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			Storm Clouds

			is dedicated to the memory of three inspirational friends, lost far too soon:

			Kerry Hawkins, 

			with whom I shared many visits to national parks, a love of sewing and textiles, and a rich and wonderful friendship;

			Deborah Anderson,

			influential friend of my youth, who encouraged me – and so many others – not to let uncertainty stop me from trying something new and reaching for my dreams;

			Matt Richell,

			CEO of Hachette Australia, who believed in my books right from the beginning.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			

			

			The late afternoon sun shone straight at the dusty windscreen, semi-blinding Erin so that she didn’t see the small landslide of rocks and dirt across the rough fire trail in time to avoid it. The four-wheel-drive Hilux utility tilted as one wheel mounted the edge of a rock, and then dropped suddenly as the rock spun off to the side. Metal scraped on stone, the steering wheel dragged to one side and the right front wheel went thunk, thunk, thunk before the vehicle stopped.

			She swore as she switched off the ignition. A flat tyre. The last thing she needed at the end of a twelve-hour workday. She swung out of the ute, knowing exactly what she’d see. Sure enough, the Hilux had thrown a tyre off the rim.

			Changing a tyre? No worries. As a National Parks ranger working in rugged country, she’d changed a fair few, and she methodically chocked the other wheels securely and gathered what she’d need – the jack, the wrench and the spare tyre from beneath the truck.

			But changing a tyre on an isolated bush track miles from anywhere when the wheel nuts were so frigging tight she had to battle for minutes to loosen them? Despite her strength and fitness, Erin ran through her entire vocabulary of swear words twice before she’d removed the first one. She brushed hair that had escaped her ponytail out of her eyes.

			‘Where the bloody hell are you when I need you, Kennedy?’ she muttered into the silence.

			Simon Kennedy. Fellow National Parks ranger. Friend. And army reserve soldier who’d been gone on deployment for close on two months. Maybe in Afghanistan. Or Iraq or some other war-torn hellhole. He had to be overseas somewhere, because in the two months since he’d been abruptly called up for army reserve service there’d been no word from him. Two months without an email, a text. Nothing.

			She used her pent-up frustration as well as her boot on the wrench and the third wheel nut finally loosened. Hallelujah. She might get this tyre off sometime before nightfall.

			She wouldn’t make it home before dark, though. Twenty kilometres back to the Goodabri National Parks office to leave keys and swap the work truck for her own ute. Seventy kilometres back to Strathnairn. She should go into the National Parks district office there and return some borrowed equipment, but no one would need it before morning. And she just wanted to go home to the cottage she rented on the edge of Strathnairn, pig out on some comfort food – she’d done more than enough physical work this week to justify a dozen cheese-laden pizzas – watch some mindless TV, and have an early night.

			Assuming she could get this tyre changed.

			A stick cracked in the undergrowth and she stilled, gripping the handle of the wrench. She spent most of her days out in the bush alone and had never scared easily – until three months ago, when her colleague Jo had stumbled across a body, and a drug lord’s minions had terrorised the park. They’d all since been arrested, but Erin still responded warily to any sudden sound. Now she scanned the bushland around her for the source of the noise.

			Ten metres away among the trees, a six-foot, well-muscled male watched her. Fortunately not a human one. A full-grown red kangaroo, powerful and dangerous if threatened. But this one only studied her, his upright posture showcasing his height and strong shoulders, until he decided she was no threat and resumed grazing the native grasses in the scrub.

			‘Good decision, big boy,’ she murmured. ‘You stay over there, and I’ll stay over here.’ Unlike the time a few months ago when she’d inadvertently disturbed one and Simon had stepped between her and the kangaroo to protect her. No Simon to step in this time, but she could always jump into her utility in the unlikely event that the roo changed its mind about her. Very unlikely. She had far more chance of being bitten by a venomous snake than being attacked by a kangaroo.

			The fifth wheel nut defied all her strength and curses for a good five minutes. Giving in wasn’t an option – she was going nowhere until she changed the tyre. They were so short-staffed she had no colleagues closer than an hour away, and they’d both be finished for the day anyway, so she’d just damn well have to manage by herself.

			By the time she’d removed the last nut her shoulders and back ached from the exertion. She replaced the wheel, fastened the damaged tyre in place of the spare, put away the jack and the wrench and removed the rocks she’d used to chock the other wheels. Climbing into the driver’s seat, she stretched her neck and rubbed her shoulders before turning the key in the ignition. There’d been way too many long, lonely days with too much work.

			No point whingeing and moaning. She put the truck into gear and eased her way over the loose rough ground. Home, a hot shower, and pizza. Definitely a good plan.

			In the small town of Goodabri – population barely three hundred – she parked in the yard behind the National Parks office, closed and silent after hours. It took her only a few minutes to leave the work ute keys, collect the paperwork she’d need for a meeting tomorrow, and lock up again. In her own ute, she reversed out into the back lane, on her way home at last.

			Only one other vehicle moved on Goodabri’s main street – a white LandCruiser, a block ahead as she turned into the street. She caught her breath. A white LandCruiser with two spare tyres on the back, and indicating a left turn.

			Simon. Simon Kennedy driving back into Goodabri as unexpectedly as he’d left two months ago.

			The rush of pleasure at his return dragged with it the undercurrent of uncertainty that had plagued her during those two months of silence. She’d regarded him as a friend – a good friend. But what good friend didn’t happen to mention in almost a year of working together that he still served in the army reserve? Dammit, she’d liked him. More than liked him, although – for reasons that had nothing to do with him – she’d quashed any errant fantasies of anything happening between them. And she still couldn’t quite believe that she’d never known, that he’d never told her, and worse, that she’d never suspected he hid something so important. So much for being able to read people.

			And there she was again, on that round-and-round-and-roundabout of emotions and second-guessing and trying to work out how to make sense of her feelings.

			She shook her head, as if she could shake the confusion out of it. Her hang-ups, not his. Plain and simple, they were friends, and he’d been away, serving the country. So she’d do the friendly thing and go welcome him home.

			Goodabri had only a few streets, and she followed Simon’s route left off the main street then right into the next, and pulled up five houses down in front of the weatherboard house he rented.

			He stood at the back of his LandCruiser in the driveway, a kit bag resting on the tray. Old Snowy McDermott, his neighbour, leaned on the fence post between them, settling in for a good long yarn. Snowy could talk the hind leg off a horse and usually missed most social cues, but Simon saw Erin and excused himself to Snowy as she got out of the ute.

			As they walked the fifteen paces towards each other, the light cheeky comments she might normally have made turned to dust on her tongue. For months they’d worked side by side in the relaxed way of equals, trusting and relying on each other in their physically demanding duties for both their National Parks jobs and volunteer SES service.

