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  Dedication




  This book is dedicated to my dear wife whom I lost in 2007. She always encouraged me to do better, and my memory of her will always be with me.




  Chapter 1




  Melbourne, Australia




  The darkness and cold wind enclosed him as he glanced desperately behind him down the alley. The light from a distant street lamp gave the only sign of hope. The blue stone pavers of the laneway echoed his footsteps as he ran in a panic. Heavy clouds made the night even darker. He ignored the first few drops of rain. The weather was the least of his worries.




  The streets were empty, shops closed, offering him no refuge at this late hour. He knew the consequences of his actions, and finding safety was the only thing that could save him now.




  Why did he have to be so greedy? He knew the unforgiving nature of his assailant.




  Still, a hundred million dollars was a figure worth taking any risk for. With his collar pulled high, he moved through the darkness with a speed he didn’t think possible. Only another twenty meters to the safety of the street.




  “Thank God,” he muttered as he reached the end of the lane and hopefully—safety. His heart thumped against his chest. Fear grew stronger when a hand grabbed his coat front, pushing him up against a corrugated fence and back into the darkness.




  “Please,” he pleaded when he saw the hatred in the man’s eyes. Cold piercing eyes holding him in a hypnotic stare.




  “You tried to double cross me, Flanagan. That was stupid.”




  “I didn’t mean to; it was an accident,” he spluttered.




  Flanagan held his gaze on the black weapon in the man’s hand. The gun gave no reflection, just a cold object he knew held death.




  “How can it be an accident when you involve others in the deal? You were trying to cheat me.”




  Sweat ran off his brow, despite the coolness of the night. “No, honest I wasn’t. It sort of slipped out when I was drunk. He won’t interfere in the deal.”




  “I’ll make sure of that. I can’t trust you anymore.”




  “You can, you can,” he said. His body trembled out of control.




  “I should have known better than to trust scum like you.” With a crash, he pushed Flanagan harder against the fence.




  “Please, it won’t happen again.”




  “For once you’re right.” He lifted the gun and placed it against Flanagan’s forehead, holding it there. Flanagan couldn’t move. His eyes open wide, his hands shaking even more.




  “I’ll make amends, I will.” There was a guttural cry from Flanagan’s lips as he pleaded for his life.




  The man sneered at Flanagan’s words. “And how will you do that?”




  “I’ll tell them it was all a joke.”




  “And they’ll believe you,” said the man, frowning.




  Flanagan let out a breath. Maybe there was hope yet.




  “Sure they will. They’ll be pissed off, but I can convince them.”




  “Hmm,” said the man. “I’d better give this some thought.”




  He pulled the weapon back from Flanagan’s forehead just a few centimeters, and for one brief moment, Flanagan held hope that he might live through the night.




  “I’ve thought about it,” said the man grinning. “I don’t think that will work.”




  The gun emitted a soft ‘whump’ of a silenced shot, and then there was nothing.




  * * * *




  Alison McIvor sat confidently on her chair facing Inspector Ian Sanders, the top man of the homicide department.




  “First congratulations Alison. You are only the second woman promoted to the homicide squad. Your parents would be proud of you.”




  “Thank you sir. I’ve worked hard to get here.”




  “That you have and you deserve it but I need to give you a word of caution before you actually join the squad. Detective Sergeant Tony Melissa will be your boss and he is a hard man to please. Do well and he will acknowledge it, but do badly and he will make it hard for you. Understand?”




  “I met Detective Melissa a few years ago when I joined the department. I think I know his methods.” And his techniques in bed, she thought, but only she and he knew about those. Fortunately those days were past.




  Sanders nodded. “Obviously, you have experienced some of the attitude of the male members of the force before. Unfortunately there is a bias by some members against women and the homicide department will be no different.”




  Alison smiled. “I know what you are talking about sir, and I know how to handle myself. You can be sure they’ll get back whatever they dish out.”




  Sanderson touched his fingers together and smiled. “I think some of them are in for a surprise. Report today to Detective Melissa. Good luck.”




  “Thank you sir. I’ll make it a soft approach.”




  Alison reported to Tony Melissa who raised his eyebrows when she entered his office.




  “Alison. I heard you were promoted but didn’t expect you until next week. Welcome.”




  “Thank you Tony, I’m happy to be here.”




  “Okay, better lay down the ground rules. First I’m your boss and I don’t want you to get too familiar. Just do your job and we will get along just fine.”




  “You mean we forget we ever had a relationship.”




  “Exactly. Water under the bridge. You were only a junior constable and a few years have passed since then.”




  “Do the rest of the staff know we were once a couple?”




  “No and they won’t unless you tell them. As far as they’re concerned we have just met.”




  Alison nodded. “Good, that’s the way I want it too. I made a fresh start and I gather you did as well.”




