

      Richter was the first to die. Sam knew only too well of a connection between Richter and Stringer. Sam and Richter were partners, way back then, and they were together when they attended the Stringer house the night of the murders. Alongside Richter’s name, he wrote “Arresting Officer”.

      The next victim was Judge Malcolm Costello. Sam jotted the name underneath Richter’s. He stared at the names, willing a connection to jump from the page. Suddenly, there it was. He ran a line through the word “Judge” in front of Costello’s name. Back then, Costello was not a judge. He was a prosecutor; a Crown Prosecutor.

      Through the shroud of confusion, there it was. Malcolm Costello was the Crown’s solicitor who prosecuted John Stringer. Sam looked at the pad in front of him. Under Costello’s name, he began to write the names of the remaining victims. The connection was immediate.

      Judge Roland Henderson was the presiding judge at Stringer’s trial. The last to die, Kevin Thiele, was the court appointed solicitor acting as Stringer’s defence attorney. Stringer had no money. He could not afford a high priced defence team, so in accordance with his legal rights, he was granted representation by a defence attorney appointed by the court.

      Sam shifted uncomfortably in his chair. Ann Curtis was right. A common bond existed between the victims. Slowly, deliberately, Sam allowed his eyes to scan the list, pausing at each name, reinforcing the existence of a connection between victim and victim; victim and killer. He searched for anything that might prove he was mistaken. He wanted to be mistaken. He found nothing.

      How was it possible? Stringer was dead. Was this the work of a forgotten relative, acting out vengeance on behalf of the late John Stringer? Sam struggled to reconcile the facts as he now knew them. He wanted to believe it was all a strange coincidence; one of those strange, quirks of fate that happened from time to time, always seeming to defy logical explanation. He looked again at Carl Richter’s name at the top of his list and then, suddenly, he knew why he was sent the list.
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      It concerned Sam that he was partnered with Carl Richter, a man whose reputation and unpopularity were widely known. Back then, Sam was new to homicide investigations, and although under any stretch of the imagination it was not an ideal paring, he was able, with tolerance and no small amount of self-discipline, to put aside his personal feelings. For the most part, he was able to disregard the character flaws of his partner.

      Sam was as much the arresting officer as Richter that night, more so in fact. Sam was the one who interviewed Stringer and subsequently charged him with the murder of his wife and children. If this was a revenge thing, was Stringer, or whoever the killer was, after him as well? Was the name Sam Rose one of the last two names yet to be added to his list?

      He pushed away from his desk and stood. With the list of names clutched in his hand, he began to pace back and forth across the tiny office. Occasionally he stopped, looked down at the list and shook his head. No, it was not possible. Stringer was dead.
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      Darwin’s geographical isolation, in relation to Australia’s other major cities, did not, unfortunately, segregate it from the social and welfare perils associated with modern community development. Homelessness was as much alive and well in this rapidly expanding city as it was in any other large metropolis. Indeed, given the large multicultural diversity of the population, Darwin was arguably more susceptible to welfare problems of this nature than most cities.

      A large itinerate population ebbed and flowed from Darwin all year through. The young, and the not so young, unemployment benefits being their only source of income, drifted to-and-fro like so much human flotsam, in search of sunshine and cheap fun.

      An unfortunate and unavoidable consequence of this never-ending flow of humanity was the burden it ultimately placed on the various government welfare agencies and charitable organisations. Such establishments seemed to spring up all over the city with alarming regularity as accountability struggled to maintain pace with progress.

      As a cop with twenty-years service behind him, Sam had dealings with such institutions on many occasions. He knew far too many cases of genuine need developed due to people’s inability to cope with the pace of modern living. Although he was never one to condemn the genuinely needy, he knew the number of establishments that existed for the purpose of providing free, no questions asked, assistance to those who held a hand out, was directly proportional to the number of shitheads, drifters, losers, and professional dole bludgers who seemed to take immense pleasure in leeching off the hard working, tax paying members of society.

      The Salvation Army was one of the charities Sam admired most. It represented a dedicated, caring band of men and women who operated several premises in and around Darwin. One of these was a hostel for homeless men at Stuart Park, a suburb on the edge of the city. According to Paddy O’Reily, it was where John Stringer lived following his release from prison. Men whose future held no promise other than misery, poverty, alcoholism, and destitution could find a bed and a half-decent meal.

      Sometimes they came on an occasional basis, or in the case of John Stringer, on a more permanent basis. Here they could get a meal, clean, dry, clothes, and a bed that, although far from five-star standard, was considerably more comfortable than that offered in any of the numerous parks dotted in and around the city area. Here they were treated with more dignity and respect than most of them had ever known. Also, their luckless circumstances were never brought into question; behave, bathe regularly, and no booze on the premises, were the only requisites they had to abide by.

      There were, of course, those who fell into a category Sam liked to call “Drop Kicks and Arseholes”. These were those who bludged off the system and abused the charitable generosity of the ‘Salvos’ and like institutions. As he pulled up in front of the hostel, he watched two perfect examples from this category saunter cockily from the entrance. Their expressions indicated they were obviously pleased with themselves for having conned a free meal, thereby saving a portion of their dole money for purchases much more important than food; like marijuana, of which there was no shortage in Darwin. He watched as they staggered haughtily away from the hostel, laughing and jostling each other. Life was simply wonderful.

      Sam studied the taller one of the two, a skinny, gaunt-looking lad of indeterminate age. He had orange hair. Not red, or ginger, as one might expect as a legacy of genes inherited at birth, but orange, as if it had been sprayed from an aerosol can. Sam struggled to understand the logic behind what might motivate anyone to want to look like that. Surely he didn’t believe it made him more attractive to the opposite sex? Perhaps, as a peacock would display its plumage to a nearby hen as part of a strange mating ritual, this societal reject believed his orange locks made him somehow more appealing to the female gender.

      Sam found himself thinking of the lad’s parents, and feeling a modicum of sympathy for them. Did they even know where their moronic child was; let alone how he looked? Then, he wondered what kind of girls might find themselves attracted to two of life’s blowflies such as these two characters. The skinny lad’s mate, a pot-bellied rocket scientist obviously on loan from NASA, tugged at a ring he wore pierced through one nostril. Between tugs, he spat a glob of mucus onto the footpath.

      Sam shook his head. “Jesus, the things you see when you haven’t got a gun.”
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      Major Chris Thomas need not wear the uniform of a senior officer of the Salvation Army to demonstrate he was a man of considerable compassion. As soon as Sam saw him approach, he knew his benevolence would be apparent even if he chose to wear a swimming costume as a uniform.

      He was a jolly looking man, with a build that made Sam think immediately of Santa Claus. Although Thomas did not sport the thick white beard or the luxuriant white mane of hair one associates with Santa, he did have Santa’s rosy cheeks.

      He offered Sam a smile that seemed as natural and genuine as though it had been placed there at birth and remained with him ever since. Sam liked the man from the moment he shook his hand and felt the firm, welcoming grip.

      “I’m very pleased to meet you, Mister Rose,” the Major said with undisguised sincerity. “Can I get you something to drink, tea or coffee? I’m afraid we have nothing stronger here, many of our guests are dealing with problems in that area.”

      “Coffee will be fine, thank you,” Sam smiled. “And please, call me Sam.”

      “Of course,” Thomas said. “Let’s sit over here.” He ushered Sam across a cracked and faded linoleum covered foyer to a large area that obviously served as a day room. Here, the hostel residents could play pool on an ageing table, watch television, play darts, or just sit about listlessly on the well-worn chairs dotted around the room, and stare into oblivion, pondering life’s cruelty while they waited for the next meal. There were half a dozen men in the room, and as Sam cast his eyes over each of them, he saw pain and emptiness, conveying resigned hopelessness.

      Against one wall, a scratched and stained table carried a large urn of boiling water, and the makings for tea and coffee. Thomas busied himself preparing coffee for himself and Sam. “How do you have it?” he asked.

      “Standard, please,” Sam answered, “white, two sugars.”

      Thomas handed the drink to Sam. “Sorry about the plastic cups,” he smiled, “I’m afraid our budget won't stretch to fine china.”

      “This is fine,” Sam said, sipping the hot drink.

      The Major indicated two vinyl chairs, and they settled themselves.

      “Now, Sam, how can I help you?” he asked. “I must admit I was intrigued when you telephoned.”

      “To be honest,” Sam shrugged, “I’m not sure you can help me. I’m curious about a former resident of yours.”

      “I’ll help if I can, of course. What is his name?”

      “Stringer,” Sam said.

      “John Stringer?” Thomas asked.

      “Yes,” Sam confirmed. “I was hoping you could tell me something about him.”

      “John Stringer,” Thomas mused. “Yes, I remember John. I understand he died a while ago.” It was an observation rather than a question.

      “Yes he did,” Sam said.

      “John’s was a sad story. What would you like to know?”

      “How long was he here?”

      “Just a few months, as I recall. I would have to check our records to tell you exactly how long. He came here directly from prison. He lost his family home, of course, and it was a condition of his parole that he reside here on his release. Are you familiar with his background?”

      “Yes,” Sam nodded. “I was with the police when he was arrested for killing his family.”

      “What a terrible thing that was,” Thomas said. “I suppose, in the end, it all got too much for him. A young fellow from the Coroner’s office came here after they found his body, and asked a few routine questions. May I ask what your interest is? I understand you are no longer with the police?”

      “No, I left the force about a year ago. I’m a private investigator these days. I’m following an inquiry from an insurance company in regards to a life insurance policy he apparently purchased years ago,” Sam lied. “Did he, in the time he was here, give you any indication that he might be suicidal?”

      “No more so than any of our people here. The gentlemen who come to us are at the bottom of the heap, so to speak. Most of them feel life has dealt them a bad hand, and the future offers only more of the same. I don’t recall John Stringer being any more depressed than anyone else here. He kept pretty much to himself most of the time. He did make one friend though, who he seemed to spend a bit of time with.”

      “Really?” Sam said; his interested rising.

      “Yes,” Thomas said. “Bert Ulstrom.”

      “Did they meet here?” Sam probed.

      “Oh, yes. Bert was a long-time resident. I took over here four years ago, and he was here when I arrived. His was another sad case. Bert had a lifelong battle with the bottle. He was never able to stay off the booze for more than a few days at a time. His alcoholism cost him everything, including his family.”

      “Do you think Stringer might have taken Ulstrom into his confidence?”

      “It’s possible I suppose. Bert did seem to attach himself to John. They were almost always together.”

      “Is Mister Ulstrom here now? I would like to talk to him.”

      “The Coroner’s Constable asked the same thing following Stringer’s death. Unfortunately, Bert hasn’t been seen since he left here with John two days before they found John’s body.”

      “They left together?”

      “Yes, they often went out of the hostel together, usually just for a few hours, and then they always came back together. John was required to be in the hostel every night by six p.m. as a condition of his parole.”

      “And you haven’t seen Bert since?”

      “That’s right. Bert was under no such curfew obligations. He could come and go as he pleased. This is a charitable institution, and while everyone in need is welcome, no one is compelled to remain; with the exception of John Stringer, who had to live here as a condition of his parole. We made all the standard inquiries with other like institutions around town to no avail, I’m afraid. We were never able to locate any family, and we have no idea what might have become of him. Like John, Bert was a loner, and had no real friends other than the people who came and went through the hostel, and he was distant from most of them.”

      “Except for John Stringer,” Sam interrupted.

      “Yes, except for John.”

      “Is there anyone here now who might have any idea where he might be?”

      “I very much doubt it,” Thomas shrugged. “We asked around at the time. When these people are not here, they tend to gravitate to the same places. You will be familiar with them from your days with the police force. You know, the fringe camps and the hovels that have almost become a part of the landscape in Darwin, more’s the pity. Most of the fellows here have frequented them at one time or another. We did the rounds of them at the time, as did the police. Everyone knows Bert, of course, he’s been around the place for more years than most of us can remember, but no one’s seen him since the day he left here with John.”

      “Did either of them take any belongings with them?”

      “Not Bert. He didn’t have anything of value. Everything he needed we provided, you know, bedding, toiletries, that sort of thing.”

      “What about Stringer?”

      “Much the same. He had a couple of insignificant possessions, nothing special. What he did have he took away with him.”

      “He took his belongings?”

      “Yes, such as they were. It seems he had no intention of coming back.”

      “Why would he do that?” Sam asked.

      “I’m afraid I don’t understand,” Thomas said.

      “Well,” Sam began, “if he planned on killing himself, why bother to take a few worthless possessions with him?”

      “I don’t know,” Thomas shrugged. “I never really thought about it. Perhaps when he left, he wasn’t planning on killing himself. Maybe he came to that decision later.”

      “Did he have a car?”

      “Yes, as a matter of fact he did. I understand he bought it on his release from prison. It wasn’t much of a thing, a smoke-belching rust-bucket, I considered. Most of the time he couldn’t afford to run it, but when he did use it, Bert was usually with him.”

      “Where did they go?”

      “I have no idea, I never asked. As long as John was back by six, how they spent their days was their business. I did speak to John about it once because I was concerned about the condition Bert was usually in when they came back. More often than not he was so drunk he had a job to stand.”

      “What did Stringer say?”

      “Usually very little, the truth is, it is none of my business what our people do when they are not here. My concerns for Bert were of a health nature rather than of a disciplinary one.”

      “Of course,” Sam said. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to sound critical.”

      “No offence taken, Sam, I’m only sorry I can't be of much help to you. It would appear the only person who might be able to shed any light on John’s state of mind at the time is Bert, and he’s disappeared.”

      “As a matter of fact,” Sam smiled, “you’ve been a great help.” He got up to leave, dropping his empty cup into a bin between the chairs. “Thank you for the coffee.”

      “My pleasure, any time,” Thomas said, sincerely. “It was nice to meet you. Good luck.”

      “Thank you.”

      The two men shook hands, and Sam walked from the room. As he left, he felt, despite the pleasant disposition of Major Chris Thomas, the hostel was a place that would easily, and quickly, depress him should he stay longer than was necessary.
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      With the exception of an uneducated, and usually unsuccessful flutter on the Melbourne Cup, Australia’s richest horse race, Sam Rose was not a gambler. He long ago arrived at the conclusion the horses he followed, followed other horses. In all the years a casino existed in Darwin, he had never so much as dropped more than a dollar or two in any of the numerous poker machines that occupied one end of the main gambling room.

