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            I’VE BEEN WATCHING HER
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      This is my time.

      I am calm, but ready, prepared.

      The dead of night, when the world exhales and falls utterly still. When darkness gathers like a velvet tide, drawn quietly over the earth. The sky becomes an ink-deep ocean without horizon or seam. A place where the stars seem to hesitate before shining. Even the gulls tuck their heads beneath their wings and stay quiet, surrendering to the dark.

      There is a moment just before dawn, when the world forgets to breathe. The sea holds still. The reeds stop whispering.

      I wait for that moment.

      It is the best time a person can cross from this life to the next without struggle. Without fear. Without the burden of the weight of the world pressing in behind their ribs.

      The old woman couldn’t sleep. She sits on her veranda swing, wrapped in a faded, knitted shawl.

      Her eyes are closed, her hair silvered by the moon.

      I’ve been watching her. She didn’t see me. I heard her trying to hum a tune she no longer remembered.

      Her voice trembled.

      Her hands trembled.

      Her soul trembled.

      But not now.

      Now she is still. Perfectly still. Her heart no longer beats.

      Now she is beautiful in her quietness.

      I kneel beside her, careful not to disturb the blanket tucked around her knees.

      A faint night breeze lifts a strand of hair from her cheek, and I smooth it gently back into place.

      Warm. Soft.

      She earned this.

      She carried her burden for so long that the weight bent her shoulders. No one noticed how tired she had become.

      But I noticed.

      I always notice.

      There is no fear in her face.

      Only the softness and peace that comes when the world finally releases you, lets you go.

      I take the small, red paper star from my pocket.

      It is imperfect. Torn by my fingers. A little crooked at the edges.

      The first star I ever made was for her, the woman who taught me how to say goodbye.

      I place it gently under the old woman’s hand, letting it rest on the shawl.

      I breathe in.

      A new beginning always starts with a quiet ending.

      I stay with her until the light begins to rise behind the drowned forest.

      Until the world remembers to breathe again.

      Then I stand.

      Gently close her eyes.

      And leave her to her peace.

      No one should die alone.
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      “Stillwater Cove,” her boss had said. “Small seaside resort, the kind of place tourists visit, but not for long. Bit of an artist hub.”

      “What about it?

      “I’m coming to that. They’ve got a death there. Old woman, in her eighties. Found by a neighbour.”

      “Signs of a struggle?”

      “Strangely,  no. They…” he paused, checking the notes on his clipboard before correcting himself. “DI Bradley, I believe his name is, has requested homicide to check it out.”

      “Why? It sounds like a natural death to me.”

      “That’s for you to find out, Detective.”

      “Why me?”

      DS Redfern paused, looking into her face, his voice softening. “Lara, you could do with a break. A change of scenery. It wasn’t your fault how that last case went down.”

      Lara looked at the floor, her shoes, anywhere except into Redfern’s eyes.

      “I’m absolutely fine. Send someone else.”

      Now there was steel in the DS’s tone. “Senior Constable Lennox, you will go to Stillwater Cove immediately. Pack a bag, and I’ll get somebody to drive you to the airport. The plane leaves in an hour.”
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, an Uber driver picked her up from the airport.

      “Stillwater Cove?” he asked. “On holiday?”

      “No, just a quick visit.” I hope, she added silently.

      “Been here before?”

      “No.”

      “It’s an interesting place. It’s got a nice lighthouse. You’ll see it when we get around this bend.”

      Lara didn’t feel like talking, but her eyes were taking notes. Acres of dense forest to the right, the ocean heaving to the left. Very few visible houses, although there were concealed driveways, marked only by mailboxes, disappearing into the bush.

      Their road hugged the coastline, snaking south towards Stillwater Cove.

      “Why is it called Stillwater? The ocean looks pretty rough to me.”

      “Ah, I imagine that would be because of the drowned forest.”

      Now she was interested. “Drowned forest? What’s that?”