  “Okay, follow me and I’ll introduce you to the other detectives.”




  Tony made the introductions and Alison noted the cynical look some gave her. She expected shit to be thrown at her, but she was more than ready to throw it back.




  She noted some of their habits. Slobs she thought, but that’s their business.




  The job was different than what she expected. She knew she was the junior here but didn’t expect the boring jobs given to her. She had been at her desk for the last hour working on several tedious reports. On days like these she felt she had joined the force only to do paperwork. No action since she arrived at Homicide. A half empty plastic cup of tepid coffee stood near the pile of files that lay perfectly parallel with the edge of the desk. Pens and pencils stood in a holder. A phone looked at her from an angle, within easy reach. The rest of the desk was bare of unnecessary clutter.




  “Why the bored look, Ally?” asked Greg Chambers, one of the detectives seated near her.




  “Does anything happen here? All I’ve had to do is answer phones, fetch files and twirl my pencil.”




  “You’re the newbie in here. Get used to it for a while.”




  “God, I joined at eighteen, ran third in small arms fire, second in my graduation, did well in unarmed combat and all I seem to do now is a big fat nothing.”




  He raised an eyebrow. “Where did you work before becoming a detective? Wasn’t that interesting?”




  “More than in here. I worked in the Western Suburbs looking after battered women and children for six years. I expected more action as a detective.”




  “Things do get busy. We’ve had two murders since you’ve been here—what is it? A week?”




  “Yes, and all I’ve been told is answer the damn phone.”




  “You’ll get your chance. Tony will see to that.”




  Yes, Tony Melissa. Her now boss and the man she had had a short but torrid affair with when she was a junior constable. Then he ended it abruptly. Why? He never explained and that had made her angry. Now it was past experience, and she had more important things to do than worry about Senior bloody Sergeant Tony Melissa.




  She adjusted the papers on her desk into a neat pile, her phone in front of her and her computer within easy reach. She noted the sneers from some of the other detectives. Neatness was not in their vocabulary.




  Their desks looked like rubbish bins with half eaten sandwiches, hamburgers, screwed up fast food papers and plastic coffee cups. The rubbish bin must have looked like a basketball ring to most, but none of them would make the team.




  She looked at one who seemed to be doing the most sneering.




  “Your wife must think she’s married to a pig.”




  “My, my, aren’t we touchy?” he said, smirking at her.




  “I like neatness, something that you—and clearly others around here—don’t understand.”




  He gave a grin and returned to his desk.




  She returned her attention to Tony who sat at his desk, peering at some paperwork. What had it been? Six years. Some memories just stayed with you. She looked away and sighed. She’d been naïve and stupid, but from the moment she’d seen him her heart had gone into overdrive. Love had hit her like a home run. Or she thought it had.




  The torrid affair had lasted no more than six weeks. Then nothing. He had ended it quickly and brutally.




  She had fallen for his charm, and still in uniform they had fallen into bed, on their fifth date. But, something hadn’t been right. Their sexual encounters were...disappointing to say the least. He only wanted to satisfy his own needs. She figured she had little to compare him with, but she had expected more.




  She’d known he had a reputation but as far as she knew, he’d stayed faithful to her.




  Until the break. Was it a case of wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am? She shrugged. Anyway, she was over it. She just didn’t care anymore. She had her career, if it would just get started.




  If only the bastard would give me a chance.




  She looked at the two or three detectives who had been friendly and had joked with her. The others? She didn’t know. Maybe this was affirmative action, and if it was then she didn’t like it.




  “Hey, Greg? Am I the only female detective in this group?”




  Greg grinned. “No, you’re the second. Maria has spent three years here. She’s a tough cookie.”




  “Then where the hell is she?” Ally looked around and could see no sign of another female.




  “On maternity leave for six months.”




  “Then I’m it?”




  He gave a laugh. “You’re it.”




  “Lucky me,” Ally muttered to herself.




  She wasn’t a lackey for any of them and for a couple of days she rode the waves but seethed underneath. Then, one of the detectives smiled and said, “Ally, go and get four coffees, two black and two with sugar. Thanks, Sweetie.”




  Sweetie? She blew her top. She had tried to be nice but now it was time to act.




  As banter and laughs floated around the room she took a chair, placed it in the center of the office and stood up on it with her arms folded across her chest.




  The talk and chatter receded as the members of the room became aware of her.




  Silence reigned.




  “I have your attention. Good.” Her lips thinned. “I’ll only say this once. I understand I am the junior officer in this group, and I’m willing to listen to advice given by the more experienced of you. But I’m not your bloody wife, and I feel sorry for them if you treat them as you treat me. I’m here to solve murders, not fetch coffee. If you ask me to get you coffee again, all you’ll get is the cup emptied into your lap. I’ll respect you if you respect me. Any questions?”