      The casino was a place, Sam believed, expressly designed to separate the tourist, and indeed the many locals, who followed each other like sheep through the doors each day, from their hard-earned cash. He could never accept that poker machines, and indeed gambling in general, could have anything other than a negative effect on those who indulged in such foolhardy pastimes. Money was too hard to come by to shove it down the throat of a mechanical creation designed with one specific purpose in mind - to relieve the vulnerable of their money.

      He also didn’t understand why Darwin’s casino should be named Diamond Beach Casino, given there was no such place as Diamond Beach anywhere near Darwin. The casino was just a short distance from the city centre, at Mindil Beach. He supposed the name Diamond Beach tended to convey to the vulnerable, an image of style and sophistication perhaps not displayed by the name Mindil Beach.

      On the rare occasions he went to the casino, he preferred to frequent the opposite end of the building’s ground floor, a quieter place, where the hum of murmuring, hopeful punters, and the seductive, tuneful calling of poker machines, would not infringe on his thinking time.

      He sat on a high-backed stool at a large, horseshoe-shaped bar in the casino’s piano lounge. Behind him, a young man dressed in a white suit, complete with bold red tie and sunglasses, tinkled at an impressive, black, grand piano. Stools placed strategically around the piano were meant to entice romantic souls in love, or wishing they were, to sit and stare longingly into the eyes of their partner.

      Perched atop the piano, and easily accessible to those seated around it, a large, oversize brandy balloon invited the deposit of tips. Later, as the ambience and the alcohol combined to intoxicate the minds of those who lingered while listening to the pianist’s musical inducements, notes of varying denominations would find their way into the glass. Accordingly, as his tips improved, so, proportionately, would his playing.

      Sam glanced into the mirror behind the bar and for a few moments watched the reflection of the musician at work. It was early afternoon, and most of the stools around the piano were vacant. He tried to recognise the tune. He knew it well, but couldn’t remember the title. Eventually, deciding it was of little significance in the overall scheme of things that currently occupied his mind, he returned his attention to the people around him.

      Only four other patrons, all male and obviously together, and each of them more than a little inebriated, sat at the bar. In a voice loud enough to be mildly annoying, one of the four entertained his mates with bawdy jokes, the punchlines subsequently greeted with raucous laughter from the remainder of the group. Sam figured this was more than likely the aftermath of a long, lingering business lunch. He smiled inwardly at the reception each might receive when he finally arrived home to the bosom of his loving family.

      He was beginning to experience the first signs of irritation. So far, the boisterous comedian hadn’t told a joke that Sam hadn’t already heard at one time or another. He focused on the remnants of the drink in his glass, hoping the revellers would soon leave. He did not notice Paddy O’Reily approach until he sat on the stool next to him.

      “And it’s a good afternoon to you, Sam lad,” Paddy greeted.

      Startled, Sam looked at the Irishman. “Hi, how are you, Paddy?”

      “Better than you look, I suspect,” Paddy replied. “What are you drinking?”

      Sam looked at the drink in his glass. “Booze,” he answered, draining the last remains. “Want one?”

      “Are the Kennedys gun shy?” Paddy joked.

      “I don’t think they have Irish Heather here,” Sam said.

      “Of course they do. I come here all the time. They get it in especially for me.”

      “By the carton, no doubt?”

      “No, by the pallet.”

      “Of course, I should have known. In that case, I’ll have one with you.” Sam beckoned to the girl behind the bar. “My esteemed Irish friend here tells me you have adequate stocks of Irish Heather on hand.”

      “Yes, sir, we do. Mister O’Reily is a regular customer. Can I get you a couple?”

      “Please,” Sam answered. He turned to face Paddy. “So, it’s Mister O’Reily in here is it?”

      “I only come here because the staff is courteous and know their manners, Sam lad. Are you sure you can afford it? This is the casino after all. There’s none of your cheap front bar booze here.”

      “As a matter of fact, I can’t afford it, but you can. It's your shout. Convince me that you Irish are the generous people you claim to be.”

      The girl returned with the drinks and looked at Sam. “That’s eighteen dollars, Sir.”

      “Shit!” Sam exclaimed. “We only want one drink, not a tour of the distillery.” He thrust a thumb at Paddy. “He’s paying, he’s got more money than me, and most of it is mine.”

      Paddy fumbled inside his jacket for his wallet, paid the girl, and lifted his glass in a toast.

      “Actually, it’s Judge Hackett’s money, Sam. I do love this stuff, but I hate paying for it. Here’s mud in your eye, Sam lad.” He picked up his change and dropped it into another pocket of his jacket. He looked up to see Sam watching him closely. “What?” he queried. “What are you looking at?”

      “I’m looking at that jacket,” Sam said. “It’s the middle of November, it must be thirty-five degrees outside, and you are always wearing that bloody jacket.”

      “Not always this particular jacket,” Paddy pointed out as he brushed the lapels. “I have two exactly the same. I wear one while the other is at the dry cleaner. Why, what’s the matter with it?”

      “Nothing, in fact, it’s a very stylish jacket. At least it would be if this was nineteen seventy-three. I was just curious why you always wear a jacket in this climate.”

      “Well, Sam lad, your concern is noted, even if it is confusing. The fact is, I need a jacket like this. I need the pockets. In my job I have to carry a lot of things around with me; tools of the trade, so to speak. Things like pens, and pencils,” he began emptying his pockets onto the bar. “Note-pads and messages. Somewhere here,” he patted at his pockets, “I even have a small camera, and one of those miniature tape recorders.” He paused, reached into an inside pocket and pulled out a folded document. “Occasionally, I even have to carry copies of autopsy reports for a smart-arse private detective friend of mine.” He dropped the document on the bar in front of Sam.

      “You got it?” Sam enthused.

      “Was there ever any doubt?”

      “Not for a second, not for a second.” He got up from the bar. “Let’s get a seat where I can have a look at this.”

      They moved to a table on the other side of the piano, away from curious eyes and ears, and a little further away from the would-be comedian and his buddies. When they were seated, Sam unfolded the document and began to read.

      While Sam read, Paddy sipped his drink and waited patiently. The guy in the white suit, red tie and sunglasses looked across at Paddy, winked in recognition, and began to play ‘Maggie.’ Paddy smiled back, raised his glass in appreciation, and returned his attention to Sam.

      “Jesus Christ!” Sam breathed aloud. “Jesus Christ! I knew it! I just knew it!”

      “You knew what?” Paddy asked, leaning forward.

      “Have you read this?” Sam waved the document at Paddy.

      “Of course,” Paddy shrugged. “We’re partners aren’t we?”

      “Well, what do you think?”

      “About what?”

      “About the bloody report of course!”

      “What about it?” Paddy shrugged again. “It seems straight forward to me. It’s what it appears to be, an autopsy report. It confirms what I already knew. John Stringer topped himself, so he did.”

      “No,” Sam said.

      “No? What do you mean, no?”

      “Jesus, Paddy, it’s right here.” Sam slapped the report onto the table. “Stringer didn’t kill himself.”

      “How long were you sitting here boozing before I arrived?” Paddy raised his eyebrows.

      “I’m not drunk, mate. It’s right here in the report. I got to know almost everything there was to know about John Stringer during the murder investigation. So did you no doubt, when you wrote those articles about him.”

      “Aye, that’s true enough, so it is,” Paddy confirmed. “Are you going to enlighten me then?”

      Sam picked up the report. “Here, on page three, it says that the body had obvious signs of advanced liver damage. The pathologist attributes that damage to years of alcohol abuse…”

      “And John Stringer never drank!” Paddy interrupted, the realisation hitting him.

      “He was a fucking teetotaller, Paddy. Unlike your good self, the bastard never touched a drop in his life!”

      “Unless they are serving wine with dinner out at Berrimah Prison these days,” Paddy joked.

      “They’re not, trust me.”

      “So,” Paddy said as he sipped at his drink. “What does this suggest?”

      “That should be obvious, even to you.”

      “Okay, let me tell you what it suggests to me,” Paddy offered.

      “Please do,” Sam invited.

      “The bloke in the car, the one who barbequed himself, was not our John Stringer. How am I doing?”

      “Great mate, you’re doing great. I never did believe all those things people say about you.”

      “Of course,” Paddy continued, “that scenario begs the obvious question. If it wasn’t Stringer in the car, who the devil was it?”

      “If I’m not mistaken, his name is, or was, Bert Ulstrom.”

      “Bert Ulstrom? And who might Bert Ulstrom be?”

      “Bert Ulstrom was a long-time resident of the same place where Stringer lived after his release from prison.”

      “And,” Paddy deduced, “he went missing around the same time as Stringer?”

      “The same day,” Sam nodded. “I went to the hostel earlier today and spoke to the head honcho there. He said soon after Stringer arrived there, he befriended Ulstrom. The two of them were joined at the hip; they went everywhere together. Two days before the body was found in the car, Stringer and Ulstrom left the hostel together, and Ulstrom has never been seen since.”

      “Now you are going to tell me that this Ulstrom fella was a big drinker, right?”

      “You’re a big drinker Paddy. Ulstrom was a hopeless drunk, an alcoholic, and had been for most of his life. It seems he would drink almost anything, as long as it was cheap and two degrees away from poison.”

      “The sort of stuff that would do to your liver what that report says the charcoal chap suffered from?”

      “You are good, Paddy, you are really good,” Sam winked.

      “So, let’s recap,” Paddy said, ignoring the jibe. “Let’s see. Stringer makes a friend of a homeless bum he meets at the hostel. Then what? Gets him pissed perhaps? Not a difficult task by all accounts. Takes him into the bush, props him behind the wheel, and torches the car?”

      “Works for me,” Sam nodded.

      “But,” Paddy observed. “There’s one small problem, so there is.”

      “What might that be,” Sam asked.

      “It’s in the very same report you’re holding there. We both know the good folk at the mortuary, so we do. They are very efficient are they not?”

      “Of course,” Sam agreed. “What’s your point?”

      “The dental records, lad. They are just like fingerprints. There can be no mistake. The dental records confirmed the body in the car was Stringer’s.”

      “Paddy, my old friend,” Sam said. “Indulge me for just a moment, if you will.”

      “Are you about to speculate now?” Paddy asked.

      “Of course,” Sam confirmed. “Speculation is a good investigative tool.”

      “I hope it’s better than your singing. Sorry, I digress. Please, continue.”

      Sam paused, and sipped his whiskey. Deep furrows lined his brow. “What if,” he began, “what if they both had false teeth? What if Stringer put his dentures in Ulstrom’s mouth? He got Ulstrom so drunk he passed out. He removes Bert’s choppers and replaces them with a set of his own. Most people have two sets, in case they lose one, or break one, why not Stringer? Then he torches his car with poor old Bert sitting behind the wheel. He uses twenty litres of petrol because he wanted the body burned beyond recognition. He wanted the fingerprints burned off. The face burned off. He wanted to be sure the body could not be identified by the usual methods. He was relying on dental records to identify the body as his own.”

      “What about D.N.A?”

      “I’m willing to bet that there is no D.N.A. for Stringer on record, and what are the chances of there being any for a homeless drunk?”

      “If you’re not drunk,” Paddy commented, “then I think you’ve been smoking something strange.”

      “Think about it for a minute. It would work. Stringer had plenty of time in prison to plan this.”

      “Oh no!” Paddy exclaimed. “You mean that Stringer is alive, walking around with a drunk’s false teeth in his mouth? That’s disgusting.”

      “No… No… As I said, he has two sets. Most people do."

      “Or in case they need to put a set in someone else’s gob before killing them.”

      “That’s it, mate, you’ve got it at last,” Sam smiled.

      “‘Tis a wild story if ever I’ve heard one,” Paddy smiled back.

      “Can you give me a better one?”

      “Okay, try this,” Paddy offered. “What if the body in the car was Stringer and this Bert chap just moved on?”

      “That’s not a better one.”

      “Do you want to know what I think we should do now,” Paddy asked, draining his glass.

      “Tell me, what do you think we should do now?”

      “I think we should have another of these fine whiskeys, so I do.”

      “At these prices? I don’t think so,” Sam said.

      “Because it’s your turn to buy you mean don’t you? You don’t have to pay, remember? We can use more of the good judge’s advance. You can claim it on your expenses.”

      “You are always thinking Paddy. That’s why I admire you so much.”
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      Though it would have been easy to do so, Sam did not stay late at the casino. When he left, Paddy was making short work of his fourth whiskey, and openly contemplating a change of career from journalist to Irish balladeer. Already he had deposited ten dollars into the brandy balloon on top of the piano, and was deep in discussion with the attending musician concerning the lyrics to yet another traditional Irish tune. Paddy was, Sam observed, decidedly generous with Judge Hackett’s money.

      Sam had people to see. If John Stringer was alive, he had to be stopped before he killed again. It all remained nothing more than speculation on his part, however. For his theory to have any credibility, John Stringer had to be among the living, and this was a concept Sam still found difficult to accept. The very thought of Stringer still being alive filled him with doubt. It sounded so improbable. Killing Bert Ulstrom and hoping no one would ever know was so audaciously ambitious that it might just work. If Stringer had, in fact, sent the list to him, he knew it was intended as a message indicating Stringer also wanted him dead. Sam never wanted to be wrong about anything in his life as much as he wanted to be wrong about this.

      Was Stringer still alive? The feeling was powerful, and what terrified him most about the possibility of Stringer being alive was the prospect, indeed the certainty, that others would surely die unless he was stopped, and soon. Still, the possibility nagged at him, and Sam knew now more than ever that this madman was more than capable of carrying out the bloody revenge he set for himself.

      Where would it end? If Sam was to salvage any satisfaction from all this insanity, it was that he would, one day soon, he hoped, come face to face once again with John Stringer. There were two names missing from Stringer’s list. His was one of them; he guessed that much given his direct involvement in the original arrest. As for the last name, that was anyone’s guess.

      Sam had never killed anyone. There were times, albeit very few, during his police career when he had been compelled by circumstances, to draw his weapon. Thankfully, he had never been pressed to the point of discharging it. On such occasions, he often wondered if he could, in fact, kill another person. Until now, he had hoped he would never face the question. Now he found himself pondering on the prospect, and the answer was immediate. Now it was different. Stringer, if it was Stringer he was looking for, had made it different. Now Sam knew, without a shadow of a doubt, he could kill John Stringer. What concerned him most, more than the thought of pulling the trigger, was the belief he might enjoy it.
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      Russell Foley was not drunk, not yet, but he was well along the road to that ultimate destination. When he did drink, and that was not often, he never drank anything other than beer, and it was, coincidentally, the rarity of indulgence that contributed to the speed he headed towards intoxication. His metabolism was not familiar with alcohol in any great quantity, certainly not in the quantity he was knocking them back tonight, and accordingly, he was well on the way to inebriation.