      “Well,” he said, settling into storytelling mode, “long before the fancy cafés and art studios showed up, Stillwater was all farmland. Cattle, mostly. Good soil, quiet living. Then one year, the storms came. Proper monsters. Pushed the tide higher than anyone had seen in decades. Saltwater flooded the whole basin.”

      “And the trees died,” Lara said.

      “Not just died,” he corrected. “They stayed standing. Salt froze ’em. Preserved ’em in place. Like bones. Like bones sticking up out of the fog.”

      “Why didn’t they clear it?”

      He snorted. “Council talked about it. But people there… well, they’re sentimental. Some reckon it’s a natural memorial. Others say it keeps tourists curious. And then,” he leaned conspiratorially toward the rear view mirror that framed her face, “some say you shouldn’t meddle with places that remember things.”

      Lara raised an eyebrow. “Places remember?”

      He grinned, showing weathered teeth. “In Stillwater they do.”

      Lara blinked.

      “Best avoid the forest after dark,” he said lightly. “Not because of monsters or ghosts or any nonsense like that⁠—”

      Lara waited.

      “—but because people get lost in there.” His tone softened. “And the fog doesn’t always give them back.”

      Lara looked out to sea.

      “Good to know,” she said.

      With very little warning, the road ended abruptly.

      “You’ll need to catch the ferry from here,” said the driver. “It’s the only way to Stillwater, unless you want to drive inland for miles.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The fog rolled low across the road, blurring details and turning the ocean into a shifting white void. The ferry captain had warned her about it.

      “Stillwater fog’s a creature of its own,” he’d said as Lara stepped off the deck with her hastily-packed, single bag. “Sneaks up, settles down, then decides when it wants to leave. Best get used to it.”

      She wasn’t sure she would. Sydney had hazy days, particularly during bushfire times, but this was different. Fingers of fog slithered in from the sea like something half-alive, smoothing rocks and anything in its path.

      Lara adjusted her grip on her hold-all and took her first real look at Stillwater Cove. A scatter of weather-beaten houses clinging to the hillside, paint peeling under years of salt wind; a tiny main street lined with art studios and cafés; and beyond it all, a ridge with the dark line of forest pressed tight against the town’s back.

      It looked peaceful.

      Places that looked peaceful rarely were.

      A police four-wheel-drive idled beside the pier. Constable Dylan Stroud leaned his elbow out the driver’s window. Late twenties, sand-coloured floppy hair. Eager expression, uniform too crisp for a seaside town. She couldn’t help rolling her eyes. Was she going to be stuck with an annoying little brother?

      “You must be Senior Constable Lennox,” he said, hopping out before she could answer. “Welcome to Stillwater. I’m Dylan. Constable Dylan Stroud.”

      Lara gave him a short nod. “Morning.”

      He took the bag from her without waiting for permission and loaded it into the back.

      “We don’t get many homicide detectives out here. Well, none since I’ve been here. Not that this is homicide, of course. At least not officially, but Murray and DI Bradley wanted a fresh pair of eyes.” He was talking too fast.

      “Fresh,” she muttered. “Right.”

      Dylan didn’t hear her. He rushed around to the driver’s seat, buzzing with nerves. “Actually, DI Bradley didn’t want to call in outsiders, but Murray had a bad feeling about it.”

      “Murray?”

      “Sorry. Sergeant Murray. I heard him tell DI Bradley that in all his years at Stillwater, we’ve never had anything like this.”

      “Right.”

      “Yep. Sergeant Murray has lived in Stillwater forever. So DI Bradley agreed.” Dylan stopped, aware he was talking too much. “You ready to see the scene?”

      “No coffee first?” Lara asked. “I’ve been travelling since early this morning.”

      He blinked. “Uh… sorry, I was told to bring you straight there.”

      Lara slid into the passenger seat. “Where is it?” she asked.

      “About ten minutes up the ridge. Out near the drowned forest.” Dylan hesitated. “It’s… weird.”

      “The forest is weird? Or the scene of death?”

      “Both.”

      “Define weird for me.”

      “You’ll see.”