  No one spoke until Barry Corrigan put up his hand. He was one of the friendly detectives who had made her welcome upon her arrival.




  “Yes, Barry?”




  “Every Friday night we go to the pub for a drink after work, if nothin’s doin’. You’re invited.” A large grin spread across his face. “But you buy the first round. It’s the rule for newbies.”




  Ally smiled. “Thanks, Barry. I accept.”




  Barry opened his hand to receive a twenty-dollar note from the detective standing next to him and Ally looked at him in askance.




  “I bet you would give us a serve within the first week.” He laughed. “The others said it would take two. Thanks to you, Ally, I’m a rich man.”




  “Then maybe the first round should be on you.”




  “Not in the rules.” He laughed again.




  She laughed with him. At least they knew now she would not take shit from them, and she had gained new respect. Her only obstacle now was her boss.




  Tony Melissa signaled her. His dark hair, Italian heritage, and dark piercing eyes still made her heart flutter a little. According to Tony, as far as the rest of the squad was concerned, they had never met before she arrived on her first day. At least that’s what she thought.




  “Ally, get me a coffee please.” Tony looked up from some mundane paperwork and through the open door of his office. He had to have seen the exchange between Ally and the other detectives.




  The hackles immediately rose. It was time. This could be the shortest appointment on record. She made the coffee, stormed into his office and slapped the cup on his desk. Some spilled on his paperwork making him frown at her manner.




  Taking a sip, he looked at her. “Jesus, there’s no sugar in it.”




  Her face colored. “Am I here to get you coffee? Look, I know I made an error of judgment in the past but...” She drew a breath, not sure where to go with this. “...I presume you think I’m capable of being a good detective or I wouldn’t be here. Just so I’m clear—does our past relationship have anything to do with me getting this job?”




  Instead of showing anger, his features softened. “Shut the door and sit down.”




  She closed the door shut, sat and stared coldly at him.




  “First, you’re not here to get my coffee. The order was just to get you in here. Second, yes, you are a good detective.” A brief flash of appreciation hit her at his words. “You’re new here and it might take a little time to settle in.”




  “I’m coping.”




  “Yeah, you are. Our past relationship is our business but to make you feel a little easier, I want to say that I’m your boss in here and I have to treat you as I treat all the other detectives. I hope you understand that.”




  “I wouldn’t want it any other way.” She couldn’t help the frown she felt, a tug at her lips.




  “Good. I can’t forget what happened six years ago, but it can’t interfere in the way I run things.”




  Ally nodded slowly. This pleased her a little. “I’m not asking for favors.”




  “And you won’t get any. I run a tight ship and if you muck up then I’ll let you know about it. When you do, well, I’ll also tell you—”




  She sucked in a breath. “Before you go on, can I ask you a question that has bothered me for years? Once I know, I’ll consider this topic done and over.”




  “Sure, go ahead.”




  “Was I just libido relief?”




  He gave her a slow stare she couldn’t interpret. “Nope.”




  “That’s all you can say? Nope?”




  “Look, I still think you are sexy and beautiful—”




  “I’m sexy and beautiful? That makes me eligible to be a detective?”




  “You have a few more attributes,” he said with a smirk on his face.




  “Such as?” she scowled.




  “You don’t take shit from anyone. You’re tough—that’s what you need to succeed in this job.”




  She scowled again, shrugging with a shake of her head. “Then why?”




  “Because I’m in the same mold. It wouldn’t have worked.”




  “Why not?”




  “I don’t like competing with people who work under me. Let’s leave it at that.”




  “Why would we have been competing?” His statement puzzled her.




  “It would have been like a teacher and a student. Figure it out for yourself.”




  “I see. You didn’t want people to see you dating a junior constable. Is that what you’re saying?




  He stared at her and she knew he was a little uncomfortable with the turn in conversation. “Something like that. You can be a little aggressive. I wanted you near me, but we can’t be an item—at least not in here. Do you understand what I’m saying?”




  She nodded, not happy with his answer. The logic of his words sank home. Starting another relationship would be a disaster not only for them but for the whole of the homicide squad. She noted how he stared quickly out of his window as if the rest of the squad could hear.




  “I always figured you didn’t like my performance in the sack.”




  He looked up sharply, a smile breaking out on his face. “Nothing could be further from the truth.” The smile slipped a little. “But, this is better. For both of us. Then and now.”




  “I didn’t agree at the time but thanks for explaining.” At least now she knew where she stood.




  “Anything else bugging you?”




  “Not yet but you’ll hear about it when I do. Am I going to suffer for this?”




