

[image: Image]



[image: image]





For Mum,


You are, and always will be, my inspiration.


You live forever in my heart.


I hope I’ve done you proud.





PROLOGUE



Without warning, a knife is thrust against her throat. The sharp blade pushes against her skin. She freezes. A thick arm pins her in a strangle-hold from behind. In an instant she is trapped, held captive against a body made of steel. Pure terror shoots like fire through her veins. Her scream sticks in her throat, turns to a choked gurgle. She can’t breathe. The pressure on her windpipe is crushing. Her lungs are burning. She needs air.


Her heart pounds violently. Instinctively her hands fly to her throat. Fingers claw and nails rip at flesh as she thrashes wildly, desperate to break the suffocating grip around her neck. Reaching behind her head she scratches at his face, stabs at his eyes.


The hand smashing into the side of her face stops her struggling. Her knees buckle. Razor-sharp pain explodes in her head and her hands fall limply to her sides.


For a moment everything is black and she feels herself slipping, falling into nothingness. Teetering on the edge of consciousness she hears a familiar voice cut through the ringing in her ears. At first the sound is faint, as though coming from a distance, and then it grows louder until it becomes an insistent scream in her head, pleading with her to fight, to think of their parents; they would not survive losing another child.


Her mind is confused, her thoughts tangled. A breeze comes out of nowhere, brushes across her skin, sending goose bumps along the back of her neck. In the darkness she sees her brother’s face. He is smiling at her, his face aglow.


She tries to process what is happening. But her mind is foggy from the blow to her temple. Is she hallucinating? How can this be? Her brother is dead.


Alarm stabs a hole in her heart. She must be dying . . . or is she dead already?


She is vaguely aware of a heavy hand pulling at her hair, yanking her head back, leaving her throat vulnerable, exposed. There is no pain as the blade slices her skin. She is only conscious of a warm, sticky sensation dribbling slowly down her neck.


Her own blood . . .





CHAPTER 1



TUESDAY, DECEMBER 2011


The siren screamed as the police car’s flashing lights sent pulsing streaks of red and blue across surrounding buildings as it raced past.


Detective Lexie Rogers loved the thrill of an urgent duty dash; the rush of adrenaline pumping through her veins, sharpening her senses, setting her heart pumping in her chest. She loved the sense of buoyancy it created, as if her body was expanding, inflating to allow an infusion of energy to grow inside her.


There was nothing like the sensation of undefined danger to ignite the pheromones and make you feel totally alive, she thought. And right now, she felt more alive than she’d felt for a very long time. A breeze whipped through the open window and played havoc with her long blonde hair. With one hand, Lexie quickly brushed stray strands behind her ear.


She was negotiating a tight corner when suddenly, from out of nowhere, a rush of anxiety tightened her chest and knotted her shoulders. A metallic taste burnt the back of her throat. Her vision blurred and the world tilted dangerously. Exhilaration had promptly turned to fear and trepidation.


No, not now!


Clenching her jaw, Lexie took in a deep breath. Her hands tightened around the steering wheel. No. This would not consume her, she told herself. She refused to be a ghost, a shell of her former self, existing in the shadow of trauma and fear. Swallowing hard, she pushed the panic back down and concentrated on the road ahead.


Coming up behind a Volvo, travelling at least fifteen kilometres under the speed limit, Lexie groaned out loud. She willed the driver to check the rear-view mirror.


Get out of the way.


The driver had no idea they were behind.


‘What are they, deaf?’ Lexie shook her head in exasperation.


‘What?’ Brad yelled over the deafening shriek of the siren.


‘Exactly,’ she shouted back.


When Lexie had taken up her new position at Bondi Junction detectives’ office thirteen days ago, she’d considered herself extremely lucky to have been allocated Detective Sergeant Brad Sommers as a partner. After eight years as a uniform cop at Kings Cross – Sydney’s red light district that never sleeps – she liked to think her instincts about most things, especially people, were pretty accurate. And with Brad she’d sensed instantly he was the real deal. He had no hidden agendas. What you saw was what you got. She liked that. And although he looked like a cop, tall with cropped hair, and carrying a little too much weight, he proudly wore an air of command and intelligence free from arrogance.


Lexie could only hope that, in time, some of his wisdom and self-assurance would rub off on her.


At the first chance Lexie overtook, her brown eyes glaring at the driver as she shot past. The woman stared back, stunned. She really didn’t have a clue.


A car in front came to a screeching halt as a line of pedestrians stopped halfway across a zebra crossing, seemingly paralysed by the police siren. Lexie slammed on the brakes, zigzagged her way around the stationary vehicle, carefully negotiated the pedestrians, then picked up speed once more. Some people panicked and froze when they heard the siren, saw the lights blinking at them. That Lexie could forgive. But drivers who were totally ignorant, oblivious and indifferent to everything going on around them made her blood boil.


They were approaching a red light. She could see the traffic up ahead was at a standstill. The long line of cars stretched before her had nowhere to go. Veering onto the wrong side of the road, she carefully edged her way past the queue of stationary vehicles. Her eyes did a sweep of the intersection. All vehicles remained motionless to allow her to pass.


‘Clear this side,’ her partner called.


Lexie double, then triple-checked it was safe before progressing slowly through the intersection.


From the corner of her eye she saw a truck come out of nowhere. Brad yelled something, a warning, a profanity?


‘I know, I know,’ she screamed back, skilfully darting out of its way.


Finally clear of the congestion, Lexie let out the breath she hadn’t realised she’d been holding and manoeuvred the car back onto the left side of the road, putting her foot down hard on the accelerator.


‘It’s probably a hoax, you know.’ Brad’s voice was an octave higher than normal. ‘No need to get ourselves killed over a stupid furphy.’


Lexie glanced at him briefly as she navigated a tight corner.


‘You don’t know it’s a furphy; could be the real thing.’


‘Yeah, right. Who in their right mind would set themselves on fire?’


‘Someone who’s not in their right mind, I suppose,’ Lexie shot back.


‘Left here,’ Brad told her, reaching forward and flicking the switch to de-activate the siren. Instant silence. ‘Just there.’ He pointed to a fibro house in the middle of the street.


Lexie slammed her foot onto the brake pedal. The car lurched, then screeched to an abrupt halt on the hot bitumen, its rear tyres billowing smoke and leaving the smell of burning rubber in its wake.


‘Bloody hell, woman. Next “so-called” urgent job we get, remind me to drive,’ Brad grumbled.


‘Nothing wrong with my driving,’ Lexie returned. ‘We made it, didn’t we?’


Snatching the radio handset from the dashboard, she informed the operator of their location. ‘Bondi Junction 100 – going off at 20 Denison Street.’


Not waiting for a reply, she was out the door before her partner had even unfastened his seat belt. She was ready for action, dressed in pants and a sleeveless silk blouse, hurrying through the front garden. Sydney’s summer sun was warm and bright, yet Lexie hardly registered the heat. Her mind was fully focused, her instincts on red alert.


Rushing towards the front door she felt a sense of urgency she couldn’t explain. She was aware of an eerie suburban silence; an absence of birds singing or dogs barking. All she could hear was the muffled sounds of traffic in the distance. Lexie knocked, and then jiggled the doorknob. It was locked.


It’s too quiet. Perhaps Brad’s right? It’s a hoax.


But she had a sinking feeling it wasn’t.


Not waiting for Brad, Lexie moved swiftly towards the side gate and fumbled with the latch before shoving it open. She took off at a run. The pounding of her heels on the broken cement path beat in time with the thumping of her heart. As she ran she took in the air that fanned her face, trying to detect the smell of smoke, burning, anything to confirm her fears. She got nothing but the faint scent of lavender.


The side passage stretched before her and it seemed to take an eternity before she reached the back yard. No amount of police training could have prepared her for what she encountered.


Oh God!