      They drove through the streets, past little galleries and cafés. It wasn’t overly busy, but there were people about. She saw a surf shop with boards stacked in the window, a hand-painted sign advertising pottery classes. Everything smelled faintly of brine and eucalyptus.

      Lara watched the ocean fade and reappear through breaks in the fog. Fog in Sydney had been a nuisance. Fog in Stillwater Cove felt like something with intent. She didn’t remember a place where fog stayed around so long in the day.

      “You’re from the city, right?” Dylan asked as the car climbed the ridge.

      “Yes,” Lara said.

      “Transfer or temporary posting?”

      “Temporary.”

      “How come?”

      “Orders.”

      Dylan nodded as though that explained everything. It didn’t.

      It explained nothing. It didn’t explain the anguish and self-questioning that were Lara’s constant companions. Could she have done things differently? Could she have saved that little girl’s life?

      They turned onto a gravel track flanked by towering ghost gums. The deeper they drove, the thicker the fog became until Lara could barely see the trees.

      The ferryman’s words echoed in her mind. “Stillwater fog’s a creature of its own.”

      The drowned forest appeared gradually. An eerie tangle of half-submerged trunks rising from waterlogged ground. The Uber driver was right; the trees looked skeletal, roots drowned long ago by salt and shifting tides.

      “Locals say it’s haunted,” Dylan said. “I don’t believe in that stuff, but… It’s got a vibe.”

      Lara didn’t answer. She already felt the heaviness in the air. In the way sound seemed dulled, the way mist clung low like breath held too long.

      Two marked police cars and an ambulance sat crookedly on the track. Dylan parked behind them. “They’ve been waiting for us. Nothing’s been touched. We need to know if you think it’s a case for homicide.”

      Lara nodded, aware of the cops’ and paramedics’ eyes sizing her up from the parked vehicles.

      “She’s on the veranda,” Dylan said.

      “Who found her?” she asked.

      “Mrs Kearns. Neighbour from across the road. Popped over to check on her when she didn’t answer the phone.”

      “Cause of death?”

      Dylan’s expression tightened. “We… don’t know yet.”
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      The house stood alone at the end of the track, its timber siding bleached grey by time. The veranda wrapped around the front, sagging in places, the boards swollen from moisture. A swing hung from the rafters, rocking gently despite the still air.

      And on that swing sat Elsie Brown; life ended at the age of eighty-two.

      Hands folded neatly on her lap. Head resting against the back of the chair. Blanket tucked around her knees. Eyes closed softly. Asleep.

      Except she wasn’t.

      Lara approached slowly.

      “Don’t touch anything,” she murmured.

      Dylan swallowed. “I didn’t.”

      Elsie’s skin was pale, but not mottled. No visible lividity. No sign of panic or struggle. Not even a fallen teacup or overturned shoe to suggest a sudden collapse.

      Peaceful.

      Too peaceful?

      Lara crouched to examine her face.

      Eyes gently shut. Jaw relaxed. Mouth slack in a way that suggested someone had closed it.

      “Someone posed her,” Lara said quietly.

      Dylan blinked. “But she lived alone. And the neighbour⁠—”

      “Look at the hands,” Lara said. “The positioning. Too precise. People don’t die so tidily.”

      Dylan exhaled nervously. “Jesus.”

      Lara leaned closer. Something had caught her eye.

      A small, hand-torn scrap of something on the blanket, held in place by Elsie’s dead fingers.

      Lara dug in her pocket and pulled out a pair of tweezers, using them to lift the little shred of paper.

      Both of them stared at it. A red, paper star, no larger than her thumb, edges rough from tearing.

      “What the hell is that?” Dylan whispered.

      “Probably nothing. Or it could be a symbol,” Lara said, thinking aloud. “Left intentionally.”

      “Like, you mean, you think this is a message?”

      “I don’t know. Unlikely, but maybe.”

      She stood slowly, scanning the veranda, the yard.

      “Call the Medical Examiner,” she said. “And tell them to get a statement from the neighbour who found her.”

      Dylan hesitated. “You don’t really think this is murder, do you? I mean, there are no marks. No struggle. No bruising. She’s eighty-two.”