      The television was on, but he had long ago turned the sound down, and he sat staring absently at the flickering images of an anonymous sit-com. He wore only a pair of shorts as a defence against the hot, humid night slowly suffocating the city. His thoughts, disjointed by the effects of too many beers, lingered on his children. He missed them, and wondered when he might see them again. He drank deeply from the beer he clasped in his hand, and some of the liquid spilled down his chin and dropped onto his bare chest. He cursed softly, and wiped at the spillage with the back of his free hand. On the floor at his feet lay the letter from his wife asking for, no - demanding, more money. More money! Shit, did she think he was a fucking bank? He was already paying her a large chunk of his pay packet every fortnight. Every fucking fortnight! Jesus, when was it going to stop? When she had it all, and his soul as well? He might just as well get the Pay Office to send her his pay cheque. She fucking near had it all now. Christ, he missed his kids. She wanted the money, but wasn’t going to let him see his kids. Shit! He couldn’t afford the damn airfares to fly them up here because she took so much from him. If he couldn’t afford the airfares, she said, he could bloody well walk to Queensland if he wanted to see the kids.

      “Fucking bitch!” he said aloud to the television screen, burped loudly, and drained the last of the beer.

      Foley wanted to be a good cop again. No, damn it, he already was a good cop! He wanted to be recognised as a good cop again. Yes, that was it. He wanted his peers, his bosses, his subordinates all to believe in him again. He had slipped lately; couldn’t bloody concentrate. Thinking too much about his kids and that bitch he married. Jesus, she was bleeding him dry! He wanted to forget about her and get on with the job. Bloody serial killer! Shit! Why does this prick have to do this now? We should have caught the bastard by now. Christ, he was a better cop than that!

      Foley knew his handling of the case was attracting attention from upstairs. They were watching him, watching and evaluating his performance. He was handling it badly. Shit, why did Jennifer choose now to walk out on him? They could have worked it out. No, that was bullshit. They could never have worked it out. Fucking slut was screwing every cop she could. Jesus, he hated her for that! It had been over a year for Christ’s sake, why couldn’t he just put her out of his mind and get on with the job of finding this killer?

      He got up, walked unsteadily to the small kitchenette, and helped himself to another beer from the fridge. He twisted the cap off the bottle, tossed it aside, and watched it roll under the small kitchen table. He lifted the bottle to his lips, and drained half the contents in one long, noisy swallow.

      The front and back doors to his small, one-bedroom unit were open, taking advantage of what little breeze filtered through the security doors. He sensed rather than saw someone at his front door; a form, a shadow, outside on his narrow porch. The darkness of the night behind the figure made it difficult for him to distinguish who it was. He walked to the door.

      “Who’s that, who the fuck is out there?”

      “It’s me, Russell, Sam.”

      “Rose? Is that you?” He squinted at the shape in the darkness.

      “Yeah, Russell it’s me. I need to talk to you.”

      Foley switched on the outside light.

      Sam Rose was once welcome in his home anytime; but not these days. He made no attempt to invite his old partner inside.

      “What the fuck you want, Rose? Why don’t you piss off and leave me alone?”

      “I need to talk to you.”

      “Yeah? Well, that’s too bad 'cause I don’t need to talk to you. Why don’t you go screw someone’s wife?”

      “Are you drunk?”

      “Not yet, but it’s early.”

      “Can I come in, mate?”

      “Why?”

      “I told you; I need to talk to you.”

      “And I told you we’ve got nothing to say to each other.”

      “This is not about us, Russell.”

      “Then, what’s it about?”

      “It’s about the murders.”

      “That’s none of your business. It’s a police matter, or have you forgotten you’re not a policeman anymore?”

      “Jesus, Russell, the bloody mosquitos are taking fucking great pieces of flesh out of me. They’re going to carry me away!”

      “I wish someone would.”

      “Open the door, for Christ’s sake!”

      “Fuck off!”

      “Come on, mate, it’s important.”

      “So is my privacy. Piss off!”

      “You told me not to withhold anything from you.”

      “Wadda you mean?” Foley slurred.

      “I have something I think you should know.”

      “About the murders?”

      “Yes.”

      Foley hesitated, stared into the darkness at Sam momentarily, then unlatched the screen door and stepped back into the room. “You’ve got five minutes, don’t waste ‘em.”

      Sam let himself in, and looked at the bottle in Foley’s hand. “You got another one of those?”

      “In the fridge,” Foley said, nodding towards the kitchen and seating himself in the chair he just vacated.

      Sam returned, looked at his old partner, and lifted the drink to his lips. “Cheers,” he smiled.

      “Cheers, your fucking self,” Russell snarled. “Get on with it. What is this about?”

      “I think I know who the killer is,” Sam said, matter-of-factly.

      “Jesus!” Russell said, exasperated. “Give me a break. Why don’t you stick to the insurance stuff? Leave the police work to us professionals.”

      “You are drunk, aren’t you?” Sam queried.

      “Last I heard it’s not against the law,” Russell answered.

      “I’ve known you a long time, Russell. I’ve never seen you drink this much. Look at yourself. You’re as pissed as a fart. Something must be bothering you to get yourself into this state. Is everything all right?”

      With obvious effort, Foley leaned down and scooped up the discarded letter from his wife. He crumpled it up and shoved it into the pocket of his shorts. “Everything’s fine, not that it’s any of your business, but thanks for asking,” he added sarcastically. “Your concern is touching.”

      “You’re welcome,” Sam said.

      “Your time’s running out. What is it you really want?”

      “I told you, I think I know who the killer is.”

      “Okay,” Russell shrugged. “I’ll play the game. Who do you think the killer is?”

      “John Stringer.”

      “Good night,” Russell scoffed. “Thanks for coming. Don’t forget to write.”

      “I’m serious, Russell.”

      “No, you’re not, piss off!”

      “I am serious. Shit, surely you’ve considered it?”

      “Yes, I’ve considered it,” Russell mocked. “For about a millisecond which, by the way, is about how much time you have left, so either get serious or get out! Stringer’s dead, you moron.”

      “What if he’s not?”

      “Pardon?”

      “What if he’s not dead? What if he staged his suicide? People do that sometimes you know.”

      “Have you been smoking something?”

      “No, I haven’t been smoking anything. Think about it. Stringer swore revenge on everyone responsible for his arrest and subsequent conviction, and each of the victims had an involvement in the case. Think about it. What if he isn’t dead?”

      “He’s dead, trust me. There was a positive identification, for Christ’s sake!”

      “Only by dental records,” Sam pointed out.

      “They’re as good as fingerprints, you know that.”

      “I think I can explain that,” Sam answered.

      “No, you can’t, Sam!” Foley was getting angrier. “Stringer is dead, dead and buried!”

      “I want you to dig him up.”

      “What?”

      “I want you to exhume the body, or at least what there is left of it. I don’t think it is Stringer in that coffin.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding! Are you sure you’re not the one who’s pissed?”

      “Listen, Russell, just for a minute. I think Stringer killed a homeless guy he met at the Salvo’s hostel where he was living after his release. I think he killed the guy and burned his body so it couldn’t be recognised. I think he chose the guy because he had false teeth…”

      “False teeth! Russell exclaimed. “False fuckin’ teeth, Jesus you have been smokin’ something!”

      “Yes damn it, false teeth!” Sam exclaimed. “I haven’t checked, but I think you’ll find Stringer had false teeth; a full set of upper, and lower dentures. I think he got the homeless guy pissed, then put a set of his own dentures in his mouth while he was out to it, and then burned him to death in his car. He wants us to think he’s dead, so he is free to pursue his promise to get all those responsible for the time he served in the slammer.”

      Russell Foley burped loudly. “You’re crazy!”

      “Maybe, mate, maybe, but humour me for a moment. Assume I am right.”

      “You’re not right. Stringer is dead.”

      “How many suspects have you got?”

      “That’s none of your business.”

      “Let me guess. None! That’s how many you’ve got. You’ve got stuff all, mate! Face it! You’re no closer to catching this mongrel than you were after Richter was killed, and he was the first. How many more bodies do you want? Dig him up Russell. What have you got to lose?”

      “My sanity if I listen to this shit any longer. Jesus, what’s wrong with you? It takes a court order to authorise an exhumation, and then only on very strong evidence. Do you really expect me to ask for such an order on nothing more than this hypothetical claptrap you’ve just given me? You’re dreaming!”

      Sam made a move towards the door. “I must be to expect you to take me seriously, especially in the condition you’re in at the moment. Thanks for the beer.”

      “You’re welcome,” Foley spat, “go ahead, chase your ghosts. At least while you’re looking for dead men, you’re out of my hair.”
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      Judge Gordon Hackett lived in an opulent two-storied residence overlooking the sea, a perfect example of the self-indulgence he long ago accepted as a by-product of his position, rather than a privilege.

      These days, only his wife of thirty-two years shared the home with him, his children having flown the nest years ago. The house was far too big for the two of them, but the Hacketts loved to entertain, and this house was built for entertaining.

      Sam strolled cautiously up the long, sloping driveway bordered by lavish, tropical gardens, spectacularly illuminated by outdoor lights discreetly concealed amidst the foliage, and casting a soft, green hue over the beautifully kept grounds. Professionally manicured, Sam thought, as he made his way to the house at the top of the drive. These gardens were not something the good judge would attend to on weekends. He would employ a gardener for that.

      He paused outside the large, double entrance doors, and turned to look out across the water. The view was breathtaking, even at night. He turned back and studied the imposing façade of the home. The bold, pretentious display of wealth left him feeling strangely uncomfortable. He brushed absently at his shirt as if this inane gesture might iron out the wrinkles accumulated throughout the day. A small, illuminated button beside the door invited him to reach out and press it.

      From somewhere deep inside the house, he heard a soft, tuneful chiming, and he suddenly wished he had chosen another time to come. As he waited, he wondered if the judge might be able to smell the beer he consumed at Foley’s home on his breath.

      Sam didn’t know why, but he half expected an immaculately dressed, elderly gentleman with a refined and cultured English accent to answer the door. Perhaps he would be ushered into the drawing room where he would be kept waiting just long enough to admire priceless artworks adorning the walls. He did not expect Judge Gordon Hackett to answer the door personally.

      An overhead light blinked on, the heavy double doors swung inwards, and Judge Hackett stood framed in the glow of dimmed hall lighting. Startled at the judge’s appearance, Sam could not disguise his surprise. This pillar of the Supreme Court judiciary wore an old, paint stained tee shirt over baggy, somewhat tatty shorts below which two, very white, knobbly knees peeked. On his feet, the fashion ensemble was completed with a pair of common, rubber thongs.

      Gordon Hackett did not appear in the least fazed by Sam’s surprise. “Can I help you?” he asked casually.

      “Judge Hackett,” Sam began. “I’m sorry to disturb you at home sir, but there is something I must talk to you about.”

      The judge lifted his eyebrows. “Sam Rose, isn’t it?”

      “I’m sorry, sir, yes, it is.”

      Hackett looked passed Sam, down the curved driveway towards the street.

      “I’m alone,” Sam confirmed the unanswered question.

      “I suppose you better come in,” Hackett said, standing aside.

      Sam stepped into the entrance hall. “Thank you.”

      Hackett indicated that Sam should follow him. He turned and led him into a large, elaborate study on the ground floor towards the rear of the house. Sam noticed it was at least ten degrees cooler inside.

      Hackett seated himself behind a huge, highly polished, ornate desk and invited Sam to sit on an obviously expensive, deep, red leather Chesterfield wing chair opposite. When Sam was seated, Hackett cleared his throat noisily.

      “I’m surprised to see you here, Mister Rose. I thought I made it clear to Paddy O’Reily that you were not to make contact with me.”

      “You did Your Honour, and again I apologise. Paddy doesn’t know I’m here, and I wouldn’t be if it weren’t a matter of considerable importance.”

      “Very well, I accept your apology. However, I must stress again, the importance of discretion in this matter.”

      Sam nodded. “Understood, sir.”

      “What can I do for you?” Hackett asked, his tone softening just a little.

      “I have a special request of you,” Sam said.

      “Really?”

      “Yes, I think I know who the killer is. In fact, I’m almost certain.”

      Hackett raised his eyebrows, looking suitably surprised. “So soon? I’m impressed.”

      “When it came right down to it,” Sam continued, “it was not all that difficult. Not when I looked at the connection between each of the victims.”

      “Connection?”

      “Yes. Each of the victims had a common connection with the killer. They were all involved in some way with his arrest and subsequent conviction.”

      “He’s a criminal?” Hackett asked.

      “Yes, he murdered his family, years ago.”

      Hackett sat upright in his chair. “Who?”

      “I believe the killer is a man named John Stringer.”

      “Stringer? That name is familiar.”

      “He murdered his wife and two young children. He went down for murder, vowing revenge on all those responsible. He was released on parole a few months ago.”

      “Ah, yes,” Hackett nodded. “Now I remember. John Stringer?” He paused. “But, wait a minute! Didn’t he commit suicide recently?”

      “That’s the common belief, yes,” Sam nodded. “However, I think he is still alive.”

      “Really? Are you sure?”

      “I’m reasonably certain, yes.”

      “Do the police share your belief?”

      “I’ve spoken to Russell Foley earlier this evening. I came here from his place. I’m afraid he doesn’t accept Stringer is still alive.”

      “Does he have someone else in mind?”

      “I don’t think so, no.”

      “I trust he doesn’t know you are working for me?”

      “He’s curious, of course, but he has no idea at this stage who hired me.”

      “Good,” Hackett nodded, “it’s important it remains that way.”

      “Yes, sir,” Sam agreed.

      “So, what is it exactly you want from me?”

      “I want a court order to exhume Stringer’s body.”

      “Shit!” Hackett exclaimed. “Nothing like getting straight to the point."

      “I have no other choice, sir. I tried to convince Foley that Stringer was still alive, but he is not interested in what I think.”

      “Russell Foley is a good police officer,” Hackett reminded Sam.

      “I agree, Your Honour. However, he and I have personal issues between us dating back a year or so, and I believe those issues are clouding his judgement.”

      “That’s a pretty serious allegation, Mister Rose,” Hackett said formally.

      “It’s what I feel,” Sam countered.