Lexie froze mid-stride as though her muscles had suddenly solidified. Her breath caught in her throat. She stared in horror at the figure standing in front of her.


Except for a tattered belt that hung around a tiny waist, the woman was completely naked. She stood perfectly still, on rigid legs, staring back at Lexie through haunted eyes. Her arms were extended stiffly from her torso like a cardboard cutout. Her skin was charred black in parts. Pieces of burnt flesh hung off in chunks, exposing white flesh underneath. The hair on her body, including her head and groin, had been entirely burnt off. The expression on the woman’s face seemed as stunned as Lexie’s.


Hearing heavy footsteps and asthmatic gasping coming up the path behind her, Lexie turned just in time to see the shock register on her partner’s face. Brad’s body jarred to a halt.


‘Shit, not a hoax,’ he wheezed.


Lexie thought that after twenty-two years of working the streets there probably wasn’t much Brad Sommers hadn’t seen. Except maybe this.


Brad found his voice first. It sounded to Lexie as though it came from a long way away.


‘We’re detectives,’ he told the woman calmly, indicating their plain clothes. ‘An ambulance is on its way to help you. It should be here any minute.’


The woman gave a slight incline of her head.


‘Lexie, run inside. Get a sheet, a blanket dampened with water . . . anything to wrap around her,’ Brad instructed.


Lexie ran through the back door and snatched a cotton sheet off the nearest bed. She then hurried to the bathroom and drenched it with cold water under the tap, before wringing it out. Her hands were trembling and she forced herself to take a deep breath.


Handle it, Lexie . . . Breathe.


Back outside Brad had moved closer to the woman. He was speaking to her quietly and nodded to Lexie in silent encouragement as she approached to place the wet sheet around the woman’s shoulders. At this close distance the putrid stench of burning flesh hit Lexie like a slap to the face. It filled her nose, her mouth, permeated the pores of her skin. Her stomach plunged and lurched dangerously. Clenching her lips together, she fought the urge to retch.


When the woman looked up at her, eyes weakly grateful, Lexie suffered a moment’s guilt at her own revulsion. She forced a smile.


‘Are you in pain?’ Lexie asked.


The woman made a motion to turn her head. ‘Can’t feel anything.’


Brad and Lexie exchanged a look. Was that good or bad?


‘Can you tell me your name?’ Brad asked gently.


Lexie was impressed with the compassionate way her partner was dealing with the woman. Her already high regard for him notched up a level.


‘Katia,’ the woman whispered in a hoarse voice. ‘Katia Johannson.’ She lifted her head to stare blankly up at Lexie. ‘I am German,’ she added, as though that explained everything.


‘Is there anyone we can call? Relatives or friends?’


Katia turned her head fractionally. ‘Relatives are in Germany. No one cares.’


‘Can you tell me what happened?’ Lexie found that she was whispering; she didn’t know why.


‘Stupid. So stupid.’ As she spoke Katia’s body remained incredibly still, her mouth was the only part of her that moved. ‘I broke up with my boyfriend and think I want to die. I don’t want to die now!’


Breathing through her mouth to lessen the impact of burning flesh on her senses, Lexie crouched in front of the woman. She noticed that even her eyebrows and eyelashes were gone. ‘What did you do, Katia?’


‘I put petrol on me and rope,’ she began. Lexie followed her eyes to a petrol can in the corner of the yard. Her voice was faint, getting softer by the minute. Brad and Lexie both automatically leant forward to catch her words.


‘I tied rope . . . around waist . . . and lit end of rope. Watched the flames . . . come towards me.’ She paused to suck in a raspy breath. ‘I caught fire . . . and put myself out on grass,’ she told them. A strangled cry that sounded like a wounded animal vibrated through her lips as she uttered the words, ‘Very stupid.’


Trembling, the woman’s shoulders shook and her face contorted. Strangled, tearless sobs shook her whole body and Lexie found herself looking away as a swell of emotion she hadn’t anticipated, wasn’t prepared to deal with, threatened to overwhelm her.


She was a reluctant witness to this woman’s torment, and couldn’t help but wonder at the mental turmoil Katia must have been suffering to commit such an act. Her emotional pain must have been unbearable. Why else would anyone do this to themselves?


Lexie glanced at Brad. She felt the need of some support from her partner in the face of all this horror. When their eyes met he shrugged his huge shoulders in a ‘What can you do’ type of gesture.


‘Who called triple-0, Katia?’ Brad asked.


‘I did. I hoped someone might stop me before I did it. But I still did it. So stupid.’


Lexie heard the siren. Moments later two paramedics appeared. She stepped gratefully out of their way and watched with admiration as they assessed the scene and immediately got to work. Talking quietly to Katia, they laid her gently onto the stretcher, slipped an oxygen mask over her face and inserted an IV line containing clear fluid into a vein. Katia didn’t resist.


The senior officer, a well-built woman who looked to be in her early forties, gave Brad a cursory glance. ‘I’m Rachel Adams. My partner’s Ben Stevens. So what have we got?’


Brad wiped his sweaty forehead with the back of his hand as he explained what they’d encountered on arrival.


‘All we know is that her name is Katia Johannson. She’s German. She told us she poured petrol on herself and set herself alight.’


An involuntary shiver raced across Lexie’s back as he said the words.


‘She broke up with her boyfriend and wanted to die.’


The paramedics nodded their heads, indicating they were listening as they went about their work.


‘Unusual for you guys to be first on the scene; it’s usually the uniform guys we see,’ Rachel remarked.


‘We were around the corner, on our way to another job, when the three beeps came over the radio. Both general duties cars were tied up,’ Brad explained.


The portable radio in Brad’s hand crackled. He moved away, talking into it quietly. Returning a minute later, he told Lexie in a low voice that they were to remain here until the supervisor arrived to assess the scene.


Lexie nodded automatically, though her eyes remained focused on Katia who, although still conscious – only just – was not responding to anything the paramedics said. She was staring, her pupils fixed on something, or nothing, in front of her. It seemed to Lexie she was slipping away, lost within her own tragic little world and beyond caring what happened to her.


Lexie turned to Brad and said quietly, ‘Should we call crime scene?’


‘That’s up to the supervisor. I’m sure he will, though we’re not hanging around here for hours. We have other things to do. When one of the car crew is free, they can come down and take over.’


‘There’s a piece of rope tied around her waist. We need to get rid of that,’ Rachel told them while she was already cutting through it.


They moved closer. The younger paramedic, Ben, shook his head in astonishment as Rachel showed him the rope. Lexie moved closer. What she had believed to be a belt was in fact the rope Katia had used to set herself alight.


Ben was now placing a fresh cotton sheet over Katia while his partner inserted tubes and attached monitors.


‘Let’s load and go,’ Rachel said.


Securing Katia onto the stretcher, both seeming to know instinctively what the other wanted without words, they carefully manoeuvred the wheels across the uneven pathway along the side of the house. Brad held the gate open while Lexie trailed behind feeling useless.


They loaded Katia into the back of the ambulance, Ben sitting alongside her. Rachel slammed the rear doors shut.


‘Will she be all right?’ Lexie asked softly.


Rachel stared at Lexie as if seeing her for the first time. A sympathetic expression crossed her broad face as she shook her head. Grabbing her arm, Rachel steered her away from the back of the ambulance.


‘I’m afraid there’s nothing we can do to help her now except make her comfortable,’ she explained quietly. ‘This woman has burns to about ninety-eight per cent of her body. We’ll give her more morphine on the way to the hospital to ease any pain, but apart from that . . .’ She shrugged her large shoulders as her voice trailed off.


Lexie didn’t move. Her big brown eyes grew even larger as she stared back at the paramedic in astonishment. ‘But I was just talking to her!’


She couldn’t believe it. Clearly Katia was badly burnt but surely they could do something?


‘She was standing up and walking.’