      Lara dropped the paper star into a transparent evidence bag.

      “It’s probably just a piece of Elsie’s craft project,” she said.

      But what if it wasn’t?

      “People die messily,” she said softly. “I just feel, this scene is… staged.”

      She stepped off the veranda, letting her eyes adjust to the muted light.

      A kookaburra laughed once from the treeline. Sharp, out of place. The sound echoed from the direction of the drowned forest like a warning.

      Dylan shivered. “It gives me the creeps.”

      “I was called for a reason.” Lara’s stomach tightened the way it always did when instinct and memory collided. “I agree, it is creepy. And I think this could be  murder.”

      By the time they returned to the car, the mist had thickened further, swallowing the path behind them.

      Lara glanced at the paper star again, its jagged edges stark inside the plastic sleeve.

      Something about it nudged a memory she couldn’t place.

      A feeling rather than a thought.

      Dylan started the engine and headed off. “So what do we do next?”

      Lara stared out at the drowned forest. The branches, long dead, pointed skyward through the white vapour with accusing fingers.

      “Perhaps it was a natural death,” she said carefully, “but I think we need to stay open to the possibility that it may be a murder. We need to begin investigations.” She was already making lists in her head, but wasn’t ready to vocalise.

      “Right,” said Dylan after a very long pause. “I’ll take you to your digs now, it’s getting late. I suggest you get settled and I’ll make my way to the station, report in to the sarge, and get the paperwork done.”

      “Thank you.”

      Lara was grateful. A lot had happened today since her early meeting with her own DS in Sydney. This time yesterday, she’d never heard of Stillwater Cove. Now, here she was, on a case which had all the hallmarks of a murder.

      She needed time to think. Time to organise herself.

      “Where am I staying?”

      “We got you a cabin in the Tourist Park. Nothing fancy, I’m afraid. But it’s got a kitchen, and there’s a small shop that’s usually open for campers.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Sorry, it’s a bit of a strange place, Stillwater Tourist Park. Used to be a psychiatric lodge, or something. My mum told me it was like a treatment centre. The cabins were built for patients to stay in and learn how to become independent. Closed down and sold off to a holiday company years ago.”

      “Interesting. Kind of fits with the drowned forest, really,” she mused.

      “Anyway, we’ll fix you up with a car tomorrow. Any plans for the morning?”

      “What time does the medical centre open?”

      “Eight o’clock, I think.”

      “Okay, we’ll make that our first point of call.”
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      Dylan arrived twenty minutes early, looking fresh and rested. Lara was ready, too. Her cabin was fairly basic, but it had everything she needed. She’d had her first coffee and was good to go. Surprisingly, she had slept well and now she was keen to start investigations.

      “Morning!” said Dylan from the car as she locked the cabin door behind her. “Sorry, I’m a bit early.”

      Lara smiled to herself. I bet he was the kind of kid who always handed his homework in early, she thought. Despite her usual reserve, she couldn’t help liking the lad.

      “Call me Lara,” she said, with unaccustomed warmth.

      Dylan beamed.

      The Stillwater Medical Clinic was housed in a narrow cottage painted seafoam green, its windows blurred with condensation despite the early hour. A brass sign, DR. LINDA CHAPMAN, GP. hung crookedly beside the door.

      “No need for you to come in,” she said to Dylan. It had just occurred to her that Dr Chapman might be Dylan’s GP.

      Lara’s eyes flicked to her watch. The clinic hadn’t opened yet. She knocked once, then tried the handle, surprised when the door opened.

      The waiting room was empty but smelled of antiseptic and damp carpet. The receptionist hadn’t arrived yet, but Dr Chapman stood behind the counter reviewing some charts. Late fifties, tall, powerful. Rugged, weathered skin that spoke of decades of hiking or outdoor pursuits. She raised her eyes to watch Lara’s entry.

      “You’re the detective from Sydney,” the GP said without preamble. “I hear you think Elsie was murdered.”

      “I think her death warrants investigation,” Lara replied.