			He wasn’t in uniform now. Not the army uniform she’d never seen him wear. Not the National Parks uniform, nor the SES uniform they both wore often enough outside work. Just faded jeans and a white t-shirt that stretched over his fine physique and highlighted the deep hazel of his eyes. Eyes that reflected the warmth of his easy grin and gave little hint that he’d been anywhere but a relaxed holiday away.

			The early autumn sun had started to set, casting a golden outline around him, almost as if nature wanted to make a gilded statue of the soldier hero. Whereas she . . . she was no hero.

			They stopped half a metre from each other, within touching distance, but neither of them made a move to touch. He was out of her reach in too many other ways. Maybe the caution that had stopped her making a fool of herself in the months before he’d left had been good sense, rather than cowardice.

			She resisted wiping suddenly sweaty hands on her uniform trousers and summoned up a grin, aware of Snowy watering his garden close by. Keep it simple, keep it light. Just the warm, familiar teasing she’d missed in his absence.

			‘If I’d known you were coming back today, I would have volunteered you for the regional planning meeting in Moree tomorrow.’

			His eyes sparkled. ‘Phew. I’ve had a lucky escape then. Who drew the short straw?’

			‘Well, since Jo’s on light duties and not allowed to drive, I got the long straw, the middle straw and the short straw.’

			‘Jo’s back at work?’

			‘Yes, working half-days. But it’s not quite three months since her craniotomy so she’s not allowed to drive yet.’

			‘So you’ve been doing all three of our jobs, all this time.’

			‘Yeah. You owe me. Although I suppose if you’ve been off saving the world, that might cancel the debt, soldier.’

			His cheerful, relaxed expression slipped and the light in his eyes dimmed for a moment before he gestured with a jerk of his thumb towards the house. ‘Come on in and tell me the news while I dump my gear, and then I’ll shout you dinner at the pub.’

			Back at his LandCruiser, he grabbed his kit bag with one hand and then slid a metal case out. His rifle. Invaluable in feral animal campaigns. She’d usually managed to put out of her mind that in the army, his targets didn’t have four legs. His past army service had been abstract in her head, something she rarely considered in detail, because on the few occasions he’d spoken of his experiences he’d sounded carefree, as if his deployments, even in Iraq and Afghanistan, were barely more adventurous than an outback camping trip. But then he’d gone again, between one shift and the next, with scarcely a word of explanation to her. Nods and murmurs from senior National Parks staff who’d known him longer suggested there was more to his role than he’d ever let on, leaving her with the distinct impression that he’d been – was still – a commando with significant experience in covert operations.

			No wonder he was such a valuable member of the volunteer SES squad and a capable National Parks ranger, especially in dealing with the law-enforcement aspect of their roles. Maybe the signs had always been there, and she just hadn’t recognised them.

			But the fact that he was still in the army – that changed things, changed how she felt, although she’d spent the past few weeks trying fruitlessly to put a finger on how and why. Not that there was any point in trying to understand it, since she mattered so little to him that he’d not contacted her once since his abrupt departure. They were friendly colleagues in a small community, nothing more. So she’d keep things at that level.

			She grinned with a good imitation of her usual cheekiness. ‘Well, since you apparently couldn’t remember my email address all this time, I’ll let you shout me dinner.’

			She’d not often seen him discomfited, but now he grimaced. ‘Sorry. Not much internet access where I’ve been.’

			Obviously not a local army base, then. But he headed towards the house without any further explanation. He set down his bag and the rifle case to unlock the front door and from behind she saw the sudden wariness tensing his spine as he pushed it open.

			The odour hit her. Pungent, nauseating, dead. ‘Sheesh, Simon, did you leave dead fish in your —’

			‘No.’ His hand moved towards his hip, reaching instinctively for a sidearm that wasn’t there. ‘Keep back, Erin.’

			She stayed on the doorstep while he entered, as alert and cautious as if walking into a terrorist’s hideout instead of a typical Australian colonial cottage. There were four doors off the short central passageway, two on each side. In the dimmer light inside she watched as he approached the second on the right, the only door not closed. Although he had no gun to hold ready, he used the partially open door as cover to glance into and check the room.

			Whatever he saw startled him with a visible jolt. He swore and dropped his guard, striding into the room.

			In a few steps Erin covered the length of the passage and followed him through the door. His study had been ransacked, computer equipment smashed, books and DVD cases torn apart and thrown on the floor. But she stopped hard when she saw what Simon had discovered, and nausea rolled in her stomach so violently that she barely resisted the urge to turn and run.

			He knelt by a woman sprawled on the floor, his hand on her wrist to check her pulse. But there could be no pulse. There had been no pulse for hours, maybe days. Numerous wounds on her torso had stained her white dress dark red, and blood from her slit throat had dried in splatters all around her on the polished wood floor. Her eyes stared blankly at the ceiling.

			‘How . . . ? What . . . ?’ Erin’s throat wouldn’t make a full sentence.

			Simon turned his head slowly to look up at her, eyes shadowed, his mouth a hard line. ‘I don’t know how she got here, Erin, or why. I haven’t seen her for years.’ But he didn’t move away from the woman, and there was an intimacy of sorts in the way his fingers rested loosely on her wrist.

			The closeness of the room, the stench, the buzz of flies filled Erin’s head, almost suffocating rational thought. ‘Who . . . ?’

			‘She’s . . .’ His voice came out as ragged as a storm-ripped tree. ‘She’s my wife.’

			

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			

			

			‘Your wife?’

			The disbelief and hurt in Erin’s voice cut him like a whip. Pain he deserved, for betraying the trust and friendship they’d built. But the slim hope he’d held on to for months – that a relationship with Erin might eventually be possible – had already shattered the moment he saw Hayley’s body on the floor.

			That Hayley could be here, after all these years, made no sense. That she could be here, and dead . . . he couldn’t even begin to process it in his mind. Logic eluded him, and grief, anger and shame boiled together, caustic in his gut. Anger with Hayley, for being absent so long, denying him the chance to make things right between them. Anger with the bastard or bastards who’d murdered her. Anger with himself, for failing his wife yet again, in the worst way possible. And for failing Erin.

			But he couldn’t disintegrate, couldn’t give in to the emotion and sit there on his knees and howl like a wounded animal. He was a soldier and he needed to send Erin out of there. So she’d be safe.

			‘Get out,’ he rasped. He didn’t dare look at her, couldn’t bear to see her stricken eyes again. ‘Go to Snowy’s. Call the cops.’

			‘No.’ Her hand closed over his shoulder, her fingers warm through his shirt. ‘Simon, you have to come outside with me.’ A hitch in her breathing unsteadied her voice but she continued, more in control than he was. ‘We’ll call the police from outside.’