  He relaxed as he sat back in his chair. “No. You have the makings of a good homicide detective. You have spunk and that can only be a good thing. That’s it.”




  * * * *




  Half an hour later Barry came to her desk and handed her an envelope. “Better see this. It just came in from New South Wales.”




  “What is it?” She frowned as she flipped open the envelope and found a file, some photos and a DVD. The photos were of an attractive man with dark hair and dark blue eyes. His eyes were the most attractive point of the photo. They held a look of invincibility and arrogance, but his smile seemed to counteract that. She read the description from the file.




  Daniel Reilly, suspected drug dealer and murderer. Nothing could be proven against him despite numerous charges brought by the New South Wales Police. Six foot three, dark hair, good physique, twenty seven years old and known to associate with the crime element of Sydney. Known as Lover Boy because of his association with inexperienced females. As none of them would ever give evidence against him in charges brought, consequently all charges were dropped.




  Ally could see how he got the nickname ‘Lover Boy’. Pity someone as good looking as him had to be a crook.




  She slipped the DVD into her computer and watched an interview between the cops and Reilly. It brought a renewed interest. His body language was impressive. He sat up straight and confident, his jaw thrust out, and he solidly met the eyes of the interviewer. He had the confidence of an elite sportsman as he parried the questions thrown at him.




  His voice, his manner—all spoke to arrogant confidence.




  The way his eyes flashed and creased with a smirk when the questions came thick and fast. She had to remind herself he was a criminal—likely a murderer—and she had no business contemplating him as anything else.




  The frustrations of the detectives doing the interview brought a smile to both her and Reilly. The grin on his face should have told her he was dangerous, but this sort of man seemed to attract her. Tony had the same arrogance and confidence.




  At least Reilly was in New South Wales, and she was unlikely to meet him, not that she wanted to.




  “He’s a smart bastard, isn’t he?” said Barry as he watched the video over her shoulder.




  “With his charm he could be a very successful con man,” she replied.




  Barry took out a cigarette and started to light up. Ally gave him an icy stare and he took the hint.




  “Why are they sending this to us? We’re homicide and in Victoria.”




  Barry placed his hand on her shoulder as he leaned over her chair. Again an icy look and he hastily removed it. “They reckon he’s down here on business and if someone suddenly gets murdered in the drug trade, then he’s a likely suspect.”




  She extracted the DVD from the computer and replaced everything in the envelope before handing it back to Barry.




  * * * *




  Tony’s phone rang the next day, immediately making him scowl. He picked it up after finishing a sentence on his worksheet, sitting back with his feet on his desk with a cup of coffee he made himself.




  “Melissa, homicide,” he answered.




  “This is Constable Frazer, detective. There’s been a body found in the bush. Better come and take a look.”




  “Where?” he asked quickly, sitting forward to scratch down the details.




  Given the address, he scribbled it down then turned to look at Ally through the glass of his office. He opened his door and called to her.




  “Ally, can you come in here for a minute?” She immediately put down her pen and crossed to his office. “Shut the door,” he said when she stepped inside.




  She complied and sat in front of him.




  “I’m about to give you your chance to show your talents.” He put down his cup, leaned back and touched his fingers. “There’s a murder and I want you in on it. The others are busy with other cases, but it’s your chance. Are you up to it?”




  “You have to ask?”




  “Right, get your coat. We’re out of here.”




  She beat him out of the office and reached for her coat hanging on a coat hanger behind her desk. “Where are we going?”




  “Uniform found a body out in the bush. Someone put a bullet in his head.” He slipped on his suit coat and headed towards the door.




  She walked with him to the underground car park and climbed into his car.




  “Where is the body?” she asked as he turned the car out into St. Kilda Road then to the ring road heading towards the Hume Highway.




  “To the back of Kilmore. Apparently someone’s dumped him there, not even bothering to hide him. Some kids found him and called uniform.”




  Soon they were in the mire, fighting their way through the busy afternoon traffic like the rest of the motorists. From four-thirty on it was a nightmare. Bumper-to-bumper, semi’s swerving from lane to lane—all trying to get to other cities with their loads.




  “Do we know who he is?” He could see the anticipation in her face “Not a clue. That’s for us to find out. Just take note of any evidence that comes to light. You have to learn.”




  He was aware of the glances she stole as he drove. Fondly, he wondered where they would be today if their relationship hadn’t taken the course it had. He knew he still held an attraction for her that annoyed her. Obviously she wanted no man in her life after that episode. And like it or not, that was his fault.




  * * * *




  The Ring Road had semi-trailers and sedans making their way north. They slowed traffic to a snail’s pace, but once they passed Fawkner, the road deviated into the Hume Highway leading to Sydney and other northern cities. The traffic finally thinned out. Ally always wondered where they went. One minute it was bumper-to-bumper, then suddenly hardly a car was in sight. The exit to Kilmore came up, and Tony turned towards the small town.