      Dr Chapman sighed, folding her arms. “Elsie was eighty-two. Frail. On three blood pressure medications. She had a fall last year. Her heart simply gave out.”

      “While she was sitting perfectly posed on a veranda swing?” Lara asked.

      Chapman narrowed her eyes. “You city types always look for trouble. Stillwater isn’t like that.”

      Lara stepped closer. “Her eyelids were closed after death.”

      “Well, that’s… not unusual. Families often…”

      “She lived alone.”

      Chapman hesitated. “The neighbour might have…”

      “Her neighbour said she didn’t touch the body.”

      The GP stiffened. “Listen, Detective, this town doesn’t need hysteria. The ferry brings enough chaos as it is, with hordes of tourists. Elsie died of natural causes. Let the poor woman rest.”

      “I’m just following the evidence.”

      “And I’m the doctor who treated her for twenty years,” Chapman retorted. “Her heart stopped. Naturally.”

      Lara kept her voice level. “I’ll let the coroner decide that.”

      Chapman muttered something under her breath about outsiders stirring the pot, but she handed over the medical file labelled Elsie Brown with a sharp snap of the folder.

      Lara couldn’t help noticing how large her hands were.

      “Knock yourself out,” said the doctor. “But I’m telling you—there’s nothing to see here.”
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      Outside, the wind carried the tang of seaweed and low-tide brine. As she walked towards the car, Lara sensed heads turning sharply, and snippets of conversation drifted from the café across the street.

      “Was Elsie sick?”

      “Did someone break in?”

      “I heard she smiled before she went.”

      “My cousin said the police think it’s foul play.”

      “Must be an outsider.”

      Stillwater Cove might look sleepy, but its gossip moved at the speed of fire.

      Dylan leaned against the police vehicle, arms crossed, brows drawn tight. The early morning light accentuated his youth. “Don’t tell me, Dr Chapman gave you grief?”

      “Nothing I haven’t heard before,” Lara said, “although she did seem overly hostile. Insisted it’s a small town, natural death, end of story.”

      “She’s a good GP. A bit brusque, but her patients like her. Stay with her for years.”

      “Maybe.” Lara replayed the conversation in her head. Was the good doctor being deliberately unhelpful?

      “You don’t buy it,” Dylan said, glancing sideways at her.

      Lara opened the passenger door, pausing. “As I said before, Elsie didn’t die the way bodies usually fall. Her hands were arranged. Her eyes were shut. Someone manipulated her.”

      Dylan swallowed and lowered his voice. “You want to go back to Elsie’s?”

      “Yes.”

      From inside the surgery, the doctor squinted through a crack in the window blinds, watching until the police car pulled away. Only when the car disappeared around the corner did she drop the blinds. She frowned, sharp eyes glinting, shoulders tense.

      She turned to her computer and tapped a few keys. Clients’ Details. Brown, Elsie. The old lady’s medical history and summaries of consultations from the past twenty years sprang up on the monitor.
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        * * *

      

      As before, the track back to Elsie Brown’s house skirted the drowned forest through wet, shifting mist. This time, Elsie had gone, and the ambulance left nothing but tyre marks in the soft earth.

      The veranda looked the same. Quiet, lonely, undisturbed. Elsie’s swing hung still.

      But something felt different now.

      “It’s like the house exhaled,” Lara murmured.

      Dylan shot the older woman a look. “You say weird things sometimes.”

      She ignored him and stepped inside.

      The living room was cramped but tidy. Crocheted blankets, mismatched teacups, family photos, and a half-finished jigsaw puzzle on the coffee table. Nothing out of place. Nothing indicating fear.

      But Lara sensed something slightly off.

      She moved slowly, letting her instincts roam.

      Her old mentor used to say: Sometimes the room speaks before the evidence does.

      “Detective Lennox?”

      Lara turned.

      A man stood in the doorway. Late forties or early fifties, tall but soft around the edges, with gentle eyes and greying hair that curled slightly at the temples. He wore an old paramedic jacket, faded, the logo almost invisible.
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