			‘I can’t . . .’ Leave Hayley like this. Leave her alone. Because he’d left her alone far too many times, despite her pleas, despite her need of him.

			‘We can’t contaminate the scene. Simon, I’m sorry, I know this is a shock, but we have to think. The best thing we can do for her now is leave the room as it is for the police.’

			Erin’s strength – considering him, when she had every right to be angry – hammered logic into his brain. She didn’t know, and would never know, that his grief was as much for her and for his dreams of them as it was for Hayley. But she was right. He couldn’t do a damn thing for Hayley now except help find her killer.

			As he rose to his feet he scanned the room again, alert, wary. Soldier, not husband. Protector, not friend.

			‘They’re probably long gone,’ he said to Erin. ‘But keep close behind me.’

			Nothing stirred in the house as Simon listened briefly at the closed door of each room on their way out. He didn’t touch the front door handle but instead hooked the door with his foot to draw it partly closed, a small barrier against the prying eyes that would doubtless start to gather once the police cars arrived. In the way of small towns, word would spread faster than a bushfire on a hot gusty day.

			But right now the sun had sunk below the horizon, Snowy must have finished his watering and gone inside, and the street was as quiet and lifeless as the house. Simon’s training nagged at him to do a circuit of the house, check for anyone lurking, or evidence of who, when and how, but Hayley’s death must have occurred hours ago and the perpetrator was unlikely to still be around. He’d stay by Erin’s side and let the police scour the house and surrounds for evidence.

			Erin had her phone out before he did. Her usually lively face pale and drawn, she flicked rapidly through her contacts. ‘I’ll call Tess. She can be here in just a few minutes, and she’ll know how to set things in motion.’

			His thoughts still reeling, he didn’t object or insist on making the call himself. The new police officer had arrived in Goodabri only days before his abrupt departure, so he scarcely knew her. Better for Erin to talk with her.

			He leaned two hands on the roof of his vehicle, dropping his head down while she made the call beside him. Professional, not panicking. Capable in a crisis. Unlike Hayley’s doe-eyed dependence.

			‘Tess? It’s Erin Taylor. We’ve got a situation at Simon’s place in Grey Street . . . Yes, he only just got back, about ten minutes ago. I went inside with him. We found a . . . a homicide. Hours, maybe a day or so gone. A woman. Simon’s . . .’ Her breath caught and she didn’t say the word ‘wife’. ‘Simon knows her.’

			Did he know her? Know Hayley? He might have once. Fourteen years ago. Perhaps not even then, despite three years of marriage. They’d married too young, too inexperienced to make the marriage last. And his career – he’d always put it first. Before her. Before anything. He could make sense of himself as a soldier, but a husband? Jesus, he’d made a mess of that.

			And after all this time she’d come to him, out of the blue, and now she was dead because he hadn’t been there to look after her as he’d vowed on their wedding day.

			Someone had killed her. A random attack? Someone she’d brought with her? Or had a killer come for him, and found her?

			•

			Erin finished the call and slipped her phone back into her pocket. ‘Tess is on her way,’ she told Simon. ‘She won’t be long.’

			She had no idea what else to say, and her mind raced with questions she didn’t want to ask. Simon stared at the ground, his face tight. Hands thrust into her pockets, Erin leaned back against the LandCruiser, huffing out a breath, and the silence hung between them.

			Simon had a wife. One he’d never mentioned in her hearing in ten months of working side by side. His wife, his army reserve membership . . . come to think of it, she couldn’t recall him talking about family either, or where he’d grown up, or any of the other aspects of his past that people usually talked about, at least mentioned. Not that she’d told him anything about her family. Her family wasn’t relevant to her, hadn’t been for almost twenty years.

			But Simon had a wife. A pretty woman, from Erin’s glimpse of the body. Long brown hair, delicate, girlish features, slim build. Murdered. The multiple injuries meant it had to be murder. Despite the warmth still in the air, Erin’s skin prickled. Sometime in the past day or so, a killer had entered Simon’s home and attacked the woman with a knife or something similar. The injuries, the amount of blood – she hadn’t died instantly, she must have been terrified and in pain in those last minutes. She. Simon’s wife, lying dead in his house, and Erin didn’t know what to call her.

			‘What is her name?’ she asked him, the words stilted in the silence.

			He lifted his head slowly, and his eyes took a moment to focus on hers. ‘Hayley. Hayley Munro.’

			Hayley. A pretty name for an attractive woman.

			A police car rounded the corner into the street. No time to ask Simon more, even if she could untangle her thoughts enough to frame questions beyond the most basic.

			The police car parked across the road. Erin knew the day shift usually finished at seven, but Tess was still in uniform. Still in uniform, and alone, because she was the only officer stationed in Goodabri, with the rest of her colleagues fifty minutes’ drive away in Strathnairn.

			‘What have we got?’ Tess asked without preamble as she strode down the driveway. Brusque, focused, not a woman who easily relaxed – but Erin respected her, her commitment and her skills.

			Simon straightened up, and although he didn’t quite snap to attention his unguarded moments were over. He answered the policewoman’s question in short, clear sentences. ‘A murder. In the bedroom I use as a study, on the right. I’ve been away for weeks, only just arrived home. The victim is my wife, Hayley.’

			Tess raised an eyebrow. ‘You have a wife? Ex?’

			‘Separated. For fourteen years. I haven’t seen her in almost that long.’

			Fourteen years? Fourteen years he’d not seen her? Erin had never read him as a man who’d just up and leave, ignore his responsibilities. But that was a hell of a long time to be apart and not divorced.

			‘So what was she doing —’ Tess broke off, her interrupted question echoing Erin’s thoughts. ‘Time for questions later. I’ll go take a look.’ She rested her hand on the weapon at her side. ‘Any signs the perpetrators are still around?’

			‘I didn’t check the back of the house, but I think not. I’ll come in with you, just in case.’

			Tess considered for a moment before nodding. ‘Okay. Only as backup. Don’t touch a thing. Erin, stay out here and make sure no one else comes onto the property.’

			Erin waited beside her own ute as the blue of the sky deepened and Venus glowed, the first star low on the horizon. No cars or people came along the street. The sounds of a television drifted from Snowy’s front room, the canned-laughter decibels louder than the actors’ dialogue. Tess would likely ask him if he’d seen or heard anything next door, but given his propensity to leave his hearing aids turned off, Erin doubted he would have.

			Just a quiet street in a small town, twenty or so houses on large blocks that once would have boasted well-tended gardens, a couple of dogs in the backyard, chook sheds and veggie patches. Some of them undoubtedly still did. But Goodabri’s population was ageing, many of the younger generation leaving for jobs and opportunities in larger towns, and a number of these houses were empty, or their residents were elderly, like Snowy, and not up to as much outside work as they’d once been. Had anyone seen Hayley arrive? Or her killer? Or heard her cries when she was stabbed?