‘I know,’ Rachel continued. ‘But as I said, her body was in shock, that’s what kept her going. That’s what happens with badly burnt victims. Now her body is starting to shut down and there’s absolutely nothing that can be done about it, I’m afraid.’


Lexie nodded despondently, feeling ignorant and naïve.


Rachel gave her a gentle smile.


‘I hate to say it, but you’ll be identifying her at the morgue by the end of your shift.’


—


As though in a trance, Lexie watched the ambulance drive down the street and disappear around the corner. A myriad of emotions spun in her head as her hand instinctively flew to her neck. Reaching under her mane of long blonde hair, her fingers traced the scar tissue, the slightly raised skin that ran along her hairline. And for the first time since returning to work, Lexie considered her motivation for jumping back in so soon. Maybe two months hadn’t been enough time to recover from her ordeal. What in the world had possessed her to rush back to this? Back to the stark despair of reality.


Taking a breath, she flicked her negative thoughts away. She loved this job. That’s why she was here. And she would prove to herself and anyone else who cared that she was up for anything that came her way. She would become a top-notch investigator, just as her brother had been. There was no stopping her. She could become the first female commissioner. Maybe that was a stretch but a girl could dream, couldn’t she?


Worse things had happened to better people. She could not, would not, allow past events to destroy her future.


Fear was a parasite that would eat you alive.


Only if you let it, Lexie. Only if you let it!





CHAPTER 2



Detective Sergeant Josh Harrison felt like he’d been hit by a truck. His stomach churned, his head ached, and his tongue felt as if it was stuck to the roof of his mouth – the unpleasant, yet too familiar after-effects of one too many drinks the night before.


It was going to be a long day!


It had seemed like a good idea at the time. It always did. But those few hours of blissful mind-numbing indifference were not without consequence. And right now, his body was paying that price. And it wasn’t just the hangover this morning. Josh was aware of what happened to cops who drank – the ruddy bloated face, the beer gut spilling over the trousers. Weight wasn’t something he needed to worry about now. He was only thirty-one and he managed to keep himself pretty fit and lean. But in the long run . . .


Digging his thumb and forefinger into his eye sockets, Josh stifled a yawn. He checked his watch – 10.39 am. Where was the boss? Their meeting was scheduled for 10.30. He had way too much to do to be sitting in this little glass cell she called an office, wasting time.


Impatiently he drummed his fingers against the mahogany desk that took up most of the room. He gulped a big mouthful of water and tried to block out thoughts of last night, but they kept elbowing their way to the forefront of his mind. The weight of frustration formed a tight knot across his shoulders as, for the umpteenth time, he wondered why he did it to himself.


He’d gone to Tori’s place with the intention of breaking it off. Not that he would call their association an actual relationship as such. It wasn’t. Not as far as he was concerned. He had made it very clear that he considered their liaison nothing more than a consensual agreement to have casual sex whenever the opportunity presented itself. However, lately Tori had gone and ruined it all by broaching subjects of holidays together, meeting his family, arranging dinner parties with her friends. Not likely!


The last thing he needed, or wanted, was a hand brake organising his life, telling him what he could and couldn’t do. He’d seen some of his mates fall under the thumb, watched their backbones almost dissolve in front of him and he’d sworn never to allow himself to fall into the same trap. It was never a pleasant task, but he’d decided it was time to do the inevitable.


However, when he’d arrived at Tori’s she’d opened the door wearing pretty much next to nothing, instantly handing him a drink – there was his downfall – and then another and another until he was pleasantly drunk. Then she had taken full advantage of his intoxicated state and led him into her bedroom. The rest he couldn’t really remember. Still, he didn’t need to be a detective to determine what had transpired.


And now, not only do you feel like crap, you’re consumed with resentment and self-reproach.


He grunted loudly and ran a hand through his dark hair.


Pulling a can of mints from his pocket, Josh popped a few into his mouth to mask any smell of alcohol lingering on his breath. The last thing he needed was the boss getting a whiff and thinking he had a drinking problem. The Health and Safety Command would be breathing down his neck before he knew it, showering him with lectures and counselling sessions on the importance of responsible alcohol consumption. Definitely didn’t need that!


A moment later, Detective Inspector Casey Blair burst through the doorway, puffing and panting.


‘Sorry to keep you,’ she apologised. ‘I thought the management meeting was never going to end and you know how exciting those things can be. Next time, remind me to take a sharp implement to stab myself with. Anything to get out of listening to the drivel . . .’ She sat down heavily behind her desk. ‘Sorry, I’m rambling.’


Straightening in his seat, Josh laughed. He liked his boss, who at thirty-four was considered relatively young to be the Investigations Manager, the person in charge of a detectives’ office. Casey was no pen-pushing puppet who’d never seen an angry man throughout her career. She was a worker, spending most of her fifteen years of service on the front line and in detective positions, getting her hands dirty. She had climbed the ladder the hard way – unlike some – through dedication and determination, and it showed. You could not fake knowledge or experience and along with her easygoing, approachable personality, she had earned the admiration and respect of her staff.


Casey was of average weight and height with ordinary features that put together made an attractive face. Her straight brown hair almost stretched to her shoulders. A heavy fringe sat just above her eyelashes to hide, Josh suspected, a high forehead. Her hazel eyes lit up as she flashed him a bright smile, the kind of smile that some guys might misinterpret as an open invitation by a single woman. But Josh knew better.


Since winning his detective sergeant position at Bondi Junction eighteen months ago, they’d worked closely and formed an easy camaraderie he never took for granted. Their professional working relationship was based on mutual respect and trust. Josh wanted to keep it that way.


Casey let out a long sigh and got straight down to business. ‘Looks like our local bikie gangs are playing up again. Over the past twenty-four hours we’ve received two separate tip-offs that the Devil’s Guardians have a supply of drugs stored at their clubhouse.’


Josh raised his eyebrows. ‘Let me guess. The information has come from an anonymous informant? ’


Casey nodded her head and gave a slight smile acknowledging his sarcasm. ‘We got an anonymous call – came through Crime Stoppers. It was traced to a phone box in Newtown. No CCTV coverage. We also got information from a community source who gave us the same info as our caller; that they have drugs stored in a shed at the back of the clubhouse.’


‘Who’s the community source?’


‘A source Sleeman’s cultivated. He wants to protect their identity and at this stage I’m happy to accommodate his request. If we have trouble getting a warrant, need more concrete information, I’ll reassess.’


Jeff Sleeman was a lethargic sloth who’d been in the job for close to thirty years. He was a career senior constable who would never be promoted and was easily the laziest detective in the office; possibly even the State of New South Wales. Josh had no tolerance for deceitfulness, incompetence or apathy. Therefore, he had no time for Sleeman. He had even less time for his partner, Harry Burgh.


‘I want you to get started on a search warrant application,’ Casey continued. ‘I’m concerned that the tip-offs alone are not enough to get us there. I want you to go over old intelligence reports, find any historical information that can build and support our warrant application. Get whoever’s not busy or tied up to help you.’


To be granted a search warrant they would need to convince the chamber magistrate at the local court that they had reasonable cause to suspect there was evidence in the clubhouse that would lead to or warrant an arrest. Sometimes this was an easy task – and sometimes not!


Josh nodded, glancing out through the slats in the blinds covering the glass wall dividing the boss’s office from the rest of the room. A handful of detectives appeared to be working diligently at their desks.


‘This wouldn’t be payback by the Assassins, by any chance?’ Josh suggested thoughtfully.


The eastern suburbs of Sydney was home to two opposing motorcycle clubs, the Devil’s Guardians and the Assassins. Several weeks earlier there had been a messy brawl between both gangs at a local hotel. The violence was prompted by an issue over a woman. Allegedly, an Assassin groped one of the Devil’s Guardians’ bikie molls and it was on for young and old. The incident unfortunately re-ignited a long-standing rivalry between both clubs, which had apparently originated years ago over the same thing: a woman. Rumblings of aggression and rumoured retribution had been festering ever since.