  A patrol car sat by a dirt track with a constable directing traffic away from the crime scene. Tony flashed his badge and the policeman pointed them in the right direction. He eased the car over the track to a site cordoned off by crime scene tape. The body was some three klicks from the town. Several other patrol cars were parked with men standing amongst them, waiting for homicide to arrive.




  A couple nodded to Tony as he alighted from the vehicle. Two young boys around ten or eleven sat in one of the police cars. Both boys looked distressed. She presumed neither of them had seen a dead body before.




  “Where is it?” snapped Tony, giving the kids a bland stare. One of the cops pointed to a large gum tree some twenty meters away. It stood out like a solitary beacon from the small saplings and the blue and white checked crime scene tape surrounding it.




  Ally admired the way he took control with his body language. It was easy to see who was in charge. “Forensics is already here,” she said, watching them taking pictures and scouting the area. Several white-clad figures hovered over the body.




  Charley Fox, the forensics officer, stood up and straightened his back as he slipped his hands behind him. Twenty years’ experience made him an old hand at this caper. Silver threads were appearing in his locks and moustache, and his appealing friendly smile welcomed her. Ally figured him to be around fifty.




  “What do you think, Charley?” Tony gave a sigh and shook his head. “Does anyone ever get used to this?”




  “No. Been dead around fourteen hours. Probably died about three this morning. It’s pretty clear he was killed elsewhere and dumped here. No footprints, no empty shell casings, no tire marks. I doubt we’ll find a bullet judging by the exit wound in the back of his skull.”




  “What caliber?” asked Tony.




  “Probably a nine-millimeter. The kids found him when they skipped school. They don’t know much. No wallet in his pocket; in fact everything has been cleared out except this.” He handed Tony a receipt taken from the victim’s shirt pocket.




  Ally looked at the man’s blood covered face. The plastic covering him had been unwound exposing his body for forensics to work on. A hole showed in the middle of his forehead and blood had run down forming a large patch staining his shirt. The stained receipt gave little information except the name of a motel.




  “Bag this, Ally,” Tony said, handing the receipt to her. “And put your rubber gloves on before touching it. You should know that.” He snapped at her and waited for her to slip on some medical gloves before taking the receipt. She felt like a naughty school girl and was aware that it made him smirk. She had intentions of donning her gloves before beginning their inspection of the body, but she suspected he jumped the gun just to throw his supervisory weight around. She noticed he hadn’t put his on yet.




  She looked at the receipt and slipped it into a plastic bag, then gave her attention to the body. She’d seen dead people before. Accident victims had looked much worse than this. In fact, she remembered one such victim having his arm torn from his body by the force of the impact.




  Tony squatted down with her as they peered at the victim’s face




  “What do you reckon?” said Tony frowning. “Around thirty-five, maybe forty?”




  “Yes, I’d say nearer to forty. His face is weather beaten so he could have worked outside for most of his life. Maybe on the docks or in the building industry.”




  “Or on the land or in any one of a million bloody outdoor jobs. Never jump to conclusions, Ally. It can lead you onto the wrong path.”




  “I wasn’t,” she said with a touch of anger in her voice. “I was just giving some suggestions.” Then she bit her tongue. He was only giving her advice.




  “Yeah, okay. Write down the name of the motel and we’ll check it out when we get back. Nothing else we can do here, so let’s go. Forensics will get all the details.”




  * * * *




  Silence reigned on the trip back as Ally turned the evidence over in her mind. Tony obviously didn’t want to talk.




  Back into the heavy traffic of Melbourne, the last hour took longer than the trip to Fawkner. Living in rural Victoria certainly had something going for it. St. Kilda Road came up and Tony eased into the car park. Little was said until they reached the office.




  Tony looked around for any officer who appeared to be without a job then turned back to Ally. “Okay, everyone seems busy so find all the motels bearing the name Sun Downer. There’ll probably be quite a few.”




  “I’ll get the phone book and check them out.”




  He snapped his head toward her. “No, you won’t. There’s a listing for every motel in the state on our computer. Time is money. Start to think like a detective. It’s the only way to learn.”




  Hell, she was making mistakes already. Red-faced with anger, she turned on the computer, punched in Sun Downer to search the files, ignoring the sniggers from Barry and the grins of one or two detectives.




  Tony could be a real bastard when he wanted to be, but he said it with a softness in his voice. She understood she had to learn but he could have said it out of ear shot from the other detectives. Then she thought back to when he gave one of the other detectives a serve for a small mistake. He was the boss and things had to be done right.




  He ran a tight ship and like it or not, she had to comply.




  Ten minutes later, she handed him a print out with a list of motels.