      “Personality clashes aside,” Hackett continued, “if you can’t convince Foley Stringer is alive, what makes you think you can convince me?”

      “I was hoping you could look at the overall picture with an open mind, taking into consideration all the factors that point to him still being alive.”

      “Don’t you really mean only a judge can authorise an exhumation order?” Hackett said with unmasked sarcasm. “Exhumation orders are serious things. The courts do not look upon them lightly. You will need strong evidence to back up your theory. Do you have such evidence?”

      “Nothing more than a hunch,” Sam shrugged.

      “That’s all?”

      “It’s a strong hunch.”

      “You know,” Hackett paused. “I have the greatest confidence in our medical profession here in the Territory. The Chief Pathologist is a good friend of mine. I can only assume an autopsy at the time indicated the body was John Stringer's, and I have no doubt the autopsy would have been thorough. Are you telling me you think the pathologist made a mistake?”

      “No, sir. I believe the pathologist reported exactly what he found. I also think what he found was what Stringer wanted him to find. I think what he found led him to the inevitable conclusion the body was Stringer.”

      “But you think the experts are wrong, and all you have to back you up is a hunch?”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      “How was identification made?”

      “Dental records.”

      “Dental records are accepted by the courts as conclusive proof of identification. If I were to agree to your request, what can you offer to discredit those records?”

      “At the moment, sir, nothing. But if we proceed, and seek identification on the assumption the body is not Stringer, I think we’ll find something. I’m certain of it.”

      “I’m familiar, of course, with your reputation. That’s why I hired you for this job in the first place. It’s for that reason, and that reason alone, I’m going to hear you out. But, I should warn you, on the face of what you’ve told me so far, I don’t like your chances. You’ll find me even harder to convince than Russell Foley.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “Don’t thank me yet. I’ve only agreed to listen, and this better be good.”
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      Gordon Hackett listened attentively to Sam’s hypothesis, remaining noncommittal throughout on how he perceived the credibility of the story. When he had heard it all, he offered nothing more encouraging than an undertaking to consider Sam’s scenario and get back to him in due course.

      In a long and distinguished career, Judge Hackett had every right to believe he had seen just about everything there was to see in regards to evidence of the commission of a crime. Now, all this business about false teeth, a missing homeless drunk, a corpse with a pickled liver, teetotallers and alcoholics, as well as roughly compiled and incomplete lists shoved under doors was, collectively, as confusing and as hypothetical as any evidence he had ever seen. Despite Rose’s obvious urgency and enthusiasm, he was not going to be pushed or cajoled into making such an important decision without first giving due consideration to the implications.

      If he were to grant the request, how would the exhumation be handled? The police would have to be informed, in which case it was a certainty his involvement, and that of his colleagues, with Rose would be exposed. Consequently, his lack of faith in the current police investigation could well become a matter of public knowledge. He wondered briefly about making such an order without the knowledge of the police. Such a course would be risky. It could be done, but keeping it quiet would be difficult. Either way, he was going to take as much time as was necessary to consider his decision. Rose’s explanation amounted to, at best, circumstantial evidence, at worst, nothing more than wild, imaginative speculation. Hackett’s initial reaction was to refuse an exhumation order, based on evidence that appeared to be not much stronger than the latter of the two. However, Sam Rose was, or more accurately used to be, a good cop, and as extreme and fanciful as his speculation seemed to be, Judge Hackett was tempted to trust him.
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      Finding out where Ann Curtis lived was more a case of good friends in the police force than it was good detective work. A quick phone call to one such friend on duty soon produced an address. Ten minutes later, Sam found himself outside her door.

      It was late, he was tired, and he knew he should not be here. He hesitated momentarily on her doorstep, and considered getting back in his car and driving away. Instead, he reached out and knocked lightly, with no response. He knocked again, louder this time, and after waiting what seemed like an inordinate length of time, he turned to leave. Suddenly, a light came on from inside, and he heard the door being unlocked.

      Ann opened the door, and Sam almost gasped aloud. She wore the briefest, sheerest, sexiest silk nightie he had ever seen. His eyes were drawn instantly to the shape of her body, tauntingly obvious beneath the shimmering material.

      Ann smiled seductively. “Are you going to come in, or are you going to stand there all night drooling all over my door mat?”

      “You know,” Sam answered, lifting his eyes to meet hers. “You should never answer the door at this hour of the night unless you know who is on the other side, especially dressed like that,” he added as he gave her the once over again.

      “One of the reasons I had windows put in when they built this place was so I could see who is at the door before I open it,” she countered.

      “And do you always greet your callers dressed in your pj’s?”

      Ann looked down at her attire and said, “Only the gentlemen callers. And then only the ones I think I’m falling for. And, I might add, these are not exactly your run of the mill pj’s.”

      Sam allowed his eyes another slow turn over her body. “No, they’re not… you’re falling for me?”

      “I’m not sure, I think so.”

      “Is it my body or my mind?”

      “I’ve seen your body, so I suppose it must be your mind.”

      “Do you have a lot of gentlemen callers?”

      “None that I think I’m falling for.”

      “Should I be encouraged by that?”

      “I certainly hope so.”

      “You look beautiful,” Sam said.

      “It took you long enough,” she smiled. “And, standing in the doorway like this with the light behind me, I’m sure the neighbourhood agrees with you.”

      “Trust me, on behalf of the neighbourhood, you look beautiful.”

      “And you look tired,” she said, showing genuine concern.

      “I am tired. I’m also incredibly turned on, and getting even more so every minute I stand here looking at you.”

      “I have a cure for that.”

      “For what, the tiredness, or the turn on?”

      “Both.”

      “I’m intrigued. Which affliction do you suggest we take care of first?”

      “Why, the most life threatening one, of course.”

      “How can you tell which one that is?”

      Ann looked into his eyes, held them for a second, and then lowered her gaze considerably. Sam’s anticipation was obvious. “Both conditions appear to be in need of urgent attention,” she smiled at him. “I would have to conduct a much closer, more detailed examination to tell for sure. Would you care to step into my clinic?”

      “Do you bulk bill?” Sam joked.

      “I have a special rate for broken down, ex-police officers,” Ann answered, stepping aside to allow Sam into the foyer.

      Sam heard the door close behind him. Ann moved into his embrace, and he kissed her hungrily. His hand found the small of her back, and he pulled her closer to him, feeling the erotic silkiness of her negligee beneath his touch. She moaned softly into his mouth, and her fingers fumbled with his belt.

      Soon, they were both naked, and Sam saw a longing in her eyes matched only by his own. She moved again into his arms, and guided him down onto the carpeted floor. For a long time, they lay in each other’s arms, and as their lips lingered together softly whispering, expert hands touched, and moved, gently exploring, anticipating.
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      When Paddy O’Reily left the casino piano bar, it was late, and he was very drunk. He stood, unsteadily, outside the main entrance doors, fumbling clumsily in his pockets for a cigarette. He was too drunk to notice the man who stood covertly watching him from the shadows of the dark tropical foliage flourishing in the surrounding gardens a few steps away. He was too drunk to realise, as the man stepped from the shadows to offer him a light, it was someone he should know.
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      Judge Gordon Hackett was startled by the shrill ringing of the telephone in his private chambers deep in the belly of the Supreme Court building. The granting of a defence counsel request for a last-minute adjournment in an attempted murder trial provided him with a short but welcome respite from the legal argument that ensued enthusiastically in the courtroom adjacent. It was the fourth adjournment requested by the defence since the trial began. Given he was convinced it was just another attempt on their part to delay the inevitable, his granting in favour of their request was more than a little out of character for him, and provoked spirited objection from the prosecution table.

      For the past thirty minutes or so, he was preoccupied with thoughts other than those of the trial he currently presided over. He knew he could not give the case the attention and concentration it deserved while he remained indecisive in regards to Sam Rose’s request for an exhumation order.

      A light blinked on the telephone on his desk. He reached out and picked up the receiver. “Yes?” he snapped.

      “I have a Mister Sam Rose on the line for you, Judge,” his secretary announced.

      “Put him through,” Hackett responded, softening his tone. “Good morning,” He said.

      “Judge Hackett?” Rose’s familiar voice responded. “Good morning, sir. I hope I’m not interrupting.”

      “It’s all right. I was just thinking of you."

      “Oh?”

      “If you’re calling about our conversation last night, I haven’t come to a decision as yet.”

      "That is why I’m calling," Sam hurried. "I have some more information that may help you to arrive at a decision.”

      “Okay, I’m listening.”

      “I’ve just come from Berrimah Prison, where I spoke to a friend of mine in administration. It seems Stringer did have false teeth, a full set of upper and lower dentures.”

      “Well,” Hackett mused, “that’s interesting, of course, but I’m still not convinced that alone is enough to justify an exhumation order.”

      “There’s more,” Sam said.

      “Why is it I’m not surprised?” Hackett responded with resignation.

      “Beg your pardon?”

      “Never mind. What else do you have?”

      “Stringer had an accident a couple of years into his sentence.”

      “What sort of accident? Where exactly are you going with this?”

      “He was part of a work party doing repairs to the old kitchen block. He slipped, fell off the roof, and broke his leg in two places.”

      “And you think an x-ray of the body will reveal the old fracture?”

      “Better than that, Judge,” Sam continued. “Apparently it was a pretty bad fall, and the doctors had to insert a steel pin in his leg. He was a long time getting back on his feet again.”

      “Let me guess,” Hackett interrupted. “The pin is still there, right?”

      “Apparently so, yes. His prison medical records show no sign of it ever being removed.”

      “You were given access to his confidential medical records?” Hackett was incredulous.

      “Ah, well…yes,” Sam confirmed.

      “I don’t think I want to know any more,” Hackett advised. “That admission has implications I’d rather not contemplate at this time.”

      “I’m sorry, Your Honour, but when I left your home last night, I was not overly confident you would grant an exhumation order on the little I had to go on. I felt I needed something else. I expected only confirmation that Stringer had false teeth. I never for a moment expected to discover he had a steel pin in his leg.”

      A pause developed into an uncomfortable silence. Eventually, Sam could stand it no longer. “Judge Hackett? Are you still there?”

      “Where are you?” Hackett asked.

      “In my car, outside Berrimah prison,” Sam answered.

      “Meet me in my chambers in thirty minutes,” Hackett ordered.

      Before Sam could respond, he heard the line disconnect.
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      Sam knocked softly on the door of the judge’s private chambers.

      “Come in,” he heard the judge invite from behind the closed door.

      He opened the door and entered the large, cool, richly furnished office. A mildly pleasant smell of leather and furniture polish greeted him. He stopped short, just inside the doorway. Russell Foley occupied a seat opposite the judge.

      Foley’s face registered a look of genuine surprise. He glanced quickly at Sam, and then uncomfortably at Judge Hackett.

      “Come in,” Hackett beckoned to Sam. He seemed unconcerned at the reaction on the faces of both Foley and Rose. “Close the door and take a seat – there, next to Inspector Foley.” He indicated a vacant chair.

      Somewhat tentatively, Sam closed the door and moved further into the room. He stepped up to the only remaining chair and sat down next to Foley. Both men avoided looking at each other, and chose instead to stare inquiringly at Hackett.

      Finally, Hackett cleared his throat and spoke, directing his words at both men, his eyes moving deliberately from one to the other.

      “Okay gentlemen,” he began. “I had hoped the three of us being together like this, under these circumstances, might have been avoided. It seems I may have hoped for too much.”

      “I’m sorry, Your Honour,” Foley interrupted. “But you have me at a disadvantage. I don’t understand why we are here. What circumstances?” He glanced at Rose.

      “Bear with me please, Inspector,” Hackett insisted.

      “Of course, I’m sorry,” Foley apologised.

      “How is the investigation progressing?” Hackett asked directly.

      Foley shifted in his chair. “Investigation, Sir?”

      Judge Hackett raised a hand. “Let’s not be coy, Inspector, you know to which investigation I refer.”

      Russell Foley exhaled deeply, and settled back in his seat. “With respect, sir, the investigation is ongoing and I’m not at liberty to discuss specific details of the case. Particularly in front of civilians,” he threw a sideways glance at Sam.

      “Russell,” Hackett said, moving uninvited to the use of Christian names, “I’ve known both you, and Sam, for a long time. You are a damn good cop, as was Sam when he was with the department. I appreciate your concerns about confidentiality and, under different circumstances, I would have no hesitation in respecting those concerns. However, we have an unusual situation here I’m sure you will agree. One which requires the co-operation of all three of us I would suggest.”

      “But…” Foley began to protest.

      Judge Hackett raised his hand again and Foley fell silent. “Save your objections Russell, please. This is important, hear me out.”

      “Of course, excuse me, Your Honour.”

      “Now,” Hackett began again. “I don’t have a lot of time. I have a trial in brief adjournment as we speak, so I want to get this done as quickly and as discreetly as possible. Can I count on your cooperation?” He looked first at Russell, and then at Sam.

      “Yes, sir,” Sam said immediately.

      Hackett looked at Foley. “Russell?”

      “Yes, of course,” Foley responded unconvincingly.

      “This is important, Russell,” Hackett repeated. “I want you to put aside any personal problems you and Sam may have, for the moment at least. Can you do that?”

      “Yes, Your Honour.”

      “Good. Now,” Hackett fixed Foley with an earnest stare. “Russell, I understand you had a visit from Sam last night, is that correct?”

      Foley nodded. He looked surprised and shot a sideways glance at Sam. “Yes, sir.”

      “Is it true he indicated to you he knew the identity of the person responsible for these murders?”

      “Well… yes… I mean he speculated something to that effect.”

      “I also understand you gave very little credence to his theory?”

      Russell Foley threw Sam another look that left no doubt in his former partner's mind that he was far from impressed with this perceived tattle tailing to the Honourable Judge Hackett.

      “Russell?” Hackett prompted.

      “I gave it absolutely no credence at all. I considered it to be nothing more than fanciful speculation. The suspect he nominated is dead. He killed himself months ago.”

      “John William Stringer?” Hackett asked.

      “Yes, that’s right,” Foley confirmed.

      “Before I continue,” Hackett said glancing briefly at both men, “I want your word that what we discuss in this room this morning stays in this room.”

      “Of course,” Foley and Rose said almost in unison.

      “Thank you. Now, Russell, perhaps I should tell you that, after Sam had left you last night he came to my home.”

      “I don’t understand,” Foley sounded confused.

      “He told me,” Hackett continued, “the same thing he told you about this Stringer character.”

      “Why?” Foley shrugged.