			Erin rubbed the goosebumps on her bare forearms. If Snowy had seen or heard anything, he would have mentioned it to Simon. That was Snowy, full of friendly curiosity. If he’d seen anything, he wouldn’t have been able to resist saying something about it.

			A white sedan came around the corner and slowed. In the dimming light, Erin couldn’t clearly see the driver, but she knew the car. The detectives’ car, from the Strathnairn police station. Aaron or Nick . . . ?

			She breathed a little easier when Nick Matheson stepped out of the car. Aaron would make a good detective one day but Nick had years of experience, senior rank, and well-honed investigative instincts. In the past few months, since he’d fallen hard for her colleague Jo, he’d also become a good friend. She wasn’t used to seeing him in uniform, but he’d been appointed acting inspector for the district recently, and he wore it with natural authority.

			‘You got here quickly,’ she said. Even if Tess had called him before she’d arrived, he couldn’t have made the seventy kilometres from Strathnairn so fast.

			His smile was brief, distracted. ‘I was on my way back from Tenterfield. Tess is inside?’

			‘Yes. With Simon. I’m staying out here to keep the crowds under control.’ Erin waved her hand at the deserted street. ‘Would you like me to phone Jo, tell her you’ll be late?’

			‘That bad, is it?’

			Of course he hadn’t seen yet, presumably only received a coded message from Tess over the police radio about a death. The image of the dead woman floated into Erin’s memory again. Because this wasn’t the first murder in the district in recent times, she had a fair idea what it would entail for a local detective with few resources nearby. Additional officers from Strathnairn were at least fifty minutes away. Forensics from Inverell an hour, minimum. More likely two. As acting inspector, Nick would be heavily involved, overseeing operations and allocating and approving resources.

			‘Yes,’ she told him. ‘You’re definitely going to be late.’

			‘Shit. Okay, yes, phone her. Thanks.’

			Erin had the number dialled before he’d reached the door of the house, but when her friend answered she realised she hadn’t thought about what to say. She couldn’t discuss a murder, even with the discreet Jo, in the middle of the street and before official announcements were made.

			‘Simon’s back but there’s been some trouble at his place,’ she said quickly. ‘Nick asked me to phone you.’ As Jo asked an anxious question, Erin hastened to reassure her. ‘No, no, they’re both fine. But Nick wanted me to tell you that he’ll be here for a while.’

			‘Somebody’s hurt?’ Jo asked. ‘Or . . . ?’

			‘Nobody we know,’ Erin said. ‘Not a local.’

			Jo must have heard the brittle edge to her composure. ‘Are you okay? Do you need to talk about it?’

			Yes. Erin bit back the plea. She let few people close, but if she could lean on anyone, it would be Jo. Simon’s come back and his wife has been murdered here in Goodabri and did you know he had a wife? Because I sure as hell didn’t.

			No, she’d deal with this alone. She made herself smile so her voice didn’t come out tight. ‘No. I’m okay. I’ll see you tomorrow.’

			Another police car turned into the street, and Erin set her shoulders back and walked forward to meet it. As a National Parks ranger she worked closely with the police, knew everyone in the district command, and her responsibilities in the SES also involved helping out in emergencies. In a small community like Goodabri, a murdered woman was an emergency. There’d be an influx tonight of police, forensic officers and the coroner’s deputy. They’d need the crime scene secured, they’d need food, a place to work other than the tiny, cramped police station, and some of them would need accommodation overnight.

			She shoved aside her personal confusion, all the questions going through her mind. Later she could deal with the emotional chaos. Right now, she had work to do.

			•

			Hayley lay dead in his house, murdered with one of his kitchen knives, which doubtless had his fingerprints all over it, and he probably had no alibi for the last seventy-two hours.

			Simon waited in the claustrophobically small interview room of the Goodabri police cottage and steeled himself for the interrogation to come. A husband was always the first suspect. An unsuccessful marriage and a soldier husband who had reason to want his wife out of his life? That made means, motive and opportunity. He could almost feel the handcuffs closing around his wrists.

			The hands of the clock on the wall crawled slowly around the dial. Nick Matheson must have called in the homicide specialists from Sydney. Standard practice with a crime like this. He’d heard the thud-thud of the police chopper flying in to land at the showground half an hour ago, although it seemed longer. He’d checked the time against his watch several times, in case the clock batteries were dying.

			Eventually cars pulled up outside, doors slammed, footsteps and voices entered the station.

			‘You’ve got the husband in here? Have you cautioned him?’ A woman’s voice, clipped, brisk, authoritative.

			‘He’s come voluntarily, Leah, to tell us what he knows about the deceased.’ Nick’s tone packed just as much firm authority into his reply. Simon hadn’t known him for long, but he liked and respected what he’d seen in those few weeks. Their nascent friendship wouldn’t cloud Nick’s judgement, and the detective could well suspect him, but at least he’d get a fair hearing.

			Nick opened the door and showed in the woman and another plainclothes cop. There was no sign of the man he’d shared a couple of drinks with in the Strathnairn pub in Nick’s unsmiling face and formal introductions. ‘This is Detective Senior Sergeant Leah Haddad from Homicide in Sydney, and Detective Sergeant Steve Fraser. They will be leading the investigation.’

			Simon recognised Haddad from the murder investigation at the beginning of summer when Jo had found a body in the park and all hell had broken loose. In their brief encounters back then he’d pegged Haddad as a career cop, capable and hard and determined.

			Although he stood and offered his hand, she ignored it.

			Fraser he found harder to size up. Around his own age, with enough experience to put a sharpness behind the brown eyes. Suit, white shirt, dark tie, and a handshake firm enough to challenge his own. Although Fraser played it relaxed, straddling a chair and loosening his tie as though they were sitting down for a friendly drink in a bar, Simon’s instincts heightened to alert. He’d be a fool to think of Fraser as some kind of devil-may-care detective. The rigid formality of the senior woman detective contrasted with Fraser’s relaxation, but he’d bet they were running the good cop/bad cop routine. Either that, or they were trying to piss each other off.

			Haddad fixed Simon with a cool, dark-eyed stare that might have intimidated a less hardened man. ‘Mr Kennedy, I understand that you have identified the deceased as your wife?’

			‘Yes. Her name is Hayley Elizabeth Munro.’

			‘Munro?’

			‘She took her grandmother’s maiden name when she was eighteen and kept it when we married.’

			‘Did that bother you?’

			‘Bother?’ What was she trying to suggest, that he was some Neanderthal prick who wanted total control over a woman? ‘It’s the twenty-first century, for chrissakes. Of course it didn’t bother me.’

			‘How long have you been estranged?’