  “There’s five in the Metropolitan area and six in the country called Sun Downer.”




  “Where in the city?” he asked snatching the paper from her hand and studying it carefully.




  “Frankston, Dandenong, Glen Iris, Broadmeadows and Preston,” she snapped back making him glance up quickly.




  “So, which do you think we should check out first, Detective?” He sat back with his hands locked behind his head.




  “Broadmeadows and Preston are on the Kilmore side of the city. It seems logical that whoever killed him wouldn’t travel from Frankston or Dandenong to dump him in Kilmore.”




  “Now that’s good thinking. Keep that up and there’s a chance we might make a detective out of you yet.” He gave her an insolent grin. Was he being funny or trying to put her down?




  “Sure,” she said angrily. “Not all blondes are just boobs and arse. Some of us can actually think.”




  He grinned at her response. “Okay, take a trip out to the motels after getting a shot of what’s left of the bloke’s face and show it around. We might get lucky. Of course there’s no reason to think he was killed in the motel. It could have been anywhere.”




  “You mean you don’t want someone to supervise me?” she said sarcastically.




  She stood defiantly in front of his desk. He might be boss, but he should show her the respect she deserved.




  “I already said you’re smart and capable. I think you might be able to manage this by yourself. I want a report back as soon as possible. Don’t stand there, Ally; get busy.”




  She hesitated, then turned and stormed from the office. She knew she was over reacting. Tony was only doing his job and wanted her to do well. As soon as she reached the door she could hear the chuckles.




  “Give her a chance, Tony,” she heard Barry say. “She’s got guts and intelligence.”




  “I know, and a nice arse, too,” answered Tony. It was male talk but it made Ally smile as she suspected he still thought about her. If anyone else had said it she would have been spitting fire. She caught the elevator to the forensics office to pick up a photo, glad he still noticed.




  Chapter 2




  Ally entered forensics and found Charley with his feet on his desk taking it easy. His office wasn’t much better than the detective room, filled with equipment, except here no rubbish lay scattered around. His desk, however, had a huge pile of files over it. At least they were placed one on top of the other.




  Charley chewed on a bun and held a coffee cup in his other hand when she entered his office. “G’day love. I can offer you a coffee, but this is my only bun.”




  “Thanks, but no thanks, Charley,” she said. His friendly approach appealed to her.




  He took a slurp of his coffee, then gave his attention back to her. “I haven’t got much yet. Should have something later this afternoon.”




  “Okay. Do you have a photo I can show around?”




  Charley opened his drawer and produced several photos, scattering them over the only ‘clear part of his desk. “Sure do. Take your pick. I don’t think this bloke would have gotten rave notice from the movie buffs. He’s almost as ugly as Barry.”




  She gave a chuckle. “Barry is not that bad. In fact he’s quite funny at times. He likes to send me up, but can take it when I give it back.”




  “Yeah, he’s a smart bastard, too. Pretends to play the dill, but he knows what goes on.”




  She studied the photos and selected one. “He doesn’t look good in any of them, but I’ll take this one. It sure is a neat hole in the center of his forehead.”




  “You should see the back of his head. Get it back to me when you’ve finished with it.”




  “Thanks. I’m off to see what I can find out.”




  * * * *




  As she drove out of the underground car park she knew she had only two nearby choices to check out—Broadmeadows and Preston. She selected the Preston motel to check first. Working alone she knew she could go on her gut instincts; they had never let her down before and she was confident they wouldn’t let her down now.




  She wound her way through the city and took Brunswick Street towards Preston. The traffic remained tight all the way to Bell Street. She turned into Plenty Road and then drove to the entrance of the motel.




  It proved useless. The photo she had probably didn’t display a good likeness of the man when he was alive. Deceased photos never did. None of the people at the motel showed the slightest flicker of recognition. Next option. After driving to Broadmeadows, she parked in front of the reception area of the motel.




  Turning her attention to the building, she noted it hadn’t aged well and looked every one of the years since it was built. Most of the unit doors needed a fresh coat of paint, and the excuse for a garden was laughable.




  The various pastel shades of all the motel room doors had a 1950’s look about them. Taking the photo out, she studied it again, trying to reinforce the visual image of him in her mind before going into the motel.




  She wouldn’t have given it a second look if she had been after motel accommodation.




  Closing the car door, she entered the reception area.




  A man who fitted in perfectly with the motel looked up from his desk and gave her a smile. He had on shabby clothes and sported a goatee that seemed to sprout more hair than his receding hairline.




  Aware of his gaze traveling up and down her body, she reached for her police badge. She loved to see the changed expression when she did this.




  “What can I do for you, love?” he said, folding his newspaper and placing it on his desk.




  “Detective Senior Constable Ally McIver, homicide squad. Have you seen this man in the last twenty-four hours?”