      “Apparently because you didn’t believe him and you refused to seek a court order to exhume the body he alleges is that of a homeless character named…” he looked at Sam, searching for help.

      “Ulstrom,” Sam prompted. “Bert Ulstrom.”

      “Yes, Ulstrom. Apparently you didn’t believe him when he suggested Stringer murdered this unfortunate Ulstrom fellow.”

      “I didn’t believe him last night, and nothing’s happened since to convince me otherwise. John Stringer is dead. He died by his own hand in a vehicle fire. There are dental records confirming the body was Stringer’s.”

      “Indeed,” Hackett agreed. “And I must admit, like you I was reasonably certain Sam was barking up the wrong tree, so to speak.”

      “Are you suggesting you have changed your mind?” Foley asked.

      “Not based on anything he told me last night,” Hackett clarified. “But, apparently he learned something else this morning. This new information throws a somewhat different light on things.”

      “Oh?” Foley looked suspiciously at Sam.

      “Sam,” Hackett invited. “Would you like to tell Russell what you told me on the telephone earlier this morning?”

      Sam turned to face Foley. “I discovered Stringer did have false teeth.”

      “So what? Foley shrugged. “It means nothing.”

      Sam continued. “I also found out he had a pin inserted in his leg as a result of an accident while he was in prison. I’m certain an x-ray of the body we all believed to be Stringer will reveal no such pin.”

      Foley looked at Judge Hackett. “Sir, this is all just wild speculation on Rose’s part. Everything he has is circumstantial.”

      “You’re right, Russell, it is circumstantial. But, we’ve all been in the system long enough to know the value and strength of circumstantial evidence, if there is enough of it. On its own, the false teeth thing is not enough. But, add it to everything else we now know, and it begins to stand up. It would seem, in this instance, we have several pieces of such evidence, and together they begin to add credibility to Sam’s theory.”

      “For instance?” Foley was beginning to sound a little unsure of where all this was heading.

      “Okay,” Hackett offered. “Let’s look at what we have. First, there is a record of serious threats made by Stringer, both during and after his trial, to get everyone involved in his arrest and subsequent conviction. To date, four people directly involved in that process have been murdered. Second, we know when he was released from prison, he resided at the same Salvation Army hostel as this Bert Ulstrom fellow, and they appeared to become friends. Third, Sam learned from the chap in charge at the hostel that Ulstrom, and Stringer, disappeared together, in Stringer’s car. Later, Stringer is found burned to death in that very same car, Ulstrom is never heard from again, and no one cares or even seriously misses him; he was just a homeless drunk after all.”

      “What about the dental records?” Foley interjected.

      “I’m coming to that,” Hackett said dismissively. “Last night Sam showed me this,” he picked up some papers from his desk. “It is an autopsy report on the body found in the remains of the car, confirming evidence of advanced liver damage attributed to years of alcohol abuse. I understand Stringer never drank.”

      “We don’t know that for sure, it’s just hearsay,” Foley offered in explanation.

      “Yes, yes, it is,” Hackett agreed. “But, in the absence of any evidence to refute it, let’s assume for the moment it is correct, and add it to our growing list of circumstantial evidence.”

      Foley remained silent, merely nodding in frustrated acquiescence.

      Hackett continued. “Early this morning, motivated by Sam’s theory, I took it upon myself to talk to Major Chris Thomas from the Salvation Army hostel where both Stringer and Ulstrom lived. He confirmed everything Sam told me last night, and he also told me Ulstrom had false teeth as well. What a coincidence! Both men had full dentures. Amazing! He knows Ulstrom had false teeth because he was always returning to the hostel pissed to the eyeballs and was forever spewing his teeth into his bunk, or worse, into the toilet.”

      “Charming,” Sam observed.

      “Indeed,” Hackett agreed. “And if we are to accept as fact that which we now know about Ulstrom, it is more than reasonable to assume he suffered from severe liver damage as a result of his long-term alcohol addiction. Can you see a picture starting to form here?” he looked at Foley, inviting a response.

      Foley shrugged. “It’s far-fetched,” he insisted unconvincingly.

      “Oh, it is that,” Hackett nodded. “And, I was as sceptical as you at first, and in all honesty, I still am a little. However, in the light of all the evidence, circumstantial or otherwise, I’m inclined to want to give sympathy to Sam’s theorising.”

      “You can’t possibly be considering exhuming the body?” Foley posed incredulously.

      “Why not, Russell? What have we got to lose? Now we find out Stringer had a steel pin surgically implanted in his leg, a pin that was apparently never removed. An x-ray would confirm either way whether the body is Stringer. Prove to me Sam’s wrong, Russell. Give me another suspect, a stronger suspect. Then I’ll leave you to get on with it. Have you got a better suspect?”

      “Well… no… no, but we are working around the clock on this thing. A breakthrough could come at any moment.”

      “Please don’t get me wrong, Russell. I don’t for one moment doubt your diligence, but really, the truth is you’ve got nothing. You must know questions are being asked about the effectiveness of the investigation to date.”

      “The investigation itself, or my handling of it in particular?” Foley asked. “Hey wait…,” he sat bolt upright in his chair. “Wait just a minute!” He looked at Sam and then at Hackett. “I don’t believe it. I don’t believe it! I knew Rose was working for someone! He had to be! He’s working for you, isn’t he?” he accused Hackett. “Jesus Christ! I don’t believe it!” He looked at Sam. “It’s true isn’t it?”

      Sam looked at Foley, and then looked at Judge Hackett, hoping for some guidance.

      “Yes, Inspector,” Hackett confirmed. “Well, not for me alone exactly, for my colleagues and myself to be precise.”

      “Christ, why?” was all Foley could manage to say.

      “Because,” Hackett continued. “Too many people have died at the hands of this madman, whoever he is, and by your admission you have no clues as to who he might be. You are a good cop, Russell, but you are not infallible. No one is. Your investigation has stalled. You and your team are banging your heads against a brick wall. I don’t mind telling you there are some worried members of the judiciary around here, myself included.”

      “Worried about what?” Foley asked.

      “About the progress, or lack of it, being made of course.”

      “Are you telling me that you and your colleagues have lost faith in the ability of the police department to solve this case, or is it my ability in particular that concerns you?”

      “You’ve had problems of a personal nature in recent times; that’s common knowledge. The truth is, some of us feel you are not performing to the ability we all know you are capable of.”

      Foley turned back to Sam. “What else have you been telling people about my personal life?”

      “Sam has told me nothing about your personal problems, Russell. He didn’t have to. You are a high profile police officer whether you like it or not. You can’t always keep your private life private from those of us who move in the circles we do. It’s true we felt you may not have been giving the investigation the concentration it deserves. So, Sam was hired to look into the case privately and confidentially. We hoped he might come up with something your people might have missed. A fresh eye so to speak.”

      “I assume you gave due consideration to the risk you were taking,” Foley speculated.

      “Of course,” Hackett nodded. “That is why it is so important to keep our conversation here this morning just between the three of us. Obviously the implications of it becoming a matter of public knowledge that the Northern Territory judiciary hired a private investigator to find a killer do not bear thinking about.”

      “Then why the fuck did you do it?” Foley shook his head in wonderment.

      “I think I’ve already explained that, Russell,” Hackett replied. “I hope you don’t take this too personally. It was never designed to be a criticism of your ability as an investigator. You have the runs on the board in that regard. We just felt things were at a standstill and you were, for the moment, pre-occupied with… well… matters of a domestic nature.”

      “With respect,” Foley scoffed, “my domestic situation, as you so succinctly put it, is my own business; it’s a little difficult not to take it personally.”

      “I understand that,” Hackett conceded. “But there are positives to come out of this you know.”

      “You’ll forgive me if I find that somewhat condescending, your Honour,” Foley observed.

      Hackett ignored the remark. “If you were to request an exhumation, and it turned out that Sam was right, you would, of course, receive credit for the breakthrough in the case.”

      “And if he’s wrong?”

      “Then there’s no harm done. It’s just another lead being diligently followed and subsequently eliminated from your inquiries.”

      “What’s in it for him?” Foley thrust his thumb towards Sam.

      “Sam’s been retained to find the killer. He thinks he’s found him, at least his identity. That’s all we required of him. Either way he is to be compensated for his services. Everybody wins here, Russell. You get the credit for catching the bad guy; Sam gets his fee, and we all get this bastard off the street before he kills again.”

      “If Stringer is the killer,” Foley advised, “finding out won’t get him off the street. We still have to find him.”

      Finally, Sam spoke. “Yes, but that shouldn’t be too difficult if you know who you are looking for, it’s just a matter of time.”

      “What do you say, Inspector?” Hackett asked.

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “Well, yes. Of course, you have a choice, there are always choices. You can forget we ever had this conversation. You can continue your investigation in the same manner you have up to now. Or, you can work with us on this thing and possibly enjoy the benefits I’ve already outlined.”

      “I have just one question,” Foley said.

      “Please,” Hackett invited.

      “Am I right in assuming, if I walk away you will exhume the body anyway?”

      “Yes. It’s not particularly important who requests an order, it just makes it easier, less complicated, if you do, in your capacity as the officer in charge of the investigation.”

      “So despite your insistence to the contrary, I don’t have a choice at all,” Foley observed.

      “I think that’s a rather negative way of looking at it Russell but, if that’s your perception, so be it.”

      Foley looked at both men. He found himself caught between a rock and a hard place, and there seemed to be nothing he could do about it. His mind raced, searching for an alternative. He found none. Hackett glanced at his watch, his impatience blatantly obvious.

      “I have to be in court in a few minutes, Inspector,” Hackett prompted.

      Foley glanced again quickly at Sam and then turned to face the judge. “Okay,” he sighed, “I’ll go along with you, for the moment.”

      Judge Hackett picked a pen from a stand at the front of his desk and, with a flourish, he signed a document that had, until now, lain face down in front of him. He pushed the document towards Foley, who picked up the duly completed exhumation order. He noticed his name in the appropriate places as requesting officer. It required only both their signatures. He handed the pen to Foley.

      “A little presumptuous isn’t it?” Foley suggested.

      “I trusted your good judgement,” Hackett smiled and he turned to face Sam. “Would you stay for just a moment?”

      “Of course,” Sam answered.

      Russell Foley scanned the order, and then quickly signed it. He folded it and placed it in his shirt pocket as he rose from his chair. Without a glance at either Hackett or Rose, he walked from the room.

      “You must be happy,” Hackett said to Sam when they were alone.

      “It’s a strong feeling. I just know I’m right.”

      “I hope for all our sakes you are,” Hackett mused. He opened a drawer beneath his desk, produced a long, brown envelope, and offered it to Sam, “as agreed, the balance of your fee.”

      “It’s not over yet,” Sam said, reaching for the envelope.

      “It is for me, whatever the outcome,” Hackett said. “This is to be the last contact we will have in regards to this business. Since our talk last night, I’ve had plenty of time to think things through and in hindsight, I’m not sure hiring you was the wisest thing to do under the circumstances. Oh, don’t misunderstand me, it’s not your ability, it’s the risk of someone finding out about our arrangement that concerns me. You, Paddy O’Reily, and I were to be the only ones directly involved. Now the inspector in charge of the investigation is involved. It’s getting out of hand. If your theory proves right, you will have earned your money and that will be the end of our involvement.”

      “And if not?”

      “Then, you will have been more than adequately compensated for your efforts.” Hackett got up and crossed to a coat rack in the corner where his robe of office hung. “I hope you two can work together on this,” he added, shrugging into the black robe. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m due in court.”
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      Russell Foley stood a few steps back from the edge of the gradually deepening, rectangular hole in the ground. On the opposite side of the excavation, two cemetery employees waited patiently for the excavator operator to finish the bulk of the digging. When there remained just a few inches of earth on top of the coffin, they would clamber down into the grave and remove the last of the damp soil with shovels.

      On any given day, these men dug holes to accommodate the mortal remains of some unfortunate sole. Today, both looked decidedly uncomfortable at this, their first experience at digging a hole to remove a body. Foley glanced across at the men and wondered which of the two would be the first to jump down into the open grave.

      A short distance away, a hearse commissioned to carry the exhumed coffin complete with its grizzly contents to the morgue, also waited. The driver, casual and disinterested, stood at the rear of the vehicle, smoking and humming tunelessly to a country music tune playing disrespectfully from the vehicle’s radio.

      A gathering of people, each of whom if asked, would claim to have a legitimate reason for being there. Two detectives were present, both members of Foley’s squad, as well as a Constable from the Coroner’s Office who was there to take charge of the body from the moment it was loaded into the waiting hearse, to maintain the chain of evidence until subsequent examination was completed, and the body was ultimately returned to its resting place. The excavator operator, looking resplendent in a dark blue work singlet and weathered baseball cap that proudly announced the wearer was an ‘Old Fart,’ stood nearby.

      A temporary, blue screen of heavy-duty tarpaulin surrounded the scene, effectively hiding it from the curious eyes of those who might be visiting the cemetery to pay respects to a departed loved one. Watching pensively, Russell Foley stood in the midst of the odd assortment of characters and equipment. As he watched and waited, he was reminded of an obscure, best-forgotten movie from his childhood; something to do with vampires, mad scientists, vulnerable virgins, and macabre graveyard rituals.

      Most members of his team suggested it was more appropriate to perform the exhumation at night. Nothing in the court order indicated the exhumation should take place at any specific time of the day, only that it should take place. Given his opposition to the exhumation, Foley was not prepared to consider standing around in the heart of a dark cemetery in the dead of night, listening to the thunder and the wind rumbling and howling out of the blackness above him. Nonetheless, there he was; watching a weird looking stranger wearing a hat that said “Old Fart” digging up a body from the bowels of the earth.

      Foley shook his head, and cast a concerned eye towards the north. He frowned at the menacing sky growing darker as he watched. The storm was going to break soon, and when it did, it would be a good one. He hoped it would hold off until they had the coffin out of the ground and safely in the back of the hearse.

      The annual “build up”, that period when the humidity became almost unbearable leading up to the arrival of the serious rains of the wet season, was about to reach its tempestuous end. Soon the thunderous storms, the monsoonal rains, and the constant threat of cyclones would be a daily expectation for those who chose to live in the Top End.