			‘Separated,’ he emphasised. ‘Estranged’ implied hostility and resentment, and he wanted to correct that impression. ‘Hayley needed some space, needed some time to herself. She was only nineteen when we married, I was barely twenty-one. I was in the army, and often away on exercises or deployments. That’s a hard life for a young woman. After about three years she left to go on some kind of alternative-lifestyle healing retreat when I was deployed to East Timor. Other than one brief visit, she didn’t come back.’

			‘When was that?’

			‘We separated fourteen years ago.’

			Haddad raised a defined eyebrow. ‘Fourteen years? And you never divorced?’

			‘There was no pressing reason to. I cared about my wife, Detective. I had a responsibility towards her. Her life had not been easy and she was . . .’ He struggled for words. Not like Erin. Yeah, that’d go down like a lead balloon. He shoved thoughts of Erin away. ‘Hayley wasn’t emotionally strong.’

			Despite the late hour, the room was stiflingly hot, and while Haddad was distracted by a text message on her phone, Fraser rose and filled three plastic cups from the water cooler just outside the door.

			Passing a cup across to him, Fraser asked, ‘When was the last time you saw Hayley?’

			Simon let the water cool his throat before he answered. ‘About eighteen months after she left. She’d been travelling with a girlfriend. I’d had sporadic postcards from her, the occasional phone call. I wasn’t in the country myself a whole lot at the time. She came back to Sydney once, to collect some things. She was heading back to the north coast for a job as a nanny at some kind of retreat place. She was excited about it – she’d always loved being with little kids. She gave me a phone number and a post office box address before she went.’ And a kiss. She’d given him an affectionate, casual kiss before she’d hurried off to catch her train. A kiss on the cheek. Like a sister. ‘She said there wasn’t anyone else, but she needed some more time to become stronger before she came back. That she still couldn’t cope with being an army wife with me so often away overseas. But she said she was happy and peaceful within herself.’

			‘You’re telling me you haven’t seen your wife since then?’ Haddad, finished with her text message, glanced at her notes. ‘For over twelve years?’

			Simon kept his gaze steady. ‘Yes.’

			‘But you never divorced,’ she said again.

			‘No.’

			Haddad clearly couldn’t comprehend it. Perhaps a woman like her wouldn’t tolerate anyone lingering in her life if she didn’t have a use for them.

			He searched for words to explain. ‘Look, I was – am – a soldier. I’ve almost lost count of the number of tours of Iraq and Afghanistan and other places I’ve done in that time. I stayed in the reserves after I left the full-time army and I’m still sent on active service. In between studying for a science degree, earning a living and my army service, getting a divorce I didn’t need hasn’t been a high priority. Until —’ He broke off. Until Erin walked into the National Parks office. He had to keep her right out of this. ‘About five months ago, I wrote to her, with the divorce papers and a settlement offer. I sent my new contact details when I moved here to Goodabri. But I didn’t hear anything from her before I was called back to service again.’

			‘Not even an email or phone call?’

			‘No. I’m not even sure she has an email address. She’s only ever contacted me by mail or phone. But I only got back to town tonight. I haven’t had time to see if there’s a letter.’ He’d shoved the small pile of mail Snowy had collected for him into the pocket of his kit bag without flicking through it. ‘I had no idea she was coming here. Last I heard, she was living in a community on the north coast and loving it. I don’t know where she’s been since then, what she’s been doing, who her friends are. And I don’t know who killed her, or why. Maybe it was someone she knew. Maybe it was someone trying to get at me.’

			‘I’m not interested in conjecture,’ Haddad said curtly. ‘Can you account for your whereabouts for the past few days?’

			‘I arrived back in Australia on the weekend. I left the regiment’s headquarters on Monday morning. I called in to see my stepfather in the Hunter Valley for coffee. And then I drove north and camped in an isolated valley in the Oxley Wild Rivers National Park for three nights. I left there earlier this afternoon and drove back here.’

			‘Can anyone vouch for your presence there?’

			‘I doubt it.’

			She zeroed in on that. ‘So you have no alibi for the past three days.’

			Fraser leaned forward, ignoring Haddad’s scowl. ‘Come on, surely someone knows you were there. You’re a park ranger, right? You didn’t meet up with the local rangers at all? Have a yarn at your campsite?’

			‘I’d just come home after seven weeks in Iraq. I wanted a few days alone to . . . readjust.’ To stop being Sergeant Kennedy, with responsibility for a small group of highly trained men and a near-impossible mission deep in extremist territory, and become easygoing Simon, with a new national park to develop and a team of colleagues who weren’t trained to kill anything other than feral animals.

			He always needed at least a few days alone to reset his equilibrium. It took time to strip himself of the discipline, the harshness of war, to bridge the chasm between one half of his life and the other. This time he’d wished for a month but had to make do with three too-short days and nights of solitude in the wilderness.

			‘There’s a locked gate on the road into the area. I collected the key from the depot at Walcha late on Monday afternoon. I spoke briefly with the local ranger then. But the area I camped in is almost two hours from there. And I just dropped the key in the lockbox at the gate when I left.’

			‘But surely the local rangers would have been out there during that time?’ Fraser persisted.

			‘It’s wild country that few people go to, so they don’t make the trip out often. The only person I saw was an old army mate. Gabe McCallum. Must have been Tuesday morning. He lives up on the tablelands but sometimes musters brumbies down in the gorge country. I met him by the river and we talked for a short while. But he left to track a mob of horses. He stayed in the area – I saw the horses a few times and signs of him – but a couple of hikers came down the river and neither of us was looking for company. I’m a commando, Detective, and he used to be one. Even a raw recruit could be invisible for days.’

			‘You’re a commando?’ Fraser asked. ‘I grew up near the Holsworthy base. All the girls had their sights set on the 4 RAR commandos. Damn tough competition for us ordinary mortals.’

			‘Yeah, I was 4 RAR,’ Simon conceded. Not that he’d had much to do with the local girls. Even then, he’d understood that the job put pressures on any decent relationship. ‘I’m in the 1st Commando Regiment now. It’s a mix of full-time and reserve soldiers.’ When he’d agreed to stay on in the reserves, he’d envisaged more of a training role. It hadn’t worked out that way.

			‘So can your friend verify your presence in the national park yesterday and this morning?’ Haddad demanded.

			‘On Tuesday, yes. Whether he saw me after that, I don’t know. I’ll give you his contact details but he’s usually out of mobile range.’

			Fraser passed a notepad and pen across the table and Simon noted down Gabe’s name and phone number. Maybe Gabe could give him an alibi. If they could get hold of him. Cutting promising foals out of the herds of brumbies in the gorge country gave him a reason to avoid civilisation. Since a mission had gone badly wrong a few years ago – no fault of Gabe’s – he preferred the company of horses to people.