Josh suspected there was more to this rivalry and resentment than a female. Not that any bikie gang was likely to admit their intense enmity of other clubs came down to more serious issues such as the struggle for dominance of the drug market, or disagreements over drug territory, money and power. Of course only a cynical man would think there was more to a bikie feud than met the eye.


He knew Casey was becoming increasingly concerned – with just cause – that the growing sparks of animosity would intensify into an inferno, resulting in a violent and bloody bikie war.


Josh continued. ‘Barney Magentagitt was pretty pissed off about being arrested for instigating that brawl the other week.’


Maggot, as he was referred to by his club, was the Assassin member who had started the fight between the gangs.


‘He swore black and blue he would make them pay and what better way to get your rivals pissed than to have the cops rabbit through their place. Even if there are no drugs, the Devil’s Guardians won’t be happy. Besides, the man’s Captain Rats. I wouldn’t put anything past him; he’s totally nuts.’


Casey shrugged. ‘So I’ve heard. And you’re right. This could be payback but I have to act on the information we’ve received. I’m not sure the Devil’s Guardians would be stupid enough to leave a load of drugs lying around the place. I’d think they were more professional than that, but we can’t sit back and do nothing. I’m taking it seriously. Delegate someone to start the operational orders, organise the equipment, and do a risk assessment. I want the warrant executed first thing tomorrow morning.’


He would not drink tonight. It was going to be an early start tomorrow.


‘What staff do we have available?’ Josh asked. ‘We’ll need a few of us if we’re going into the Devil’s Guardians clubhouse.’ He raised his eyebrows and shook his head, then instantly regretted it. The pounding intensified. ‘Anything’s likely to happen.’


Casey looked down at a copy of the roster. ‘I’ve let the drug squad know. They have their own operation on tomorrow, so unfortunately they have no spare staff, but everyone who’s down to work will be utilised. We’ll have enough. The only two unavailable are Sleeman and Burgh, who have a court hearing.’


Josh was not unhappy with that news. ‘Is Humphrey B. Bear working?’


Casey laughed.


The nickname Josh had allotted Brad Sommers seemed to amuse everyone except Brad; which was exactly why Josh insisted on using it. He loved to antagonise his friend, derived great pleasure from it in fact. And he was probably the only one who could get away with it. Humphrey, the famous bear Australian children of his generation had grown up with was big, furry and jovial – just like Brad.


‘Yes, Sommers and Rogers are down to work.’


Josh raised his eyebrows dubiously at the mention of the new girl. ‘Are you sure Rogers is up to confronting a bunch of bikies?’


Casey gave him a hard look. ‘Brad assures me that our new detective is doing very well. She’s had a hard time. It wouldn’t be easy returning to work after what she’s been through but if she wants to be a detective she has to be able to handle it. I’m not going to treat her with kid gloves because of what happened to her. I’m sure she wouldn’t appreciate that anyway. I get the impression Lexie is very keen to prove herself and I intend to let her do just that.’


Josh nodded. Casey had chosen to divulge very few details about their newest detective. She had called a meeting to inform the office of her imminent arrival and had mentioned their new young staff member had been involved in a ‘traumatic work-related incident’, but was perfectly fine to return to work. She further stipulated it would be best not to pry or inquire about ‘the incident’, unless Detective Rogers broached the topic herself.


Of course, Josh had heard the rumours. When a cop got hurt, news travelled pretty quickly along the good old police grapevine. But he paid little attention to office gossip. Josh had no need to know every intricate detail of his colleagues’ lives to enable him to work with them. He preferred to think he judged people on their performance, competence and work ethic. Lexie may have already been labelled ‘sexy Lexie’ by some of the guys in uniform, but his only concern was that she was a diligent detective who wouldn’t crack under pressure.


Josh glanced at his watch, rose from his seat and experienced a quick head spin before the room settled.


Casey gave him a concerned look. ‘You all right?’


Josh nodded. ‘Just got up too quick.’


Casey continued to watch him. ‘You’ve had dealings with the Devil’s Guardians before . . . with the sergeant-at-arms, Rex Donaldson?’


‘I sure have. Trust me, I know what we are dealing with. He can be very . . . volatile, to say the least.’


Concern lines creased Casey’s forehead. ‘At the briefing in the morning, before the execution of the warrant, be sure to remind those who don’t know the man to be on guard. We don’t want to scare everyone, but they need to be forewarned.’


Josh smiled. ‘Trust me. It will be fine. We’re not going to let a few bikies scare us.’





CHAPTER 3



The paramedics had been right. It had taken Katia Johannson three hours to die.


The unmistakable stench of burning flesh still clung to Lexie as she followed Brad through the path he formed in the crowd monopolising the foyer of Bondi Junction police station. Uniformed officers crammed the service counter, scribbling notes and tapping on key boards as they busily took reports on what Lexie knew from personal experience, would be a diversity of crimes, ranging from plain old stolen property and break and enters to alleged alien abductions and conspiracy theories. Just the usual!


An older sergeant called out to the wrestling hordes waiting in line that they’d be attended to ‘ASAP’. For a split second Lexie allowed herself to be grateful she’d left the world of general duties behind. She’d done her time, gained invaluable experience and enjoyed it, most of it. But enough was enough. Criminal investigation was where she’d envisioned her career path. And now she was where she wanted to be. It was just a case of proving she was worthy to hold the title of detective.


Lexie moved in close behind Brad, ensuring she didn’t get swallowed up in the bedlam. The detectives’ office was situated on the first floor and they had almost made it to the foot of the stairs when, out of the corner of her eye, Lexie glimpsed an anorexic-looking girl slumped in a chair by the far wall. This was not an unusual sight in a police station but something made her do a double-take.


The girl was on the nod. Her head lolled to one side with a mop of messy brown hair draped across her face like a dirty veil, obscuring most of her features. However, at a second glance, Lexie recognised her.


Inching closer to the girl, Lexie jumped when she heard a shout behind her. Something about the voice sent a trigger to her brain and she felt tiny icicles of fear stab at her insides. Snapping her head around, she stared at the owner of that voice, an obnoxious man pounding his fists against the front counter, demanding immediate attention. Her shoulders slackened with instant relief when she realised she had never seen him before. He was merely an impatient and very rude customer.


It’s not him. Get a grip.


Heartbeat returning to normal, Lexie crouched in front of the sleepy girl and shook her shoulder gently. She twitched, then sluggishly lifted her head. Glassy eyes stared straight through her, as if she was transparent. No hint of recognition registered on the girl’s vacant, detached face. Lexie recognised the look, had seen it countless times.


She called to Brad that she’d see him in the office.


Brad turned, stared at the girl for a minute, then headed up the stairs.


‘Do you remember me, Sandy?’


Lexie’s first contact with Sandy Croft had been a number of years ago. During a routine patrol of the back alleys and filthy laneways frequented by street kids and drug addicts in the Kings Cross area, she’d stumbled upon Sandy’s unconscious and unresponsive body lying in a gutter.


Another overdose.


Fortunately, the timely arrival of the ambulance and the magical shot of Narcan had Sandy walking away from her near-death experience – in less than ten minutes – as though it had been nothing more than a bad dream.


Subsequently, a sort of rapport had developed between them, resulting in Sandy becoming one of Lexie’s most regular sources of intelligence. Considering the fact the girl was usually completely out of it, Lexie was constantly surprised as to the extent of Sandy’s knowledge and insight regarding illegal happenings around the area. She knew everything about everyone, had her finger on the pulse, and her frequent snippets of information had led to numerous arrests.


Sandy blinked a few times. It took her a moment to focus then suddenly her eyes sparkled with recognition, then pleasure.


‘Constable Lexie, I haven’t seen you for ages.’ Her tone was accusing. ‘Where you been?’