      As he watched the heavy, swollen, black clouds gathering above the Arafura Sea, he saw the first long, jagged flashes of lightning split the dark horizon. A distant, deep growl of thunder signalled the imminent arrival of a tropical storm. If it struck before they got the coffin out of the ground, there was going to be a hell of a mess. Even if it held off, the workers wouldn’t be able to keep the water out of the hole when it finally did arrive. Sooner or later, when the necessary post-mortem examinations were completed, the body would need to go back into the ground. Foley found himself silently thankful he was a cop and not a gravedigger. He smiled to himself at the analogy.

      He looked back at the hole in the ground as the bucket of the excavator disappeared once again below the lip of the grave. A thick, pungent cloud of diesel fumes belched skywards from the machine’s exhaust as the “Old Fart” wrestled with the levers, and the mouth of the bucket took another deep bite of soft earth.

      Suddenly, one of the workers opposite whistled loudly to the excavator operator. The bucket emerged from the hole, swivelled to one side, and deposited a load of soil on top of a growing heap just a few metres from where Foley stood. The loud grumble of the diesel engine fell quiet, and only the relatively gentle burble of the machine running in idle pulsed in the stillness of the thick afternoon air.

      With the assistance of his offsider, the man who whistled slipped and scrambled down into the open grave. Foley watched as his head disappeared below the lip of the hole, and then he heard a dull thud as the man’s heavy work boots came into contact with the lid of John Stringer’s coffin. Soon, a hand reached up, above the lip of the grave, and the second worker placed a long-handled shovel into the reaching fingers.
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      Sam Rose ducked under the protective canopy hanging over the vehicular entrance to the morgue, situated in the grounds of the Darwin Hospital. The rain fell steadily, unabated for a couple of hours. Although he was grateful for the respite it offered from the oppressive humidity, and despite his good fortune at finding a park nearby, he still managed to become soaked to the skin before he could reach the protection of the overhang.

      The morgue was a plain, unobtrusive building with a driveway sloping down to a single roller-door. The door stood closed now, but could be opened electronically from within to admit a hearse or an ambulance bearing its regrettable cargo.

      Adjacent to the roller door, was a small service doorway that admitted staff and other authorised personnel to the inner sanctum of the mortuary premises. An intercom was wired to an office inside the building where a white-coated lab technician monitored the approach of vehicles and pedestrians on a closed circuit television screen.

      Sam pressed the button on the intercom, and when asked to do so by an anonymous voice, introduced himself, and announced he was there to see Inspector Russell Foley. He waited, watching the torrent of water rushing unimpeded down the sloping driveway to disappear beneath a heavy iron grate covering a deep storm drain running the width of the roller-door.

      Above the noise of the rain, he heard the “click” of the service door lock disengage. No handle existed on the outside of the door, so he pushed against it, and it swung easily inwards.

      As a police officer, he had been inside this building on more occasions than he cared to remember. It had never been then, any more than it was now, a place he felt comfortable. The very nature of its purpose made it a place that never failed to evoke strong feelings of finality. He knew his way around, and made his way along a familiar, short but wide corridor he knew would lead him to the autopsy room.

      Just as he reached the door behind which the pathologists carried out their thankless tasks, Russell Foley stepped into the corridor, and the two men found themselves facing each other; like opponents in an impending contest.

      “Hello, Russell,” Sam greeted.

      “I expected you long before this,” Foley growled.

      “I didn’t see the need for me to be present at the cemetery,” Sam explained. “Besides, I figured you would have had me removed if I did show up.”

      “You’re right about that.”

      “Have they finished?” Sam looked beyond Foley in the direction of the autopsy room.

      “Just,” Foley answered.

      “And?”

      “We need to talk.”

      “Talk or argue?” Sam asked, “I’m getting tired of arguing with you.”

      “Talk,” Foley confirmed. “Let’s go in here,” he indicated a small viewing room where relatives of deceased persons attended to identify the remains of their loved ones.

      Sam followed Foley into a small, plain and sparsely furnished room. Aside from four chairs strategically placed against the back wall, the room was empty. It was devoid of pictures on the walls and even carpet, having instead, an insipid, grey linoleum covering the floor.

      The four chairs faced a long, narrow window that looked upon a small alcove attached to the autopsy room. It was to this alcove a gurney carrying the deceased could be wheeled. A curtain, operated from inside the alcove, covered the window. The curtain was open, exposing the empty alcove beyond.

      Russell Foley sat in one of the chairs. He leaned forward, placed his elbows on his knees, interlocked his fingers, and for a moment, as though searching for the right words, stared at the floor. Sam stood and waited.

      Finally, Sam asked. “Well?”

      “They x-rayed the body,” Foley said raising his eyes to meet Sam.

      “And?”

      “There was no pin in the leg.”

      “Shit! Shit, shit, shit!” Sam paced the tiny floor.

      “What’s the matter?” Foley asked. “It’s what you expected, isn’t it?”

      “Yes,” Sam confirmed. “It is… but secretly I hoped I was wrong. Are they certain?”

      “There’s no pin,” Foley reaffirmed.

      “So, it was Bert Ulstrom in the coffin?”

      “It’s too early to be sure of that,” Foley cautioned. “They still have a lot more tests to do. But, in light of what you found out about him, and his relationship with Stringer, and the fact he hasn't been seen since he left the hostel with Stringer, I am satisfied the body in there is Bert Ulstrom.”

      “So, what are you going to do now?”

      Foley stepped closer to Sam. “I owe you an apology,” he said matter-of-factly.

      Sam was embarrassed and shuffled uncomfortably.

      “I’ve had a lot of shit going on up here lately,” Foley tapped the side of his head. “Shit about you, shit about Jennifer and the kids, shit about the whole fucking business…”

      “You’ve been under a lot of pressure,” Sam interrupted.

      “Perhaps,” Foley shrugged. “But I let it affect my job, and that’s inexcusable.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up over this, Russell.”

      “I’ve been so damn pre-occupied with my marital problems, that now I’m beginning to wonder if my lack of concentration may have cost someone their life.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Sam scoffed.

      “Judge Hackett doesn’t agree with you.”

      “Hackett knows you’ve been having problems, but I don’t believe for one minute he thinks anything you did, or didn’t do, resulted in murder.”

      “What about you?”

      “What about me?”

      “What do you think?”

      “I think Stringer, and Stringer alone, is out there somewhere, preying on all those he holds responsible for the time he spent in prison. With or without your problems, he would still have killed those people.”

      “If I hadn’t been so pre-occupied with other things, the bastard might be back inside by now.”

      “I don’t think so. Stringer is good. He's had plenty of time to plan his revenge. You were never going to catch him quickly. Jesus, this identity-switching thing is brilliant. Hell, he very nearly got away with it.”

      “Until we stop him, he has gotten away with it.”

      “We’ll get him,” Sam said.

      “I mean we, as in the police,” Foley cautioned.

      “I’m a potential victim, Russell. I arrested the prick, me and Carl Richter. I’m on his list, so I’m in this to the end, like it or not.”

      “Thanks to you, we now know who we are looking for. You’ve done your bit. Now it’s time for me to do my job. Of course, if you want protection, you’ve got it.”

      “Protection! Shit! I don’t want protection. I want to be there when you get the bastard; that’s what I want.”

      “You know I can’t do that.”

      “Yes you can, if you want to,” Sam said, “who the fuck would know?”

      “I would know.”

      “This is your old partner you’re talking to, mate. Are you telling me you’ve never bent the rules from time to time? I know you, remember?”

      “It took a lot for me to swallow my pride and apologise to you, Sam, and there’s still a lot of fences to mend between us. Let’s not fuck it up before we get started. You can help me by telling me everything you remember about Stringer. Who else involved with his case might be a target, that sort of thing. But, that’s where your involvement ends. You’re not a cop anymore. I remember when you were. If our situations were reversed, you would take the same hard line with me.”

      Foley was right, and Sam knew it. Yes, he would have taken the same line back when he was in the job. But, he wasn’t in the job anymore. Now he was a victim, albeit intended. He was happy there appeared to be a subtle shift for the better in his relationship with Foley. As much as he hoped things would continue to improve between them, he was going to be there when they caught up with John Stringer, and his old partner could take that to the bank.

      Sam shrugged in mock surrender. “Okay, you win.” He reached into his pocket and extracted a piece of paper. “This might be a good time to show you this,” he offered the scrap to Foley.

      “What is it?” Foley asked, taking the paper.

      “It was slipped under my office door… by Stringer I suspect. It’s a list.”

      Foley looked at the list of names. “When did you get this?”

      “Shit, Russell, last bloody August, what difference does it make?” he paused. “A couple of days ago,” he shrugged.

      “And you were going to give it to me when?” he asked incredulously.

      “Eventually,” Sam answered.

      “Jesus, Sam, this is evidence! You of all people know better than to withhold evidence. What the hell were you thinking?”

      “You’ve got it now,” Sam offered as if it was the only explanation required.

      “What does it mean?” Foley pondered aloud.

      “It’s a list of the victims so far, in order of their deaths, and there are two names missing. I suspect I’m one of the missing names.”

      “And the other name?”

      “I don’t know,” Sam said.

      “My offer still stands, if you want protection, I will set it up.”

      “Thanks, but no thanks,” Sam replied.

      “Okay, have it your way” Foley surrendered. “Just remember, this is where the withholding evidence stops. Right here, right now! If we are going to do this, there needs to be no secrets between us, is that clear?”

      “Perfectly,” Sam agreed.

      “Good. Come back to headquarters with me, I want to write down everything you can remember about Stringer.”

      “Okay, I was already headed that way." Sam said. “Paddy O’Reily was supposed to meet me this morning, but I haven’t been able to locate him all day. He’s probably mooching around the station somewhere, nursing a hangover. When I left him last night, he looked set to tie one on.”

      “I don’t think he’s at the station,” Foley said as they headed for the exit. “At least he wasn’t when I left there an hour ago.”
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      Paddy O’Reily returned slowly from the dark place. He opened his eyes, and his first conscious thought was that it was still night, wherever he was. He tried to lift his head. A pain, white hot and instant, pierced his temple; a pain on top of the dull throb he recognised as the after effects of his over indulgence the night before. Or was it the night before that? What day was it? What night was it?

      He closed his eyes and waited a few seconds for the wave of pain and accompanying nausea to subside. Paddy was no stranger to the effects of a hangover. He had, he figured, experienced more of them than most people. But, this was something more than just another hangover. It was different, somehow; strange and frightening, like no hangover he ever experienced before. Something was wrong, terribly wrong. His arms, for instance, why couldn’t he move his arms?

      He tried to raise a hand to his throbbing head. His arm wouldn’t move, couldn’t move. Through the confusing fog that engulfed him, he began to experience the very first pangs of alarm.

      Again, he tried to lift his arm, first one, then the other. They would not move. They felt so heavy he could not lift them from where they lay. Then there was the pain. He moaned aloud, a mournful, pitiful sound from somewhere deep in his throat he was unable to recognise as his own. The pain continued unabated. He closed his eyes, willing it away, and then he lapsed again into the blissful, painless world from which he had emerged.

      He saw a light, a faint, pinpoint of light. It seemed at first to be far away, just a soft glow way off in the distance. Then the pain returned, stronger this time, more intense. He blinked against it, and the effort sent the pain, like bolts of lightning behind his eyes, shooting through his head.

      Slowly, cautiously, he opened his eyes and tried to focus on the light. He steeled himself, determined not to succumb again to the pain he knew would surely follow. Part of him wanted to return to the safe, painless place.

      As he watched, the light seemed to come gradually closer. As it approached, a strange metamorphosis took place. A transformation. The light morphed into the shape of a naked light bulb hanging from an electrical cord disappearing into the blackness above where he lay. As he stared at the light, he thought he heard a faint noise. It was not close-by but distant, and he tried to recognise the sound. He listened intently for a few moments, and finally decided the noise was the sound of a motor; like a generator perhaps. He looked again at the light above him, and knew then it was being powered by a generator from somewhere outside this place, whatever it was, wherever it was.

      He once again tried to lift his arms, and felt for the first time a firm, tight tugging at his wrists. His arms remained restricted at his sides. He was lying on his back and for the first time, felt the hard surface beneath him.

      It was not a bed. Not his bed. Not a bed at all. It was much harder than a bed, rough and unforgiving beneath his back. It felt like concrete; rough, unsmooth concrete. He was lying on a concrete slab, and his arms were fastened to it by the wrists. Now those initial pangs of alarm turned to panic. He groaned, summoned what little strength he could muster, and tugged at the bonds that held him, realising only now his legs too, were restricted.

      It had to be a dream. A strange dream. Yes, a dream, that was it. It had to be a dream. A nightmare from which he could not wake. He was trapped, locked between two different dimensions. Not asleep; not awake. He was genuinely afraid.

      He slept again. When he woke, slowly, slowly, the fog began to clear. Where was he? Why couldn’t he move his arms or his legs? His mouth was dry, he needed a drink. He needed also to relieve himself. He turned his head to one side, and squinted into the darkness.

      He sniffed at the air, and a strange, earthy, and musty smell of damp soil and rotting leaves wafted thick and heavy. Jesus! He needed a piss. Where the hell was he? He tugged at the restraints holding his wrists and ankles. It was not a nightmare! He was awake! Whatever it was, it was really happening!

      “Jesus!” he moaned, “Holy Mary, Mother of God!”

      Weak with pain, he collapsed back, surrendering to the bonds that held him, and the pain that engulfed him. The familiar dampness of perspiration ran from his hairline into his ears, down his neck onto the slab on which he lay. It was crazy! Fucking crazy! What was going on? Shit! His bladder was about to burst.

      He tried to remember, tried to cast his mind back to last night; the casino… the whiskey… the singing. It was all a meaningless, jumbled blur. Thinking about it only sent the needles of pain screaming with even greater intensity through his head. Shit! He was going to piss himself.

      Slowly, his eyes adjusted to the darkness. He began to see other things around him. Shapes. Undistinguishable shadows in the eerie light of this strange, block-like place. He deduced he was lying flat on his back on a concrete slab, or maybe it was a bench, against one wall. He was in a small room, and the smell of rotting vegetation wafting to him indicated there was probably no floor here, just moist dirt. He couldn’t turn his head far enough to look over the edge of the slab to tell for sure. He concluded it was an old place, probably abandoned long ago. For a moment, he wondered if anyone ever came here, wherever "here" was. Would anyone find him? Would he just lay here until he pissed himself, and then eventually died of thirst?

      A sound attracted him, a scraping, squeaking sound. Like something heavy being half lifted, half dragged across the ground. He turned his head to look in the direction he thought it came. As he watched, another light appeared. Not an artificial light like the one that hung above him, but a more natural light; like sunlight. As he watched and listened, the small shaft of light grew wider. After a while, he recognised it as a door of sorts. The scraping and squeaking sound was the door dragging open on rusty hinges across years of accumulated soil and vegetation.