			‘Thanks,’ Fraser said. ‘We’ll get on to him asap.’

			Despite Fraser’s matey routine, Simon didn’t relax. Nor did Haddad. If it wasn’t for the fine worry lines on her forehead he’d have judged her a cold-hearted woman, but she clearly took her work seriously and that suggested at least some emotional commitment. Her phone vibrated again and she glanced at the message.

			‘Forensics have finally arrived,’ she said. ‘I’ll go meet them. Steve, you check on the incident room set-up. We can’t work in here. Mr Kennedy, I may have some more questions for you after I’ve spoken with the forensic officers. Please wait here.’

			‘Am I under arrest?’

			‘Not at the moment. But your wife is dead in your house and by your own admission you probably have no alibi.’ She stood, looking down at him, exuding suspicion and determination. ‘As you’d expect, we need to ascertain your whereabouts for the last few days and investigate all the possibilities.’

			Hands flat on the table, Simon rose to his feet. With the table between them he didn’t tower over her, his intention assertion, not intimidation. ‘I expect that you will investigate all the possibilities, Detective Haddad. I expect you to establish whether this was a targeted crime or a random one. I expect you to find out where Hayley has been, who with, and whether anyone she knows would have a reason to follow her here and kill her. And I expect you to contact army intelligence and ask them if anyone I may have pissed off in Afghanistan, Iraq, or East Timor could possibly have identified and found me.’

			He deliberately, neatly, put his chair in place under the table. ‘Now, if your forensic officers are searching my home I believe I have a right to be present. And since I remember what state I left the place in two months ago, I should be able to show them what, if anything, has been disturbed. So, that’s where I’m going.’

			He held the door open for her before he followed her out.

			•

			The empty half of the old double-shopfront building National Parks leased in Goodabri’s main street had seen use in emergency operations before – for a joint emergency services training exercise not long after Erin came to the district, and three months ago as a police critical incident room when Jo’s discovery of a body in the park had revealed a violent criminal gang operating in the area. So when Erin phoned her boss in Strathnairn to report the evening’s events, Malcolm didn’t hesitate for a moment in approving the cooperation between services.

			‘I’ll call Nick now and formally offer use of the building,’ he said. ‘Do you need me to come out there tonight?’

			Drive seventy kilometres each way to open up a building when she was already on the spot? ‘No, I’ll deal with it, Mal. I’ll see you tomorrow.’

			Yet when she parked behind the deserted building she wished she had asked Mal to come. Walking into a dark, empty building at night when a murderer was out there, somewhere . . . She glanced back at the shed where the folding tables and chairs were stored. The shed she hadn’t been into for over a week. The main building itself should be safe enough – the other staff had been in and out of there all day, and she’d been in an hour or two ago to drop off the keys – but she’d wait until someone else came before she went to get the tables.

			She unlocked the back door of the empty side of the building first, and without going in, called out, ‘If anyone’s lurking in here, you’ve got five minutes to escape before I come in. The police are on their way, so be quick.’

			Silly, perhaps, but it couldn’t hurt and at least there were no neighbours around to hear her being paranoid. Inside the National Parks office, she collected the basic essentials for people working late into the night – mugs, coffee, milk and sugar.

			She didn’t spook easily, but she’d far rather be out in the bush alone than walking into the empty rooms of the office next door, especially with her hands full. The mugs clutched in her fingers clunked against each other as she reached to thumb the light switch inside the rear door. The bare bulb flared to life, and her pulse skipped a beat as she caught movement out of the corner of her eye. A huge huntsman spider scuttling up the wall. It stopped at eye level, watching her. Harmless enough, but she gave it a wide berth, dumped the mugs on the table in the kitchenette, and found a broom to encourage it out the door.

			The mirror image of the National Parks side of the building, this side likewise had a tiny bathroom, a windowless storeroom, and a small office tucked in behind the large front room that had for over a century housed a general store. Now it waited, echoing and empty, dust coating the wooden floor, for the few times it came to life when space was needed to coordinate emergency responses: fires, readiness exercises, murder investigations. An old ice-cream poster on the wall watched over it all, a reminder of normality.

			Mal must have got on to Nick and the police authorities quickly, for Erin had only just opened the blinds on the large front windows when a police car pulled up outside. Matt Carruthers, one of the constables from Strathnairn. In his early thirties, Matt had plenty of country policing experience, handling the job with dedication and a sense of humour, and reliable in a crisis.

			‘Nick sent me over to start getting things sorted,’ he told her when she unlocked the front door to let him in.

			Erin handed him the broom. ‘If you can sweep up the dust, I’ll bring over the urn from our office and get it heating for coffee. Then you can give me a hand getting the tables from the shed.’

			Matt grinned. ‘Caffeine first. I like your priorities. It’s going to be a long night. Homicide in Sydney have sent DS Haddad here again. Do you remember her?’

			‘I saw her in action last time. She’s very . . .’ Erin sought a polite word, ‘. . . determined, isn’t she?’

			Matt didn’t bother with polite. ‘Hard-ass Haddad. Rumour has it she can bust balls with a telekinetic glare.’

			‘I wouldn’t let her hear you say that, if I were you,’ a male voice drawled at the doorway. ‘Or you might find out if it’s true.’

			Matt straightened to attention, the broom still clasped in one hand. ‘Sorry, sir.’

			The guy strolled in, his suit jacket slung over one shoulder and a laptop bag in his other hand. He glanced at Matt’s nametag. ‘Relax, Carruthers. I won’t tell her. I’m DS Steve Fraser.’ He turned a hundred-watt grin on Erin. ‘Did I hear someone mention coffee?’

			‘Coming soon, courtesy of interagency cooperation.’ Erin indicated the National Parks and Wildlife Service badge on her uniform sleeve. ‘I’m Erin Taylor, one of the rangers. Our office and visitor centre is in the other half of this building.’ She matched the firmness of Fraser’s handshake. Despite the boyish grin, he had a few years on her – she’d place him in his late thirties, perhaps even early forties.

			‘You’re a colleague of Simon Kennedy’s?’ he asked.

			‘Yes. Our district office is in Strathnairn. We manage four parks and three conservation areas, most of them closer to Strathnairn. But we have this office for the new Goodabri Rivers park nearby. I’ve been overseeing the park and its development while Simon was away.’

			The cheerful grin had softened, replaced with a relaxed but professional regard. ‘Inspector Matheson – Nick – said you were with Simon when he found the victim.’

			‘Yes. I’m happy to answer any questions you or your colleagues have.’ She’d gone over those few minutes in Simon’s house with Nick already, but once the preliminaries were established he’d said he wouldn’t be running the investigation, because of Jo’s friendship with Simon, and because as acting inspector he was overseeing all police operations in the district. So she’d tell the little she knew again, to Fraser or the other detective, however many times it took.