‘Um . . . well, I’ve had a bit of time off then I started here in the detectives’ office two weeks ago. I’ve been transferred from Kings Cross. I work here now,’ she explained as though talking to a two-year-old. ‘What are you doing here, Sandy?’


‘I’m waiting for Detective Sergeant Burgh,’ she slurred.


Lexie frowned. Harry Burgh was in his middle fifties. He was stocky, of average height, and had a thin layer of brown hair, grey sideburns and a face like a bloodhound: saggy cheeks and droopy eyes. Up until two weeks ago, she had not laid eyes on him since the inquest into her brother’s death. And now, here they were, ironically, working alongside each other. A situation she would never have imagined, or desired.


It was pretty damn awkward actually. At least Lexie thought so. However, it didn’t seem to faze Harry Burgh at all. That was probably because from his perspective he’d done nothing wrong. The inquest had exonerated him of any blame regarding Lincoln’s death and even though Lexie had tried to remain open-minded, not letting her personal feelings disturb her professionalism, it was hard to be cordial to a man who had failed to keep her brother safe; who had stood by and let him die.


That’s probably not fair. She shouldn’t be too quick to judge, Lexie told herself. Perhaps it was a coping mechanism; a way to handle her own anger and grief by placing misguided blame on the last person to see her brother alive. Burgh might be a good cop who had simply been caught up in a very bad and tragic situation. She was just too close to be objective. Either way, they were now working in the same office, and since he outranked her, she was going to have to find a way to deal with it.


‘Why are you waiting for Detective Burgh?’ Lexie asked. ‘Are you in some sort of trouble?’


Sandy hesitated for a second before answering. Her eyes flickered anxiously around the room. ‘I’m just helping him with something. He wants to ask me a few questions.’


So she was his informant. ‘Where are you living, Sandy?’


‘I’m kinda staying with my dad sometimes . . . and with a friend sometimes. I’m trying to get clean, get off the smack and I can’t do that living on the streets of the Cross. I’m going to do a course and get a job. I’ve had enough of that shit life, but it’s hard, you know?’


Lexie remembered Sandy telling her that her father was abusive. It was the reason she had run away from home at the age of fifteen. She wondered what had changed. Had the abuse stopped or had she simply run out of options?


‘Where does your father live?’


‘Telopea Crescent at Randwick. Don’t know the number.’


Yeah, right.


‘What’s your father’s name, Sandy?’


Sandy gave her a disbelieving look. ‘My dad’s Max Croft.’


Lexie filed the name away in the back of her memory. ‘Am I supposed to know him?’


Sandy scratched at the scabs on her arms. Smack was not her only vice, Lexie realised. The girl was also into Ice.


‘My dad’s the sergeant-at-arms of the Assassins,’ she proclaimed, as if he was some kind of movie star. ‘I thought all cops knew that kinda stuff.’


Lexie ignored the jibe and was about to ask more questions when, through the foyer’s sliding glass doors, she glimpsed Harry Burgh approaching from the street outside. Today he wore a red tie, white shirt and black business suit that did nothing to hide the sizeable paunch that hung over his pants. Still squatting, she pulled a business card from her shirt pocket and pressed it into Sandy’s palm. If she was Burgh’s informant Lexie didn’t want it to seem like she was undercutting him.


‘Take that. It’s got my number on it. You call me if you need me, or if there might be something I should know about. Okay?’ She put her finger to her lips. ‘Our secret.’


Sandy nodded and, leaning sideways, tucked the card into the back pocket of the skinny jeans that made her legs look like toothpicks.


Seconds later the doors slid open. Lexie rose to her feet. Burgh spotted her at once. She watched him advance towards her, forcing his way through the crowd, strutting like a peacock parading his self-importance.


Stop it.


He stood close. So close she could see the open pores of his skin. Lexie found his habit of invading her personal space uncomfortable. His narrow eyes travelled up and down the length of her body, making her conscious of the way her pants clung to her slim legs, and the way her silk blouse gaped slightly at her chest. Finally they came to rest on her face. His thin mouth curled into a grin as if his examination of her was over and she’d met with his approval. Lexie straightened herself to her full height and took a casual step backwards. She was taller than him, a fact that gave her childish satisfaction and, as she glanced down at him, she forced herself to return the smile.


‘Good morning, Alexandra,’ Burgh said cheerfully. He ignored the girl sitting between them. ‘You look very . . . professional today.’


‘It’s Lexie. No one, not even my parents call me Alexandra.’ She said this pleasantly but found it annoying he insisted on calling her by her full name.


‘Sorry, Lexie. I keep forgetting. It’s just such a beautiful name; a beautiful name for a beautiful woman.’ His dark eyes gave her another appraisal as he delivered the compliment.


Lexie cringed on the inside.


For her work wardrobe Lexie preferred practical clothing. She liked to be comfortable, able to move easily. Never being certain where the day may lead, it was important to be dressed appropriately for any occasion: an unexpected court appearance, a foot pursuit, a leap over a backyard fence or just sitting, typing out statements or attending to the never-ending array of paperwork. She chose outfits that were classy and conservative, only hinting at the slender body that lay underneath so as not to betray her authority or distract from her professionalism. Not that it seemed to matter to Burgh what she was wearing. At present, his eyes were devouring her like she was his next meal.


‘Thank you,’ she managed.


His gaze darted between Lexie and Sandy as though trying to figure out the association. ‘This lady here is assisting me with some information regarding an investigation I’m doing. Do you two know each other?’ Burgh asked.


Lexie cut in before the girl could speak, which wasn’t difficult considering she was having trouble just staying awake. For reasons she didn’t fully understand, Lexie was hesitant to mention they were familiar.


‘No, not really; I was just making sure she was okay,’ she answered, glancing at Sandy, who had suddenly become mesmerised by the floor. Her eyes were fixed and glazed over – she appeared to be in another place, hopefully a much grander one than the foyer of a police station.


‘I’ve got to go,’ Lexie said. She felt a sudden urge to get away. ‘Brad’s waiting for me upstairs.’


‘Well, isn’t Brad the lucky one,’ Burgh said to her back as she fled up the stairs.


—


‘What do you know about Max Croft?’


Brad’s fingers paused over the keyboard as he glanced at Lexie, who had just sat down at her desk, directly opposite him.


‘Why are you asking?’


‘Just spoke to an old informant in the foyer. She mentioned her father’s Max Croft.’ Lexie fiddled with a strand of long blonde hair that had escaped her ponytail. ‘She expected me to know who he was.’


Brad nodded his large head. ‘Most cops who’ve worked here a while know him, or at least know of him. I’ve had a few dealings with him over the years. He’s the sergeant-at-arms of the Assassins club. His nickname’s Metho Max – need I say more?’


Lexie laughed. ‘Let me guess; he’s into drinking methylated spirits?’


‘He doesn’t do it all the time. It’s apparently his party trick.’ Brad laughed. ‘You really have the makings of a good detective, you know that?’


Lexie rolled her eyes ‘I know. We had a local at the Cross – Metho Joe – same thing. Though he’s no longer around. Can’t live forever drinking that stuff. Do you know where Max Croft lives?’


Brad sat back in his chair, stretching his arms behind his head. ‘10 Telopea Crescent, Randwick. Just around the corner from the Assassins clubhouse.’


So Sandy had been telling the truth about the address. ‘What’s he like?’


‘Demonic.’


Lexie raised her eyebrows. ‘Demonic? Now there’s a word.’


Brad shrugged his large shoulders. ‘While we’re talking about bikies, have you heard of the Devil’s Guardians, the Assassins’ rivals?’


‘I’ve heard of the Assassins, though I’ve not had anything to do with them. The Comancheros, the Rebels, the Bandidos, I know well because they frequent the Cross, are involved in some of the clubs there. Never heard of the other one . . . the Devil’s what? We have two bikie gangs in this area?’