      He stared transfixed at the doorway. Suddenly the light above him went out, and he was plunged into a claustrophobic world of darkness until, slowly, the light filtering through the open doorway gave form once again to the shapes and shadows of before.

      Paddy looked beyond the door into the daylight beyond. Tantalisingly close yet so far away. He tugged helplessly at his bindings and groaned with frustration when they would not give.

      A shape filled the doorway. He watched it in silence. The shape was still. It did not come inside. It just stood there filling the doorway and blocking out most of the light. Then it occurred to him. It was a human shape. He lifted his head as far as he could from the slab and called weakly to the person who seemed to stand there just staring at him.

      “Hey,” he croaked. “Hey! Help me. Help me! I’m in here!”

      The shape did not move. He called again. “Hey! You there! Over here! Help me! I’m over here! For Christ sake, get me out of here!”

      Nobody responded to his pleas. The stranger stood, with his back to the outside light, presenting Paddy with nothing more than a shadowy silhouette, making any facial features impossible to detect.

      Suddenly, Paddy came to the realisation that whoever it was, standing there in the tiny doorway, was not here to help him. His fear grew deeper. “Who are you?” he heard himself ask. His voice sounded weak. There was no answer.

      “Who the fuck are you?” he asked, again straining his eyes against the impossible darkness.

      Then the stranger moved. He stepped inside the room and slowly approached.

      “What do you want? What is this about?” Paddy asked, his voice cracking.

      “I’m glad you have finally decided to wake up,” the stranger said. “I thought you were going to die before I have the pleasure of killing you myself.”

      The voice was soft, strangely soothing, Paddy thought. Something about it, however, was familiar. He tried to remember, but the pain behind his eyes was too great. He could not concentrate, could not think clearly. Jesus! He needed to piss.

      “Kill me? What do you mean kill me? Who are you? What do you want from me?

      The stranger moved a step closer. Suddenly, Paddy felt like a sacrificial offering on an altar. Gradually, as he lay staring up at the shadowy face looming above him, and despite the difficult light, the face became frighteningly clear.

      Paddy gasped loudly as he recognised the man who stood over him. The face was different now, it was bearded, but even in the shallow half-light he was able to recognise the evil in the eyes staring down at him. These were eyes Paddy would never forget. He had looked into them and seen the madness beyond many times.

      “Stringer!” he groaned.

      “In the flesh,” Stringer smiled.

      “You really are alive, by God!”

      “Very much so, Paddy.”

      “Sam was right after all,” Paddy said.

      “I wondered how long it would take him to figure it out. I even sent him a list to help him along.”

      “You’re a dead man, so you are,” Paddy spat, a renewed, stronger wave of pain searing through his head. He closed his eyes and grimaced.

      “Now, now,” Stringer smiled that evil smile. “Do I look like a dead man to you?”

      “I need a leak,” Paddy said.

      “I’m sorry, but I can’t let you loose.”

      “Am I supposed just to lay here and piss myself?”

      “Like I give a shit,” Stringer shrugged. “If you have to, you have to.”

      “What is this place?” Paddy asked, fighting the pressure in his bladder.

      “It’s great isn’t it?” Stringer answered. “There are hundreds of structures like this scattered throughout the bush. It’s an old concrete bunker. They used them for storing all kinds of stuff during the war. We’re on an old, abandoned airstrip, just one of many all over the place. It’s not functional now of course. It’s been slowly breaking up over the years. Vegetation’s growing right up through it.”

      “Where are we exactly?” Paddy asked.

      “Some way south of Darwin, where no one will find you, at least not until I want them to. As I said, there are hundreds of places just like this dotted all over.”

      “How did you get me here?”

      “That wasn’t difficult,” Stringer smiled. “Easier than I anticipated. You were kind enough to do most of the work for me. You were so damn drunk it was easy.”

      “You gave me something, didn’t you?”

      “A helping hand is all, a small dose of a wonderful little chemical to ensure you remained docile while I transported you here. You did give me a bit of a fright though, I must admit. I may have given you a tad too much. Or perhaps it doesn’t mix well with alcohol. I thought, for a while, you were not going to come around. Thought you were going to rob me of the pleasure of watching you die. I’m so pleased you have decided not to disappoint me.”

      “Why me?” was all Paddy could say.

      Even in the half-light, Paddy saw Stringer’s eyes widen.

      “Why you!” he screamed. “Surely you can’t be serious, of course, you, of course, you, you fucking bastard!”

      The change in Stringer’s tone renewed Paddy’s fear. This man was mad; insane.

      “Why?” Paddy asked again.

      “I’ll tell you why, you prick! I’ll fucking-well-tell you why! Because you wrote all that bullshit about me, that’s fucking why! Bullshit, all of it! Lies! Nothing but lies! I let you interview me, hour after hour, day after day. I confided in you my intimate thoughts and feelings, and what did you do with it? What did you do with it?”

      “I wrote it as I saw it,” Paddy answered.

      “No!” Stringer screamed. He lowered his face closer to Paddy. “No! You wrote lies!” Tiny specks of spittle flew from his mouth and glistened in the semi-darkness. “You said I was crazy! You wrote that I was crazy, you fucking arsehole!”

      “You used insanity as a defence in your trial for Christ sake,” Paddy reminded him. “You were happy for the court to consider you crazy.”

      “That was not my idea. That was not my fucking idea! That was Thiele. That was his idea. Fucking lawyers! I’m not crazy. I’m not! What the fuck did that useless prick know? Fucking! Nothing! That’s what he knew! Well, that bastard got what was coming to him.”

      “If you say so,” Paddy said.

      Stringer stood upright, his voice calmer now. “I do say so,” he confirmed.

      “Listen, I really do need to take a leak. How about untying me?”

      “I told you; you can have a piss right there if you want one that badly.”

      “What are you going to do with me?”

      “Kill you, of course.”

      “I was that drunk last night you could have killed me then. Why go to all this trouble?”

      “With the others it didn’t matter,” Stringer began to explain. “It didn’t matter. They just needed to die. It wasn’t important that they knew who killed them. Although, I think Thiele recognised me at the last second, and that was satisfying. Perhaps even the first one, the fat copper, Richter. I think he might have known too, but by then it was too late, he was already dying. Shit he stank; the fat bastard. But you, you’re different. I want you to know, you and Rose both. You’re the last two, you know. It will be over then. Then I’ll be on my way. But, first you and Rose have to know you are going to die, and who is killing you. Rose will be the last. I’m looking forward to Rose. He’s going to feel everything. I’m going to love hearing him scream for mercy. Do you think you will scream for mercy Paddy?”

      “You’ll never get away with it,” Paddy said. “Sam knows you’re the killer.”

      “Yes, I will!” Stringer began screaming again. “Yes, I will! I’ve dreamed of nothing else for years! I’ve planned it all to the last detail!”

      Suddenly Stringer spun around and crossed back to the open doorway. Paddy watched him bend over and rummage around in a bag on the ground. Paddy had never noticed the bag before. When Stringer stood, he was holding something in his hand that glinted as it caught the light intruding from outside. The sight filled Paddy with fear, and a sense of impending doom overwhelmed him. A whimper escaped his lips.

      Stringer was holding a knife. Even in the dim light of the bunker Paddy knew it was sharp, and he also knew it was the instrument about to end his life. He stared wide-eyed. Mesmerised, he could not drag his eyes away it. Slowly Stringer approached and once again stood over him. His tongue darted out between smiling lips in an obscene display of pleasure.

      “Go ahead,” Stringer invited. “Scream all you like. No one will hear you way out here. You might just as well lay back and enjoy it, this may take a while.”

      Paddy saw the knife hover above him, and as it slowly descended, he thought he heard the sound of laughter from a place far away; maniacal, insane laughter.

      “Holy Mary, Mother of God…” Paddy heard himself pray.

      As he watched the long, thin blade approach, his bladder involuntarily opened, and he felt the first, hot, needle prick of the knife against his skin. Then his bowels followed suit.
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      The package, delivered by a young man with a monogram on his shirt pocket declaring his name was Bruce, arrived at Sam’s office just after he opened the door at nine a.m. Bruce worked for Darwin Courier Service, and he suffered, Sam noticed, from a bad case of acne, and an attitude in urgent need of adjustment.

      “You Sam Rose?” the kid asked.

      “Yes.”

      “This is my second trip here already.”

      “Really? Did you forget something the first time?”

      The pockmarked face looked bewildered. “No, I didn't forget anything. The place was all locked up.”

      “I try to keep it that way outside business hours,” Sam said, the sarcasm obvious. “It helps keep unwelcome visitors out.”

      “Yeah, right,” the kid chuffed. “Sign here.” He shoved a clipboard under Sam’s nose.

      “What am I signing for?” Sam asked.

      The kid looked down at his one free hand and appeared momentarily confused. “Oh shit! I left it in the van.”

      “Good one, Bruce,” Sam smiled. "On a gap year before completing your university degree?"

      "What?"

      "Nothing. I’ll just wait here shall I? Can you find your way back here?”

      “Yeah!” the kid said. “This is the second time today,” he repeated as he hurried from the office.

      Bruce returned a few minutes later. He looked flustered, and his attitude had taken a distinct turn for the worse.

      “Here,” he growled, shoving a large, plain brown paper bag towards Sam.

      “Thank you,” Sam smiled, taking the bag from Bruce and placing it dismissively on the desk behind him.

      “You wanna sign here, mate?” Bruce thrust the clipboard once again under Sam’s nose.

      Sam searched for his name and signed in the appropriate place. He held the board out to the kid. “So cheerful this early in the morning, I bet you’re a real bundle of laughs by the end of the day.”

      Bruce decided this was a remark he was not going to dignify with a response, other than to grunt, snatch the clipboard from Sam, and get out of there as soon as he could.

      “You missed your calling,” Sam called to the kid as he hurried away. “You should have been a brain surgeon.” He slammed the door hard, and a long, thin crack snaked across the upper glass portion.

      “Oh, that’s great,” he murmured aloud. “Now I’ve broken the fucking door. This is going to be a great day.”

      He moved around his desk and slumped into his chair. As he sat, his thoughts turned to Paddy O’Reily. He had been thinking of the Irishman since yesterday. Where was he? Paddy would simply not disappear like this, not without leaving word of where he could be reached. He was not answering his telephone, and no one at his paper had seen him since yesterday. Paddy was a big boy now, he could look after himself, but still Sam felt, if not overly concerned, then at least a touch anxious.

      He looked at the paper bag on the desk in front of him as if noticing it for the first time. It was plain and bore only his name and office address boldly written across the front. The top of the bag was folded over and stapled closed to keep the contents from spilling out. He reached out and picked it up. It was bulky, but light as he hefted it easily in his hand.

      A strange, unexplainable feeling engulfed him as he sat there examining the bag. Strangely, he felt he did not want to see what was inside. His hands began to shake, mysteriously. He sat the package back on the desk and stared at it for a moment, silently cursing his nervousness. Finally, dismissing his apprehension as ridiculous, he picked up the bag and tore at the staples sealing it closed.

      He upended the package, and the contents spilled out onto his desk. He gasped aloud in a reaction of recognition and horror. On the desk in front of him lay Paddy O’Reily’s trademark trilby hat. In one sharp, cruel blast of realisation, Sam knew that his friend was dead.

      “Oh, God no!” he murmured. He wanted to pick the hat up, but he couldn’t. He just couldn’t. He sat staring at it lying on the desk where it had fallen.

      Finally, he managed to gain control over his feelings. He looked inside the bag. Still lodged in the bottom, a small piece of paper caught his eye. He reached in and removed it. It was folded, and when he unfolded it, he recognised immediately the familiar red, felt-pen scrawl. He was looking at what appeared to be a roughly drawn map. Underneath the map was the number five, with Paddy O’Reilly’s name alongside it.

      “Oh, Jesus, not Paddy, Jesus, don’t let it be Paddy!” he pleaded aloud.
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      “What the hell is wrong Sam,” Russell Foley asked, storming into Sam’s office. “I’m bloody busy, mate. Everyone’s busy. Where flat out trying to find Stringer. What’s so important that you couldn’t tell me over the phone?”

      “Look,” Sam said. He indicated the hat on the desk.

      “What?” Foley shrugged. “You buy a new hat?”

      “Look at it, for Christ sake,” Sam said. “It’s Paddy’s hat.”

      “Paddy bought a new hat?”

      “Jesus, Russell, give me a break, look at the fucking thing! It’s not a new hat.”

      Foley pulled up a chair and sat opposite Sam. “Okay, okay. I’m sorry. Why don’t you calm down and start from the beginning? That’s Paddy’s hat. What are you doing with it?”

      “Paddy’s dead.”

      “What?”

      “Paddy’s dead.”

      “Jesus! What do you mean Paddy’s dead? I mean… how do you know he’s dead?”

      “Because this arrived a little while ago, by courier,” Sam explained, indicating the hat.

      “I’m confused.” Foley shook his head. “Someone delivers Paddy’s hat to you, and from that you deduce he is dead?”

      “This was with it,” Sam said. He offered the scrap of paper to Foley.

      Foley took the page and looked at it. “Shit!” he exclaimed. He lifted his eyes and looked at Sam.

      “Stringer?”

      “Yes, of course. Stringer. Who else? It’s the next name on the list.”

      “Just like the others,” Foley said, more to himself than to Sam.

      “Yes, just like the others.”

      “Who delivered this?” Foley asked.

      “A courier,” Sam shrugged. “A young punk with a terminal case of shit on the liver.”

      “We’ll check him out,” Foley said. “You never know. We might get lucky.”

      “There’ll be no trail, Stringer is not that careless.”

      “I’m sure you’re right. All the same, I’ll put a couple of fellas on it."

      “What are we going to do now?” Sam asked.

      “We? We are not going to do anything. I thought I made myself clear. The police will handle it.”

      “Oh no,” Sam interrupted shaking his head, “oh no, no, no… no fucking way. Don’t come that crap with me, Russell. That’s bullshit! I’m in this, all the bloody way! You can shove your badge in my face until you’re blue in yours. I want in!”

      Foley raised his hands in surrender. “Okay. All right,” he said. “I see a year out of the job hasn’t done anything to temper your pig-headedness.”

      “And,” Sam responded, “it’s not getting any better sitting around here arguing the point with you.”