			‘Thanks, Erin, I appreciate it. We’ll have a chat as soon as things are set up here.’ Fraser turned to Matt, systematically wielding the broom along the length of the main room. ‘Any idea of the arrangements for comms, Carruthers?’

			‘Techs are coming from Tamworth but they’ll be a while yet.’

			‘Data coverage is fairly patchy out here on the mobile network,’ Erin told Fraser. ‘And even satellite broadband won’t be anywhere near what you’re used to in Sydney.’

			‘Sydney? Oh, I’m not from Homicide. I’m just a country detective. I work mostly out of Birraga these days. But I happened to be at the same meeting in Tenterfield as Nick today, and he’s roped me in to this one.’

			Birraga, a couple of hours south – she knew the name, had seen it in the news not so long ago, with a series of violent crimes. Fraser had described himself as ‘just a country detective’, but if he’d been in Birraga this past year or so, he’d have notched up plenty of experience in murder investigations.

			He didn’t seem to mind turning his hand to anything, though. When she returned from next door with the urn, he and Matt had fetched the first of the large folding tables from the shed and were wiping off the dust with damp handtowels from the bathroom.

			‘We have a whiteboard you can borrow if you need it,’ she offered. ‘I’ll need a hand moving it, though.’

			Fraser volunteered before she finished speaking. As they manoeuvred the large, awkward whiteboard out of the Parks office via the front door, he asked casually, ‘How long have you and Simon worked together?’

			The very casualness of the question put her on alert. ‘I joined the Strathnairn office about ten, eleven months ago. I’d met him a few times before that, though, at meetings and training sessions – I worked out of Armidale before here.’

			‘Did you ever meet his wife?’

			A trick question? Trying to find holes in whatever Simon might have said in their interview? She could only assume he’d told the police what he’d told her. She kept her answer simple and honest. ‘No.’

			He waited until they’d angled the whiteboard in through the next door before he asked, ‘Do you know him well?’

			‘We work together in a demanding job. We’re also volunteers with the SES. We’re friends as well as colleagues, but there’s nothing more to it than that.’

			‘You’re both in the SES? So you’ll have seen him in some stressful situations?’

			No mistaking the direction of his questions now. The friendly help in lugging things around was just an excuse for an off-the-record interview. All the questions about Simon meant he had to have some suspicions. Suspicions she planned on dispelling, fast.

			‘Yes, I’ve seen him in plenty of stressful situations.’ She shoved her end of the whiteboard against the wall harder than she’d intended and locked the wheels with a stamp of her boot before she faced him. ‘I don’t know what you think we do, but National Parks work isn’t all about picnics and possums. As well as project planning and park management, we deal with illegal shooters, bushfires, search and rescue, floods, the works. Sometimes,’ she gave him a sardonic smile, ‘all on the same day. And I can assure you that if I’m going to be abseiling down a cliff to reach a kid stranded by a bushfire, then the person I’d most want to have with me is Simon, because he’s damned calm and cool-headed in a crisis. I have never, ever seen him lose his temper.’

			Unlike herself. She’d barely kept hers from exploding. Tiredness and the emotional toll of the last couple of hours were undermining her self-control. Shit. She had to get on top of it, concentrate on answering Fraser’s questions without being snarky. For Simon’s sake – and for Hayley’s.

			 ‘He’s a soldier, seen a lot of active service. What about PTSD?’ Fraser must have noticed her over-reaction, but he kept his manner casual, curious, as if he wasn’t grilling her about a murder suspect. ‘Any signs of that?’

			Post-traumatic stress disorder? Erin couldn’t think of any occasion when she’d had cause to doubt Simon’s emotional or mental stability. ‘I know he’s served in war zones. He doesn’t talk about it much, other than in passing. But he’s a very together person. Very . . .’ How could she say what she meant? Explain her sense of the solidity of Simon’s character? ‘Very . . . grounded. Level-headed. Look, talk to Nick. He’s become friends with Simon. They’re both martial-arts types. Nick’s done years of undercover work and I guess that’s not so different from the military. I’m sure you’ll trust his judgement more than —’

			A sharp, loud crack sounded behind her and she spun around, heart stalling.

			‘It’s okay,’ Fraser said, his hand steadying on her shoulder for a moment. ‘It’s just Carruthers.’

			Adrenaline flooding her body, Erin tried to breathe slowly. Just Matt, carrying in a stack of chairs from the shed, letting the flyscreen door at the back thwack hard against the frame as he came through. Just Matt, and she’d jumped almost to the ceiling, in front of the detective.

			‘I’m sorry,’ she said to Fraser, embarrassment making her laugh thin and strained. ‘I’m edgy, I guess. Knowing there’s a murderer lurking around, somewhere out there. I’m going to be wary of every sound, every dark place, every stranger until you arrest the bastard, Detective.’

			His brown eyes watched her, not unkindly, but not softly, either. ‘Stranger? Be careful, yes, but be aware, too. Far more often than not, murder victims are killed by people they know.’

			She stared back at him. ‘You can’t seriously believe Simon killed her. It’s impossible. He wouldn’t kill any —’

			Fraser raised an eyebrow and her voice trailed away as reality hit.

			Simon was a soldier. A commando. Had been for years. Her easygoing, reliable friend was very capable of killing a person, in any number of ways.

			She swallowed against a dry throat and turned away from the detective, unexpected tears burning her eyes.

			

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			

			

			A few neighbours and other townspeople had gathered at a curious but respectful distance from his house, beyond the police tape and the growing collection of official vehicles.

			Simon walked down the driveway beside Nick and Haddad, aware of the eyes watching him. Conjecture would be running wild, transforming quickly into rumour and gossip. After all, they barely knew him. He’d moved here from Strathnairn only a month before his latest call-up, and although some of them already knew him through his National Parks and SES work in the wider district, he was still a newcomer, a stranger in their midst. Unless someone had seen Hayley, or her killer, they had no reason to trust him or believe in his innocence.

			The senior forensic officer who met them at the door wasted few words on polite sympathy. ‘Can you tell me exactly what you did when you arrived earlier?’ he asked. ‘How you came in, where you walked, what you touched?’

			No longer on alert for danger, as he entered his house this time Simon immediately began looking for anything out of place. Not easy, with detectives on either side of him, and forensic officers already moving methodically through the rooms. He described his earlier movements, answered questions, all the while fighting the urge to drag the officers standing around Hayley’s body away from her, to protect her from their impersonal scrutiny.

			Small, fragile and defenceless, but he hadn’t been there to protect her from the killer who’d stabbed her multiple times. He couldn’t even protect her from the man who photographed the wounds and described her condition into a voice recorder.