‘Yep, aren’t we lucky? The Devils are a smaller gang. And you’re going to get to meet some of them tomorrow when we do a search warrant on their clubhouse.’ Brad clapped his hands together like an excited kid. ‘Yahooo.’


Lexie’s stomach felt as if it had dropped through the soles of her feet. She felt Brad’s eyes on her, monitoring her reaction, and managed to keep her expression firmly under control. Her face gave nothing away.


Brad had no idea Lexie’s past experience with a very dangerous bikie had left her emotionally injured. Or that she detested her weakness with as much passion as she was determined to conceal it. She was uncertain how much Brad knew about her past. He’d asked her nothing. Excluding her boss, who’d gently broached the subject when she first arrived at the office, no one had.


Returning to work in a new station, a different section with a fresh group of workmates, Lexie had braced herself for interrogation, even ridicule. In this job it was almost impossible to keep anything under wraps. Gossip and bad news were telegraphed with lightning speed. So she knew her colleagues would be aware of what had happened to her. If not the facts, they would have heard stories and rumours. Yet so far they had been considerate enough not to pry. She wasn’t sure why; maybe they’d been instructed not to upset her. Or maybe they were waiting for her to bring it up; who knew? She didn’t really care. She was just grateful it hadn’t been necessary to relay her harrowing tale over and over again.


The last thing she wanted was to have the stigma of her past affect her future. There could be nothing worse than forever dodging rockets of judgement regarding her ability to cope, or worse, have people feel sorry for her. She didn’t need anyone’s rehearsed sympathy. She had enough to prove just being the new, most junior detective in the office without any extra baggage to weigh her down.


Lexie was fully aware that for a period of time, until she’d demonstrated her aptitude as a proficient investigator, she would be observed, evaluated, tested and assessed. She would be expected to carry out menial tasks, be the shitkicker, the pleb, to suck it up and not complain. This standard induction she could deal with. The extra burden of being a female striving to assert herself in the male-dominated world of criminal investigation was something she found especially challenging.


As a probationary constable entering new territory and desperate to be accepted into the fellowship of policing, Lexie had quickly discovered that to earn her counterparts’ trust and respect – both male and female – there were a number of undeclared traits she was required to possess.


She was expected to be hard – durable as steel. She needed to have a thick skin and not be easily offended by foul language or sleazy remarks. She needed to be resilient, fearless, able to deal with blood and guts and not faint or throw up during an autopsy, or when dealing with a smelly ‘dead’un’. She needed to demonstrate authority, be competent and reliable.


But at the same time she had to go out drinking with the guys, be slapped on the back, elbowed in the ribs, and be in on their dirty jokes. And all the while being proficient at discreetly evading the drunken advances, the not so subtle gropes of workmates – who, under the distorted influence of the grog monster – fell into the misguided belief they had suddenly transformed into Brad Pitt and were irresistible to all females.


It could be exhausting. But it came with the territory. Like it or lump it.


Her mind clicked back to the conversation. ‘Well, that sounds exciting. Do the bikie gangs ever cause any trouble?’


Brad laughed. ‘Not usually and not for a while, up until a few weeks ago that is.’


Lexie’s eyes widened. He had her full interest.


‘One of the Assassins’ members allegedly,’ he emphasised the word with a sarcastic twist, ‘groped Rex Donaldson’s girlfriend in a pub. Donaldson is the sergeant-at-arms of the Devil’s Guardians and that’s a big no-no in bikie land. So you can imagine what happened.’ He banged his hands loudly against the desk. ‘Boom.’ Lexie flinched. ‘A big fight broke out. There’s been an undercurrent of tension ever since.’


‘In what way?’


‘The groper, Barney Magentagitt, or Maggot as he’s called, is a maniac, an absolute idiot. I’m not sure why the Assassins tolerate him, to tell you the truth. He’s a weedy bloke who looks as if he was dropped on a hard floor at birth, and his big mouth is constantly getting him into trouble. He didn’t like it when he copped what he deserved – a flogging for being a smart-arse. Since then he’s been mouthing off to anyone who’ll listen that the Devils will pay. It’s stirring up trouble. Both gangs are on edge.’


‘Just what we need, a bikie war,’ Lexie said.


‘Exactly, that’s why both gangs are being monitored closely at the moment; to prevent any escalating violence. We don’t want our beautiful eastern suburbs polluted with firebombings and drive-by shootings.’


Brad picked up the phone that had started ringing on his desk.


An involuntary shiver ran along Lexie’s spine for no apparent reason. Seizing a pen from her top drawer, she opened her duty book and commenced today’s entry: on duty 8.00 am Bondi Junction Detectives; attended to office duties and statement re: East Leagues Club Fraud. Then out to . . .


Brad replaced the handset with a clunk, informing Lexie that uniform would be handling Katia’s death.


‘Crime Scene attended, did their stuff and decided her death was not suspicious. It was a straight-out suicide, just as she said. They located a neighbour to identify the body, as all her family live in Germany. I told them we’d contact the German Consulate, just to help them out, but once that’s done we can get back to our own work. Have you got much to do?’


What didn’t she have to do? There were statements to be obtained from staff at the Commonwealth Bank who’d been the victims of an armed hold-up three days ago. She was chasing a boyfriend who had violently assaulted his girlfriend and had, not surprisingly, gone AWOL. There was Mrs Jessop’s bag snatch and CCTV footage to be examined regarding a theft at a pub where an employee was helping himself to the till.


‘I think I have enough to keep me busy,’ Lexie said pleasantly, staring down at the array of paperwork scattered across her desk with a distinct lack of enthusiasm.


Brad laughed. ‘Don’t worry, you’ll get used to not being able to scratch your own arse. A detectives’ office is very different to uniform,’ he told her, and then noting the look she shot him, added defensively, ‘I’m not saying they don’t work hard, they do. It’s just different.’


Brad had been quick to pick up Lexie’s attitude towards over-inflated egos. She’d met more than a few detectives who, once they’d received their designation, had suddenly forgotten what it was like to be in uniform and in the first response car. She couldn’t stand big city detectives who walked around with puffed out chests and an exaggerated sense of self-importance, all because they’d passed a course in criminal investigation and wore a suit. That superior attitude annoyed the hell out of her and she was determined never to become one of them.


Lexie sighed. ‘I know I’ve only been a detective for one minute but it seems to me I’ve got more paperwork now than I did in uniform. I wouldn’t have thought that possible but . . .’


Brad chuckled, shoving a third chocolate biscuit into his mouth. He continually complained that since giving up smoking three weeks ago he hadn’t stopped eating, but whining about it didn’t appear to change his behaviour. His already large frame seemed to be expanding by the hour.


‘You don’t know what paperwork is, girl. When I joined the job twenty-two years ago we had one computer for the central names index, used only to carry out registration and licence inquiries. There was none of this you-beaut technology like laptops, computer operational policing systems (COPS) or Eaglei computer case management systems for major investigations . . . Noooo.’ He sighed and threw himself back in the chair. ‘We had to use a manual typewriter to take statements and fill out forms. They were called P40 Incident Reports and if you made a mistake, good old liquid paper was the only solution. No delete buttons on those ancient things. And then there was the telephone message pad, the occurrence pad, the – ’


‘Oh Brad, tell someone who cares,’ Detective Sue Field interrupted. Standing at the junction of their desks she smiled down at Lexie. ‘I feel for you having to work with this old dinosaur. He’s going to bore you to death with his war stories, let me tell you.’


Sue laughed as she pulled a phone out of the pocket of her pants. ‘You left your phone in the meal room earlier.’


Lexie shook her head at her own absentmindedness. ‘Oh, thanks for that. I’m hopeless with that thing, I leave it everywhere but, incredibly, it’s like a boomerang and keeps coming back.’