  The word homicide didn’t encourage interest. He dropped his newspaper and stood up quickly. “No,” he said glancing at the photo with a dour look.




  Ally scowled at him and slammed the photo on his desk. “Look again. He took a room here yesterday. I have the receipt in my pocket.” It was a bluff, but it worked.




  Reluctantly he took the photo once again and studied it as if deep in thought. “Shit, he doesn’t look well,” he said handing it back.




  “You wouldn’t either if you were in his condition. Check your records.”




  “Don’t have to. He booked into room twelve for three days yesterday morning.”




  “Under what name?” said Ally, frowning at the man in her fiercest manner. He blew smoke into the air from the cigarette hanging from his lips. Ally gave a little cough, but it had no effect, as he didn’t take the hint.




  The man looked at his sign-in book, squinting as the smoke rose into his eyes and then back at her. “His name is Harold White. He pre-paid cash when he arrived. No car.”




  “Did he make any phone calls?”




  The man scratched his head. “A couple, that’s all I know.”




  Ally rolled her eyes, shook her head and waited with her hand out. “Well, are you going to give them to me?”




  “Keep your hair on lady. Give me a minute.” He opened a book and searched his records. “Yeah, here you are. One local and one mobile.”




  Ally wrote the numbers down and looked back at the man.




  “Anything else that comes to mind?” She gave him a steely glare but it had little effect.




  “No, nuthin,” he said showing little interest.




  “I see. Give me your key to the room. I need to search it.”




  With an authoritative manner, she held out her hand in anticipation. She smiled as he muttered to himself.




  He reached up to a board and handed over the key. Ally noticed his short body and wondered why the board wasn’t lower.




  “It’s at the end. I’ll take you there. He especially asked for the end room. Said it was away from the traffic.”




  Ally took the key and went to the room with the man. It was a mess.




  “Shit, what’s happened?” said the man his eyes opening wide. The mattress lay on the floor, drawers were opened and upturned, and clothes scattered everywhere.




  “Has the room been cleaned today?” she asked looking at the chaos.




  “What? Do you really think we’d leave a room like this?”




  Ally snapped at him. “It tells me when this happened, now answer the question.”




  “Someone must have been here since it was cleaned—probably around eleven this morning,” the man continued.




  “Obviously. You can go now.” She watched the man leave, then shut the door. Ally slipped on rubber gloves and went through every pocket of the clothing without finding anything.




  The suitcase had been ripped apart, but there was no sign of any identification for the man. Maybe his name was White or maybe something else. After half an hour of fruitless searching she picked up the phone and dialed.




  When it was answered she spoke quickly. “Charley?”




  “Yeah, who is this?”




  “Ally McIver.”




  “Yeah love, what’s the problem?”




  “I’m in a room at the Sun Downer Motel in Broadmeadows, the room of the man we found at Kilmore. I need you to come take some fingerprints.”




  “You got the okay on this?”




  “I’m sure it will be all right. We have to identify him.”




  She heard a sigh. “Okay, but you do the paperwork. I’ll be there in...” He paused. “...an hour, if I can get through the bloody traffic.”




  Ally heard the phone slammed down so she sat and waited. Might as well use the time diligently, she thought and went to the man in reception again. He looked up from his newspaper as she entered and scowled. Having cops on the premises was not a good way to advertise the place.




  “Did Harold White have any visitors?”




  He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “I don’t keep my eyes on every room. Haven’t got the time, but there was a bloke here this morning. Big bastard.”




  “Can you describe him?”




  “As I said, he was a big bastard, maybe six-three. Dark hair, big shoulders. He reminded me of a big tough center half back. Wouldn’t like to cross him.”




  “How old?” Ally asked, writing down the details.




  “Not sure, maybe between twenty-six and thirty. Didn’t take all that much notice.




  People come and go here all the time. Oh yeah, a woman was here last night.”




  “A woman. Can you describe her?”




  “Yeah,” he said grinning. “Blonde—blonder than you. Sexy looking, sexier than—I mean—and big boobs. I reckon she was a hooker. Probably that phone number I gave you.




  She had the usual minder with her in the car. She stayed an hour, then left. Nothin’ unusual about that.”




  Ally made a mental note to dial the number and find out which escort agency provided the service.




  “Anything else?”




  “No, not that I remember.” He returned to his newspaper.




  “Thanks,” said Ally putting away her notebook. Even if she did find the escort agency, White probably gave a false name.




  * * * *




  It was an hour before Charley and another man arrived. Charley, dressed in his white overalls, stood with his hands on his hips and gazed at the room.




  “Shit, it looks like a tornado has been through the place.”




  “Yes, and this is after the place was cleaned. Don’t know if you’ll find anything, but give it a shot.”