      “You stay in the background. I’m warning you.” Foley stood. “You can ride with me until this thing is over. That way I can keep an eye on you. But, you stay in the background. And, if you should happen to receive any more communications like this,” he waved the envelope in Sam’s face, “you bring them to me immediately, you got that?”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Sam scoffed dismissively. “Stay in the background. Yeah, I got it. Jesus, they dab a bit of bird shit on your shoulders, and you’ve become a real bossy bastard.”

      “I’ve got responsibilities now, Sam.”

      “Yeah, right, and I’ve got an itch that won’t go away.”

      “Have you tried penicillin?”

      “Very funny, where do we start?”

      “We start by going back to the station,” Foley said. “I want to put some people on the courier who delivered Paddy’s hat. I want this note examined for any prints, and I want to issue a “Be On The Lookout For,” Paddy. Just in case all this is a sick joke,” he indicated the hat and the scrap of paper. “Then I want to check out this map. Where do you think this place is?”

      “Dunno, down the track a bit I think, towards Berry Springs. It looks like one of those old World War Two airstrips.”

      “Shit,” Foley exclaimed. “There’s a million of those things all over the place.”

      “I know, but I was looking at the map before you arrived. It looks pretty easy to follow.”

      “What do you think it means?”

      “I don’t think it means we’ll find Stringer waiting for us with a cup of tea and scones. If he wanted us to find him, he’d walk into police headquarters and give himself up.”

      “What then?” Foley shrugged.

      “It’s the hat,” Sam explained. “Stringer sent me Paddy’s hat and a mud map. We are going to find Paddy there; I’m sure of it.”

      “Jesus,” Foley hissed. “I hope you’re wrong.”

      “Me too,” Sam said.

      “Okay, let’s go,” Foley said.

      “Are you taking back-up?”

      “No, let’s see what this is about first. We’ll be in radio contact if we need it. Do you still have a gun?”

      “Yes.” Sam opened a drawer in the bottom of his desk and removed a Smith and Wesson .38 calibre, snub nose revolver. He checked the cylinder, confirming it was fully loaded, and slipped it snugly into an ankle holster he also removed from the drawer. He fastened the holster firmly around his right ankle, stood upright and shook his trouser leg over the holster, concealing it from view.

      “I haven’t worn this since I left the job,” he said to Foley.

      “I’m not even going to ask if you still have a licence.”

      “It’s probably a good idea if you don’t,” Sam smiled. “Shall we go?”

      “Yeah, well, just remember,” Foley cautioned, “you’re in the background. The gun’s just a precaution, so don’t be waving it around.”

      “You know, Russell, if this weren't such a serious matter, this would almost be fun. You and me, riding together, it’s like old times.”

      “Come on, John Wayne,” Foley beckoned, “you’re getting me all sentimental.” He paused in the doorway, noticing the crack in the glass. “What happened here?” he asked.

      “Nothing,” Sam answered, dismissively.

      “Nothing?”

      “That’s right, nothing. Shit, it’s just a door for Christ sake. Are we going, or do you want to stand around discussing the aesthetics of my office?”

      “Just thought I’d ask,” Foley shrugged, “there’s no need to get all snooty.”
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      They drove in relative silence. Somehow, there seemed no need for anything other than perfunctory conversation between them. The prolonged lapses between what conversation did take place were awkward. The two had not seen each other since they parted company under acrimonious circumstances twelve months earlier, and neither of them seemed to want to say anything that might be misconstrued by the other.

      They were both lost in their respective thoughts, thinking about what they might find when they reached the destination indicated in the rough, mud map drawn by John Stringer. After about thirty minutes travelling south, along the Stuart Highway from Darwin, Foley began to slow the vehicle.

      “Are we there yet?” Sam asked, searching the surrounding bushland.

      Foley looked across at Sam. “What are you, a fucking eight-year-old? No, we’re not there yet, go back to sleep.”

      Sam sat up straighter in his seat. “I wasn’t sleeping, I was thinking,” he claimed indignantly.

      “Given your recent track record in regards to thinking, you’d be better off sleeping.”

      Foley pulled the unmarked police car to the shoulder of the road, and reached for the map resting on the dashboard between them.

      “I think we’re close. We're at the fifty-kilometre mark. The map says we should turn off here, to the right.” He pointed to a narrow, dirt, single lane track just up ahead on their right.

      “Along that track there, I’d say. We’re supposed to follow that for another six kilometres. It should lead us to the old airstrip marked here,” he tapped the map.

      “Looks pretty rough,” Sam observed.

      “And bloody wet and boggy,” Foley said.

      “What do you want to do?” Sam asked.

      “We’ve come this far, can’t stop now.”

      “Okay, let’s give it a go. If we get bogged, you can always get out and push,” Sam joked.

      Ignoring the remark, Foley swung the car across the road and drove slowly up to the entrance to the dirt track. He stopped, and both men looked back up the highway. Several sets of dirty brown, muddy vehicle tracks, thick and clear where the two roads met, indicated a vehicle had travelled from the damp bush track, and back along the highway towards Darwin. In the distance, the tracks faded and eventually disappeared against the dark bitumen.

      “Stringer?” Sam queried, studying the muddy tracks.

      “Or Paddy,” Foley suggested.

      “No, not Paddy,” Sam said. “He’s still driving the car he got when he was seventeen years old, and it was a piece of shit then.”

      “Gotta be Stringer,” Foley said with little conviction. He began to drive forward slowly.

      The vehicle bumped over a slight rise at the edge of the highway and entered the track. It was much narrower than he first thought, and natural vegetation had reclaimed what was once the shoulder of the road on both sides. As he pushed cautiously forward, deeper into the thick undergrowth, he glanced into the rear vision mirror. The relative security of the highway disappeared behind them, swallowed by the dense, unfamiliar bush brushing the sides of the car.

      It was slow going. Recent rain had softened the soil, and Foley wrestled for control of the car as it bucked, and scraped through the deep ruts left by a vehicle that had been over this ground before them. He cursed constantly. More than once, the vehicle threatened to break away from his grip and go skidding into the scrub at the side of the track. Heavy beads of perspiration ran freely down his face and disappeared below the collar of his already damp shirt.

      Sam held tightly onto the handgrip above the passenger side window and fixed his eyes on the track ahead.

      “How you going?” he asked finally, refusing to look at Foley.

      “Good,” Foley grimaced, as he fought with the bucking and sliding vehicle. “I’m going good, how are you going?”

      “I could use a piss; I’ve got a prostate like a bloody baseball.”

      “Now there’s a mind picture I could have gone without. Tie a knot in it.”

      “I haven’t got any free hands,” Sam said. “I’m too busy hanging on, I think you’re gonna kill us both.”

      “There you go, thinking again. You need to stop doing that.”

      “Never mind, if it gets too bad I can always piss on the floor. These cop cars smell so bad no one would notice.”

      After what seemed like an eternity, the car rounded a long bend, and they found themselves facing an old, disused airstrip. Foley braked slowly to a stop and turned off the engine. They were in a place approximately mid-way along the length of the old, crumbling, overgrown strip. All around them lay broken and burned bits and pieces and rusting, rotting remnants of once occupied, busy buildings; corroding and collapsing storage sheds and long empty fuel drums. Decades of tropical jungle rot and ravaging bushfires had reduced this place to an overgrown, slowly disintegrating rubbish tip.

      In front of them, the airstrip lay, submissive and beaten by time. Untended to, and abandoned for as many years as it had taken the jungle to reclaim the place. Great open wounds scarred the surface where the undergrowth, including small saplings, had forced themselves up through the decaying tar and pitch. Once, this place would have offered a welcome sight and security to airmen passing overhead. Now it would almost surely not be noticed by passing aircraft. In the silence that surrounded them, only the sound of crickets and the occasional call of a native bird drifted from the surrounding woods.

      “Is this the place?” Sam asked in softened tones.

      Foley’s eyes wandered up and down the length of the strip. “I think so.”

      “What are we looking for?” Sam asked.

      “I don’t know, a building of some sort, according to the map.”

      “Look around, it looks like there might have been a lot of buildings here once. They're all just piles of rubbish now.”

      “This is the place, I’m sure of it,” Foley insisted. “The map led us right here. Besides, you saw the vehicle tracks leading in here. Someone has been in and out of here recently.”

      “Why are we whispering?” Sam asked.

      “Shut up, Sam,” Foley ordered as he opened the door and stepped out of the car.

      “Oh, that’s lovely that is,” Sam said, as he followed Foley’s lead. “You don’t say two words all the way here, and when we arrive, all you can say is ‘shut up’.”

      Foley ignored Sam’s attempt to lighten the moment. “I think it’s a bunker.”

      “What?”

      “I think we are looking for a bunker. You know, one of those old concrete and steel things they used during the war.”

      “I know what a bunker is.”

      “Good, because that’s what we’re looking for.”

      “That’s one over there,” Sam said nonchalantly.

      “Where?”

      “Over there,” Sam pointed across the other side of the strip. “Just there, in the tree line. You can just see it at the edge of the trees.”

      Foley looked in the direction Sam pointed.

      “Yes, you’re right,” he nodded. “And look, there,” he indicated to muddy tyre tracks on the strip. “Someone drove across there.”

      “Well, Sherlock,” Sam suggested. “Let’s not stand here. If we’re going to do this, let’s get it done.”

      They climbed back into the car, and Foley drove out onto the strip. He steered towards the muddy tracks and followed them across the crumbling tarmac.

      When he reached the other side, he stopped, just short of the edge of the strip and once again silenced the engine. Together, he and Sam got out of the car and stood in silence, studying the stark, alien shape of the bunker ahead of them. The passage of time had done its work. The surrounding bush had all but covered the old structure, and what they could see of it was covered in a thick, green/black moss.

      Neither Sam nor Foley attempted to approach the bunker, preferring instead to stare at it in nervous anticipation.

      Finally, Sam stepped away from the car and walked slowly towards the tree line.

      “Wait!” Foley called after him.

      Sam stopped, turned and looked back at Foley.

      “What?”

      “You wait here. I’ll go.”

      “Bullshit!”

      “That’s what I thought you’d say,” Foley said as he hurried to Sam.

      They walked side by side, slowly and with just half a metre separating them. When they reached the tree line, they stopped. Something strange, something awful stopped them. A dreadful odour wafted to them on the gentle afternoon breeze.

      “Ah!… Jesus! What’s that?” Foley said, grimacing against the stench.

      “Don’t you recognise it?” Sam asked, turning his head away from the breeze.

      “God!” Foley continued. “That’s fuckin’ awful!”

      “That’s death,” Sam said. “We’ve both smelled that before.”

      “Ah…shit! You don’t think that’s Paddy?”

      “There’s only one way to find out, mate.”

      “You want to go first?” Foley asked.

      “No.”

      “Neither do I.”

      “What happened to my staying in the background?” Sam asked.

      “This is different.”

      “Okay,” Sam said. “I’ll go first.” He stepped tentatively towards the bunker.

      “Wait…wait!” Foley called.

      “Jesus, what now?”

      “There’s a torch in the car. Wait, I’ll get it.” He turned away and ran back towards the car.

      Sam reached in his pocket for a handkerchief, folded it, and placed it over his nose and mouth as a fresh wave of stinking air washed over him.

      Foley hurried back and handed a torch to Sam. Sam satisfied himself it was working, and stepped towards the bunker.

      After the ravages of time had done its work, the door to the bunker was now hardly adequate. It stood ajar, hanging awkwardly on rusted hinges. Sam could see only darkness beyond.

      Then, he heard a noise, coming from within the bunker. It sent a shiver of recognition through him. He turned and looked back to where Foley waited. His old partner had moved a little closer, and now he held a revolver in his hand. Sam raised a hand, cautioning Foley not to come any closer, then heard the noise again. Suddenly, he knew what it was. Flies. Thousands of blowflies buzzed and swarmed in and out of the dilapidated door. Something inside, something he could not yet see, and from which he was certain the stench emanated, attracted the flies, whipping them into a droning frenzy.

      He paused outside the door and held the handkerchief tighter over his nose and mouth. Flies, there had to be millions of them, not thousands. They swarmed around him, in his eyes, in his ears and in his hair; buzzing and darting at him and around him. He swatted at them with the torch and shuddered with the feel as they brushed against exposed areas of his face. Again, he looked back at Foley, then back at the bunker. He waved another fruitless swipe at the ugly black swarm, ducked his head and stepped into the darkness.

      He paused just inside the door and switched on the torch. What he saw at first confused him. The light fell on what looked like a bench against the far wall. Something lay on top of the bench, something dark, something swollen, and moving. Moving? He forced himself to focus on the thing, allowing his eyes to adjust in the dim light.

      The smell was horrible. It permeated the folds of his handkerchief and filled his nostrils. He could even taste it, and it made him gag. The thing was still moving. What was it? The noise of the buzzing flies filled the small, stifling room. Then, as he watched the shape in the torchlight, he realised it was not the thing on the bench that was moving. It was the flies. A dense mass of flies, black and bloated, buzzed, swarmed and settled on the thing, whatever it was, each one fighting for a clear place to settle; creating the illusion the thing was squirming on the bench.

      “Ooh… sweet Jesus,” Sam moaned through the handkerchief. “Ooh… sweet Jesus.”

      He turned, stumbled from the bunker, and staggered clumsily away from that horrible place, towards the airstrip and the car. He ran straight past Foley. When he could hold it no longer, he stopped, fell to his knees and retched noisily. The contents of his stomach spewed onto the damp ground. He could not stop. He retched and retched until the muscles in his stomach ached and there was nothing left to expunge. He lifted his head to the sky, and sucked great lungful’s of fresh, clean, sweet air.

      For a long time, he knelt, alternately dry retching and sucking at the reviving air. He cried. Retching, sobbing, and sucking at the air. He did not know how long Foley had stood at his side, talking to him, comforting him. From somewhere he felt a firm hand on his shoulder.

      “Sam? Are you okay? Sam?

      “I…I will be…in a minute,” Sam spluttered. “Let me get my breath back. Jesus! Why do I always have to go first?”

      “What is it?” Foley asked. “What’s in there?”

      Sam tried to get to his feet. Foley held his arm and steadied him. His legs felt weak, threatening to fold beneath him. Tentatively, he tested his strength, wondering if he might collapse. He sucked again at the air. The stench emanating from the bunker lingered mildly in his nostrils. He turned his head and looked at Foley.

      “It’s Paddy. That… thing. That… thing in there. It’s Paddy.”
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