‘Well, I wouldn’t leave anything too valuable lying around this office. I know it’s a police station but things still go missing. Scary when we, the police, don’t even know who we can trust,’ Sue said, walking back to her desk.


Was that a warning, or was she being paranoid?


At twenty-nine, Sue was one year older than Lexie. She had a tight athletic body acquired from many hours in the gym, bright red hair, and her ordinary features were always expertly enhanced with an assortment of cosmetics. She had been a detective for four years and for some reason insisted on reminding Lexie of that fact. Lexie found it mildly irritating and a tad patronising, yet out of the two female detectives in the office Sue was by far the most welcoming.


Paula Jones – or Cakes as she was fondly known due to her penchant for sweets – on the other hand, had not been so friendly. Lexie was still to figure out the older woman. At times she seemed pleasant enough, at other times she could be moody, intolerant and abrupt. Lexie had decided very quickly that it was probably best to give the unpredictable, cake-eating detective a wide berth for now.


‘Can you get on to the German Consulate, Lexie, before you do anything else?’ Brad asked. ‘Katia Johannson’s relatives need to be contacted ASAP.’


He removed the pen resting behind his ear and scribbled onto a notepad as though he’d just remembered something he urgently needed to do.


‘Oh, and I’d put an intelligence report in regarding that girl you spoke to in the foyer . . . Max Croft’s daughter . . . what was her name?’ He didn’t wait for her to answer. ‘I’ll go get us a coffee; white, no sugar, right?’


Lexie nodded, studying the photograph in the dead woman’s passport they’d discovered in her bedroom. Katia Johannson had only been thirty years old. She was petite, with short blonde hair and her big blue eyes were framed by long dark lashes. She had been a very attractive young woman with her whole life before her.


What a waste, Lexie thought sadly.


She did some checks on the computer and then googled the number for the German Consulate. Reaching for the phone, she was overwhelmed by a sense of guilty relief that she wouldn’t be the one to inform the girl’s poor parents she would not coming home – ever. Some unfortunate German police officer would be dealt that gruesome task. She didn’t envy them.


Having done her fair share of death-knocks, Lexie could well imagine Katia’s family’s reaction – the look of shock on their faces, the denial and despair in their eyes, their tortured cries of agony and grief. All emotions she could easily identify with.


Don’t think about it!


Lexie dialled the number for the consulate. She was instantly placed on hold and subjected to elevator music. She was doodling on the notepad in front of her when Detective Senior Constable Sean Brown’s voice cut over the noise in her ear.


‘Come on, give it to me before I take you down.’


Lexie looked up. Across the room, two of her boyish colleagues were sparring playfully around their desks. Since they were the only three in the office at present, the two young guys were clearly taking advantage of their freedom and the fact there were no supervisors around to quash their antics.


Brown – better known as Batman due to his obsession for carrying lifesaving gadgets about his person at all times – struck out an air punch that went a little too close to Dave Mansfield’s jaw.


Mansfield – or Lurch – who stretched to two metres and, even with a concerning addiction to McDonald’s, was built like a beanpole, screamed like a girl.


‘Now you’ve done it, Batman. You’re gone!’


Like most police stations, nearly everyone had a nickname, whether they liked it or not. Usually these nicknames were derived from a character trait, their appearance, or a shortened, or lengthened, version of their name. Lexie hadn’t been at the station long enough to have acquired her own special tag as yet, but she had no doubt that it was only a matter of time.


Batman cried out as Lurch clobbered him around the ears.


‘He’s hurting me, Lexie. Help me, help me,’ he whimpered.


Lexie laughed as they began to wrestle. Two grown men acting like boys in perfectly pressed suits looked so ridiculous it was funny. When their heads accidentally collided and they both simultaneously laughed and cried out in pain, Lexie broke into a fit of giggles.


Watching them reminded her of the play-fights she used to have with her brother growing up. Suddenly, she felt light-headed. Don’t think about it, but it was too late. Her chest was already constricting. It felt as though she had too much air trapped in her lungs that couldn’t get out. Lurch and Batman blurred. Closing her eyes, trying to stop the room from spinning, she felt herself slipping backwards.


She was in her parents’ lounge room. Two uniformed officers were talking to her mother. A noise that sounded like the cry of a wounded animal emanated from her mouth and echoed off the walls of the house. One of the officers caught her mother as she collapsed like a wilting flower into his arms, his face as horrified as her own.


A pain so real pierced through her chest. She blinked in quick succession to bring herself back to the present, angry at the mind’s cruel ability to toss up painful flecks of the past when you least expected it. Did she really need to be reminded of the pain she’d endured, the anguish her whole family had suffered? It wasn’t like she’d ever forget.


A dial tone was now humming in her ear. The consulate had kept her on hold for – she glanced at the wall clock – eight minutes and then cut her off. She sighed in frustration and thumped the phone down.


‘Lexie, help me; Lurch is trying to kill me,’ Batman squealed, cowering and wrapping his arms around his head protectively.


Lexie shook her head at them. Where was Brad with her coffee? Without thinking or even realising what she was doing, she reached for the cleaning products stored in the bottom drawer of her desk. Sweeping the array of papers into a pile and placing them in her tray, she cleared the surface of her desk before spraying it with multi-purpose cleaner. Wiping it clean with paper towelling, she ensured no germs escaped her quick, precise swipes.


Lexie was aware her behaviour was borderline obsessive compulsive, but she didn’t care. Except for the frequent nightmares, the occasional panic attack and the fact she didn’t particularly like small spaces – not claustrophobic, just not comfortable in lifts or anything closed in – she was completely normal.


Who are you trying to kid?


‘You want to clean mine when you’re finished, Lexie?’ Batman grinned suggestively while still throwing air swings at Lurch.


She rolled her eyes. The desk was now perfectly clean and meticulously tidy, so why did she still feel agitated? Caffeine would help, she decided. Jumping out of her chair, she headed towards the meal room to investigate why Brad was taking so long to make a lousy cup of coffee.


At the instant Lexie was exiting the office, Josh Harrison came rushing in. To avoid a certain crash, they both veered to the side and jolted to a sudden stop, just in time to prevent their bodies colliding. Unbalanced, Lexie stumbled slightly, then gasped in surprise as two strong arms shot out and grabbed her shoulders to steady her.


‘Sorry,’ Josh muttered breathlessly, giving her a lopsided smile. ‘That was my fault.’


The butterflies Lexie often got around him took off and flew around her stomach. ‘No, that’s okay.’ She let out a nervous laugh.


Josh’s eyes held hers for a moment longer than necessary before his gaze flicked around the office behind her. Dropping his arms, he moved past her without another word.


Batman and Lurch stopped what they were doing immediately and glanced guiltily towards their superior.


Lexie turned, curious to see how Detective Josh Harrison was going to handle the situation. Would the seriously intense detective chastise his subordinates for their immaturity and unprofessionalism? Or would he take it for what it was; boys being boys, having a bit of harmless fun, goofing off when they thought they could get away with it.


‘I saw what you were doing, guys,’ Josh said firmly. ‘How about you both settle down and stop trying to impress the new girl.’


He walked behind Batman and Lurch, playfully slapping them both in the back of the head. ‘If you need some work to do . . .’


‘It’s fine,’ Lurch assured him. ‘I’ve got stuff to do.’ He gave Batman a shove towards his desk and then quickly sat down at his own.


Josh turned towards Lexie and shrugged. ‘Boys; what do you do with them?’


Lexie smiled, pleasantly surprised at his ability to demonstrate authority and reprimand without causing embarrassment. She was about to leave the room again when Josh called out. ‘You know about the search warrant tomorrow?’


Lexie nodded in response.


‘Hope you’re not scared of big bad bikies, Lexie,’ Batman teased. ‘Cause you’re going to meet a few tomorrow.’