  “Okay, step back and leave it to us.”




  Ally watched them work as they dusted everything in sight. Charley gave a grunt of satisfaction when he found prints on the drawer. He pulled out a strip of clear sticky plastic and smoothed it over one of the prints. He did the same with others he found.




  “More than likely any prints you find will be the person who wrecked the place.”




  Charley looked at her and gave a grin. “My thoughts exactly. I need to use the bathroom,” he said walking into the small room at the back. It was not for the task she thought as he returned almost immediately with a small plastic bag containing something.




  “Drugs?” she asked looking at the plastic.




  “No, a tooth brush. It will contain his DNA. This might give us a clue as to who he was.”




  * * * *




  An hour later they were finished and Ally returned to the office. Tony looked up from his desk and watched her enter. She noted his gaze fell on her figure and long legs. This brought a smile to her face. The bastard still had an interest in her. It was good for a girl’s ego.




  “Anything to report, Ally?” Tony sat back and waited for her to enter his office through the open door. She began to sit and then noted his expression. Standing, she gave him her report.




  “Yes, the man took a room in the Broadmeadows motel for three days. He went under the name of Harold White, but that could be an alias.”




  “Gee, I wouldn’t have thought of that.” The sarcasm in his voice made her look sharply at him.




  “We can’t all be clever,” she said and watched the grin disappear from his face. She then continued. “He had a woman visitor last night, probably a hooker according to the owner.”




  “I guess we’ve all got to have some entertainment,” he said placing his hands behind his head.




  “There’s more. When I searched his room, it had been ransacked. Someone had been in after the cleaner had finished.”




  That captured his attention. “Obviously he had something someone wanted.”




  “That’s why I called forensics to come and take some prints if any were available.”




  He sat bolt upright. “On whose authority?” Anger spread over his face as he scowled at her.




  His anger puzzled her. “Didn’t think I needed any. It had to be done as soon as possible.”




  “Now understand this, Senior Constable. I make the decisions in this squad. Anything you find, you report to me directly. You don’t call out forensics. I do. You’re the most junior officer in the squad and calling out others affects the budget. You’re starting to piss me off.”




  “Sorry,” she said but was not intimidated. “We have to find out his identity.” She seethed underneath. Obviously he didn’t expect his officers to use initiative while doing their job.




  He relaxed a little. “Okay. I guess you did the right thing, but let me know first next time. Don’t let it happen again without telling me. Now go down to forensics and see if they came up with anything. As soon as you know then call me. Understand?”




  “I’m on my way, boss,” she said quickly with a touch of sarcasm in her voice then she gave him a mock salute and turned away, her face red with anger and her fists clenched.




  When she reached the passage, Barry followed and called her. “Don’t take it too hard, Ally. He gives all the rookies a hard time at first. What you did was right, but he doesn’t want to admit it. He’s a control freak and wants to know every detail. I guess that’s what makes him a bloody good detective.”




  She gave him a weak smile. “I thought he hated women detectives.”




  “Not true. He only wants the best, and you have to prove you’re it. I know for a fact he thinks you’re pretty smart. Of course he also thinks you’re sexy and attractive.”




  Ally gave that a thought. Don’t go in that direction. “Sometimes I wonder why I took up this job,” she said, feeling disheartened.




  “I heard your father was a cop. That right?”




  “No, it was my mother. She was a detective in the fraud squad until...”




  “What? She retire?” Barry certainly showed interest.




  “She and dad were killed in a car smash when I was seventeen.”




  “Shit. I’m sorry. I didn’t know. She’d be proud of you.”




  “Thanks, Barry, I’d better get on with it.”




  She took the elevator down to forensics feeling a little better, her anger waning. Sexy and attractive, she liked the sound of that. She understood he had to show his authority.




  Without a reprimand the other detectives would wonder, after all, they had taken their share of scorn over the years.




  Perhaps Tony was doing her a favor. She had noticed his eyes glancing at her when he thought she wasn’t looking. Maybe he still had thoughts about their time together, or maybe he was in between women at the moment. As far as she knew he wasn’t married, with no current girlfriend. She was sure he only had to snap his fingers to succeed with the female gender. Maybe he regretted pulling the plug on their past relationship. Well, that was his bad luck.




  Charley sat working at his desk when she entered. He picked up a piece of paper and looked over his glasses perched on the end of his nose.




  “I was just going to call you. I have the results of the fingerprints, but the DNA will take a couple of days. It should only confirm who he was.”




  Ally studied the paper carefully and professionally. “It says you found four different sets.”




  “Yeah, one set was the cleaning woman so she’s ruled out, the second was of a woman, a hooker as you suspected. She has a single conviction of prostitution, the third was the victim.”
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