			He’d caused her so much grief, when he’d only wanted to keep her safe from harm. If it turned out someone had come here looking for him and found her . . . He pushed past Nick and walked out of the room, hardly able to draw air into his lungs.

			In the kitchen, one of the forensic officers lifted out the plastic bag lining the swing-top rubbish bin beside the sink. A bag hanging straight, lightly weighted with rubbish.

			Simon reached out a hand to take it but the woman held it back. Of course. They weren’t going to allow him to touch anything. ‘I emptied that before I left,’ he told her. ‘I put in a clean bag.’

			There was a soft metallic clink as the officer lowered the bag to the floor and opened the top to peer inside.

			Nick must have followed him and overheard. ‘What’s in there?’ he asked from behind Simon.

			Her glance darted to Simon before she answered the detective. ‘Cans. An empty packet or two.’ She reached in with a gloved hand, carefully shifting the contents. ‘One tin was sliced peaches. There’s a salmon can, too. And . . .’ She pulled out three plastic wrappers, uncrinkled them to see the labels. ‘Skim milk powder. Nuts. And a muesli bar.’

			Long-life food. Nothing perishable. ‘I had all those things in the pantry,’ Simon said. ‘I emptied the fridge before I left and switched it off.’ His thoughts racing to process the possibilities, he turned to Nick. ‘Hayley must have needed food. You saw how skinny she is. And her clothes . . .’ That simple white dress, the scuffed and worn leather sandals. ‘She can’t have had much money.’

			Haddad crossed the passage from the study to join them. ‘Is there any drug paraphernalia?’

			Simon’s anger flared as the forensic officer started to go through the rubbish again. ‘Hayley didn’t do drugs,’ he insisted.

			‘You have no idea what she did or didn’t do in the last twelve years,’ Haddad retorted.

			The truth of it stung, but Simon didn’t let Haddad see it. ‘No. But I knew her for years before that. Her mother was an addict. Hayley was determined not to be like her and avoided all drugs. She wouldn’t even take a painkiller.’

			‘People change. Make sure you collect the bathroom bin contents, too,’ she instructed the officer.

			‘Do you always believe the worst of people?’ he grilled Haddad as he followed her out.

			‘Yes. It’s quicker and easier. I’m rarely pleasantly surprised.’

			Easier? Haddad possibly didn’t realise how much she’d revealed with her use of the word and with the almost inaudible sigh that followed it. Not as hard as the persona she projected. That gave Simon more hope. If Haddad genuinely cared about victims, then she’d care about truth, too, and about justice.

			In his bedroom, his bed was as neatly made as he’d left it, the light summer blanket unrumpled. The clean jeans and t-shirts that he’d hurriedly brought in from the washing line and dumped on the end of the bed had been neatly folded. A lump formed in his throat. But then he caught sight of an orange blanket and a pillow on a beanbag in the corner and it almost undid him, the shock a sledgehammer to his gut, making him grip the doorframe for stability while the room wavered in front of him.

			‘What is it?’ he heard Haddad ask.

			A memory. A memory of a rushed marriage, a hurried move from barracks to an apartment, a delivery van that failed to arrive with a new bedroom suite and bedding . . . His wedding night he’d just been able to afford the honeymoon suite in a Parramatta hotel, but the second night of their married life they’d curled up together on the beanbag on the floor of the empty bedroom of their new apartment, cuddling under the orange blanket they’d found at an op shop minutes before it closed.

			Whenever he’d come back from deployments, Hayley always had that blanket on the bed, a bright splash of colour against the subdued blues in the room. He’d kept both the blanket and the beanbag, all these years, because it never seemed right to get rid of them.

			‘Kennedy? Are you okay?’

			‘Yeah,’ he lied. He cleared his throat. ‘Hayley loved that blanket. She must have found it in the wardrobe. The beanbag was over there, under the window, so she’s moved it.’ To the corner between the bed and the wall. Tucked in where no one could see her from the window, and barely from the door. ‘She could have used my bed, or the bed in the other room. So why huddle down there?’

			Haddad folded her arms and studied him coolly. ‘Some men treat their wives like dogs,’ she said.

			He silently counted to three before he answered, crushing his anger for a more reasoned response. ‘You must have seen some atrocious things in your career, Detective. But most men respect and do their best to care for the people they love.’

			‘Did you love her?’ Haddad challenged.

			No clear answer sprang to his mind. His gaze drifted back to the orange blanket, the memories of the first days of his marriage vivid. He made an attempt to answer the question honestly. ‘I thought I did,’ he said. ‘But I’m not sure anyone really understands about love in their early twenties. And the army demands a lot from any marriage. I meant my vows, though, and honouring them was important to me.’ And he’d kept them, all of the formal ones of the marriage service. It was his own vow to protect her that he’d failed in, too many times. He’d protected her from her father, in those early years. But that hadn’t been enough.

			‘You should contact her father,’ he said to Haddad. ‘He is . . . at least he was . . . involved in drug dealing. He served a few years in prison in Victoria. Hayley’s evidence – she was only fifteen – helped put him there. He never forgave her, and when he got out he threatened to kill her.’ That’s why she’d run to Simon, terrified, catching an overnight bus from Melbourne to Sydney to find him at Holsworthy army base. Only his own threats, backed up by four of his army mates who joined him in a desperate drive to Melbourne on a few days off, had made the bastard keep his distance from Hayley.

			Haddad looked doubtful, as though she still wanted him in the frame. ‘I’ll need a name, address, whatever you know about him.’

			‘I kept a file for a while. He was convicted of a series of aggravated assaults about ten years ago, and went back to prison. He might be out by now.’

			‘You kept a file? What kind of file?’

			‘Just a few records, mostly media reports of the second conviction. I had a private investigator check on him, years ago, to make sure he was still in Victoria, away from Hayley. It’s all on my computer.’ The one smashed on the floor of his study. ‘The hard drive is backed up online. I can get the file for you.’

			‘Hmm. Forensics may be able to get it off your hard drive.’

			Shit, she was trying his patience. He blew a long breath out through his nose to try to keep his anger in check. ‘Detective Haddad, examining the scene of a murder is one thing. But I believe searching my computer files requires a warrant.’

			A quick gleam in her eyes almost made it to a smile. ‘Do you have something to hide, Kennedy?’

			He briefly considered handing her the drive there and then. If she expected gigabytes of porn and other suspect activity then the actual contents would disappoint her. But principle and procedure mattered.

			‘Private doesn’t equate with criminal, Detective,’ he reminded her. ‘My personal correspondence, papers and journals are private, and not relevant to this. Except . . .’ Yes, except one. ‘I can give you a copy of the letter and the settlement offer I sent five months ago to the last address I had for Hayley, from years ago. I assumed she hadn’t received it because she didn’t respond.’
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