The butterflies in her stomach died, replaced instead with what felt like a slab of cement. Batman was only playing with her, she knew that; taunting her for a reaction. However, his comment was too close to the mark, and she worried the walls of her composure were about to crumble.


Lexie turned back towards the door. Suppressing the urge to bolt, she called over her shoulder, ‘I’m looking forward to it.’


As she made a hasty escape she could only hope her voice sounded decidedly more confident than she felt.





CHAPTER 4



WEDNESDAY


They met briefly at the end of a quiet suburban street in the beachside suburb of Bronte for a quick consultation, before converging on their target premises.


‘Nice place,’ Brad muttered sarcastically, dabbing a handkerchief across his already sweaty forehead. ‘Not threatening at all.’


It was 7.30 am and already hot as Lexie stood, staring at the Devil’s Guardians clubhouse in stunned disbelief. A long time ago it might once have been a quaint, neat little cottage, but now . . . Weeds had sprung up, consuming the front yard and the path to the front door was a trampled mess of dead grass and leaves. A wooden fence lay flat on the ground on one side of the house. Rusted guttering hung dangerously from the roof. Part of the front window had been replaced by a graffiti-covered board proclaiming ‘pigs suck’, and a filthy lounge sat in the corner of the front verandah with springs protruding from its base. The place was totally captivating – for all the wrong reasons.


Even though Brad had warned her earlier that the place was a dump, she hadn’t expected it to be this bad. Apparently, the club had recently fallen on hard times due to supposed mismanagement of funds by the president, and because of this the astronomical rents in the eastern suburbs had forced them to downgrade from their previous clubhouse. This new place was apparently only temporary. It also doubled as the residence of the sergeant-at-arms and his girlfriend.


‘Imagine living in there,’ Sue Field commented, coming up behind her.


With Lexie’s cleaning obsession there was no way. ‘No thanks,’ she replied, ignoring the violent pounding of her heart. She had to get over this ridiculous fear of everything involving bikies.


Not all bikies are bad, she told herself. Says who?, retorted another voice in her head.


Lexie’s hand went to her waist and found the holster attached to her belt. Gripping the butt of her Glock pistol she pushed down, checking it was secure, and waited for its power to infuse her with a sense of invincibility. Nothing happened.


‘Okay, everyone ready?’ Josh asked.


There was a chorus of mumbled replies as everyone moved off.


The video recorder that hung from Lexie’s shoulder knocked against her left hip as she walked. Her task for today’s operation was to record the execution of the search warrant from beginning to end. This was standard procedure. The recording could later be used in court to prove any evidence found on the premises was in fact discovered during the search and not planted. It served as an insurance policy to both police and the alleged offender, testimony to professional conduct, and it cut down allegations of misbehaviour or conspiracy theories regarding wrongful treatment or being ‘loaded up’. It was hard to argue with visible proof!


‘You all right?’ Brad asked, coming up beside her.


Lexie sighed. She appreciated her partner looking out for her but this was the third time he’d asked. She didn’t want him, or anyone, thinking she needed or wanted protecting.


‘Stop asking. I’m fine.’


Brad pretended to cringe. ‘Okay, let’s move.’


The team of eight detectives soundlessly assumed their positions as instructed, covering all possible escape routes around the perimeter of the property. Four officers, Cakes, Batman, Lurch and Craig Osborne (aka Ossie) made their way around the side, through the broken gate, to the back of the premises. Lexie followed Josh, Brad and Sue, climbing the three broken cement steps onto the dilapidated porch that ran the width of the house. As ordered, she stopped there behind Josh.


Nervous anticipation twisted her stomach. Nothing will go wrong, she told herself. Handle it! However, it seemed no amount of internal tough talk could eradicate her sense of dread. Her sixth sense was working overtime, telling her . . . telling her what? That she was scared? No, she assured herself. It was just her demons running riot, playing havoc with her insecurities.


Distracting herself, Lexie concentrated on Josh Harrison’s back. Standing directly behind him it was impossible to ignore the way his white T-shirt stretched across his wide shoulders and clung to his muscular biceps. Lexie gave herself a mental kick. He turned suddenly, as if he’d felt her eyes burn through his skin. She glanced away but could still feel his gaze flick over her.


He’s just checking everyone’s in place, you idiot.


Of course that was what he was doing. Harrison was running this operation. That’s why he was glancing around; assessing, evaluating, compiling a mental risk assessment, no doubt. Watching his movements, she could almost hear his brain ticking over. When he appeared satisfied they were ready, that everyone was in their designated positions, he gave Brad the nod. Taking his cue, her partner slammed his considerable knuckles against the wooden door, knocking loudly before stepping aside, out of blasting range.


‘Start recording, Lexie,’ Harrison told her quietly.


Obeying instructions, she pressed the record button and pointed the camera towards the door. She willed her hand to remain steady.


Almost instantly, without warning, the front door flew open. A pregnant female appeared before them, rubbing bloodshot eyes. It took her only a moment to realise what was happening. Her expression turned to one of alarm as she took in the four detectives standing before her and her stance became instantly hostile; hands flew to narrow hips on either side of her protruding belly. Her top lip curled back exposing crooked teeth and her face screwed up, causing the teardrop tattoo just under her left eye to disappear.


‘Oh shit! Reeex!’ the girl screeched, her high-pitched whine stabbing Lexie’s ears.


The girl attempted to slam the door shut. The sudden movement almost caused her generous breasts to spill out the sides of her skimpy singlet top. The door hit Brad’s foot wedged in the doorway and rebounded, almost striking her in the face. She shot him a filthy look.


‘Police!’ Brad flashed his badge so close to her face it was in danger of becoming imprinted. ‘We have a search warrant to enter . . .’


A thunderous voice yelled from inside the house interrupting his words.


‘What the fuck’s going on?’


An invisible force punched at Lexie’s heart and she stood, paralysed, as the menacing shape of a giant bikie filled the door-frame. His entire being radiated aggression. Every instinct Lexie possessed screamed at her to flee, to retreat from the intense fear that threatened to overcome her. Thankfully, the logical side of her brain realised that to do so would be committing certain career suicide. This thought was the only thing that kept her feet rooted to the spot.


It’s not him. It’s not him.


She sucked in a deep breath, pointed the video camera in the direction of the angry bikie and forced herself to concentrate on the task at hand.


Josh stepped forward. ‘I’m Detective Sergeant Harrison from Bondi Junction detectives’ office. We are here to conduct a search of these premises.’ He held up the search warrant. ‘You are Rex Donaldson, is that right?’


‘You know I am,’ he growled, eyeing Josh defiantly.


Lexie examined him through the display screen. There was no doubt about it! This Rex Donaldson, standing right in front of her, was very much like Amitt Vincent, the 180 centimetre wall of solid muscle from the Revolutionaries, the crazed bikie who had almost killed her!


They had similar features, the same stereotypical biker look: the long dark hair pulled back into a ponytail, the greying beard and bushy moustache concealing the top lip, the black eyes and weatherbeaten skin plastered with tattoos. From where she was standing the only notable difference between the two men was that Donaldson was much bigger; a moving mountain in fact. He had to be at least one hundred and ninety-five centimetres, and around one hundred and forty kilos plus. And although he didn’t look particularly fit, Lexie guessed he could kill with a punch. He was without a doubt the most intimidating man she’d ever seen – and that was saying something.


Josh continued for the camera, ‘You are the sergeant-at-arms of the Devil’s Guardians Outlaw Motorcycle Gang. Is that correct?’


The bikie grunted his response, nodding his head, but looked clearly unimpressed.


Lexie watched Josh hand Donaldson the occupier’s notice of the warrant and then listened, observing his technique, as he clearly and proficiently explained the nature of their business.


‘This is police harassment!’ Rex bellowed, turning his head towards the camera. ‘It’s a fucking fishing expedition. You know we’ve got nothing illegal in here.’
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