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To my gorgeous husband Stuart. My real life hero and the best man I know (besides you Dad . . .)


AND


To my two beautiful daughters, Liah and Tara. You are my greatest achievements.




In the shadows of a deserted park, a lone figure lingered, sipping from a bottle of beer, waiting for chaos to erupt.


An explosive blast shook the ground and orange flames shot high into the sky. More fire spewed from blown windows, shattering glass and sending debris everywhere. Embers floated down from the heavens like blackened rain, landing in gutters and on lawns, sparking new fires.


What a spectacular display. The violent hisses, the crackling and popping sounds of the inferno in full flight were intoxicating, like something out of a movie. It was hard not to feel proud, in awe of one’s own abilities and the sense of power the scene produced.


People ran from their houses. Some stood paralysed, shocked. Others rushed in courageously, like soldiers on a battleground, to assist the individuals who stumbled, charred and wounded, from the flames; they fell into the street, screams inaudible over the roar of the blaze, before being dragged out of harm’s way. The flashing lights and sirens of ambulances, police cars and fire trucks added a sense of urgency to the already impressive scene.


It was not long before the building was a mere skeleton of its former self. Flames had engulfed most of the foundations. Some sections had disintegrated; other parts had come crashing down. Singed rafters were exposed, some dangerously defying gravity. Black smoke clouds hung in the air. Rescuers yelled at each other as they trampled through the remains, hauling equipment and spraying giant hoses. The paramedics attended to the bodies littering the ground, loading them onto stretchers and carrying them away.


The carnage had been enjoyed long enough – it was time to go. It would be stupid, cocky, to risk staying any longer. The remnants of the beer were drained, the bottle dropped to the ground and kicked into nearby bushes. Then the figure walked past a line of suburban houses towards a car parked a few blocks away. The streets were empty; everyone had rushed to the flames like moths. Still, you could never be too careful. The figure cautiously examined the surrounds before throwing their disguise – a black moustache and wig – into a nearby bin.


The job was done. The target was eliminated.


The old man would be happy. Very happy indeed.


He had just been provided a ticket out of gaol.





CHAPTER 1


Detective Sergeant Brad Sommers silently cursed Lexie Rogers, and not for the first time today. It was her fault he was lumbered with Trainee Detective Bernadette Kirk, whose whiny voice he was unsuccessfully trying to block.


‘Seriously, some of these idiots should be shot,’ Berni, as she insisted on being called, snorted. ‘Who do they think they are?’ She was referring to the parade of colourful characters wearing a trail in the footpath outside the Assassins Outlaw Motorcycle Gang’s clubhouse. Today Sydney’s Eastern Suburbs chapter was hosting the club’s annual bike show. It was open to the public, and other bikie gangs, so to deter any antisocial behaviour resulting from an excess of testosterone and alcohol consumption, a strong police presence was required.


‘Don’t get any ideas about shooting anyone,’ Brad replied flatly. ‘We’re outnumbered by far. Besides, too much paperwork.’


Berni failed to notice his sarcasm. ‘Can we go for a walk, get a drink?’ she pleaded, chomping on a piece of gum. ‘I’m dying of heat exhaustion and my butt is numb.’


Brad took a deep breath. They were sitting on a park bench beneath a huge oak in a reserve opposite the clubhouse, a position Brad had picked because it was shaded by a canopy of branches, making it the perfect vantage point to observe while remaining well concealed. Police in attendance had been instructed to keep a respectful distance to avoid aggravating the already strained relations between bikies and law enforcement. Brad was complying with that request. He was fully aware that, even adorned in T-shirt, shorts, baseball cap and runners, he still looked like a cop – tall, with cropped hair and carrying extra kilos around his waist, not to mention other areas – he could only attempt to appear unremarkable. The bikies knew the game. Just as a good cop could pick a crook, a good crook, or bikie – often one and the same – could pick a cop. But to unnecessarily get in their way was not only defying orders, it was asking for trouble.


‘We have the best position,’ Brad said simply. ‘No need to move.’


He ignored Berni’s grunts of frustration, keeping his gaze fixed upon the front entrance of the clubhouse, an old converted warehouse in Randwick. The Assassins had relaxed security somewhat: the steel gate, usually bolted shut, stood wide open, allowing a glimpse into the forbidden grounds behind fortified concrete walls. Not that there would be any sneaking into this fortress unnoticed, Brad thought. The surveillance cameras were no doubt activated. Barbed-wire swirls stretched along the eaves and all the windows were barred.


‘Consider yourself lucky you’re not in uniform. Those poor buggers would be sweltering out there on patrol.’


It was the uniforms the bikies baulked at the most. A symbol of power superior to their own self-professed authority.


‘We shouldn’t have to work under these conditions. It’s too hot.’ Berni had been complaining since the beginning of their shift – their second together.


Brad gritted his teeth, said nothing, reminded himself to stay calm while considering what he could have possibly done to piss his boss off so terribly that his punishment was to be encumbered with this little upstart. Temporary partner. Only temporary . . . But what if Lexie doesn’t come back?


‘Can we go back to the car and get a drink? Please . . .’ Berni stood, stretched her short legs, then promptly slumped back down.


Brad used a handkerchief to wipe beads of perspiration from his forehead. She had a point – not that he’d admit it to her. Even protected from the harsh summer sun, the humidity was stifling.


Berni glanced at her watch and let out a heavy sigh. ‘Aren’t you thirsty? It’s like forty degrees.’ She started to shake her legs restlessly. The bench vibrated. ‘If we were at school, we would be sent home, you know.’


‘We’re not at school though, are we, Bernadette?’ Brad’s voice was curt.


‘It’s Berni,’ she shot back, folding her arms across her chest petulantly.


‘You should be taking notes, descriptions, number plates. This is good experience for you and a great intelligence-gathering opportunity.’


Met with a steely silence, Brad regarded Bondi Junction’s newest detective from behind his dark sunglasses, trying to pinpoint what it was that irked him so much.


She had sailed into his office three months ago under a cloud of rumours and innuendo. And although Brad made it a rule to ignore idle gossip, preferring to assess individuals on their own merits, it was hard to ignore her self-righteous attitude and continual complaining. Berni was in her mid-twenties and had shoulder-length auburn hair that framed a reasonably attractive face, besides her thin mouth. She was not tall, but toned, muscular and always well presented. Brad had observed the way she exploited her perceived assets, batting her eyelids and flirting when she thought there was something to be gained by such behaviour, though he doubted she had enough substance to realise – or even care – that her actions were transparent. Brad imagined Berni went through life pretending; had become adept at covering her shallowness and inadequacies with a show of unfounded superiority. He had no time for arrogance in any form, but at her age and junior rank, it was deplorable.


Then there were the consistent references to Assistant Commissioner Kirk – her father. Brad presumed everyone was meant to be impressed by her link to the top of the police hierarchy. Or intimidated, perhaps? He couldn’t be sure, but her basking in the glory of a powerful connection only served to irritate him all the more.


‘Can we get something to eat and drink? Seriously . . . please, Brad.’ Then, said with a hint of derision, ‘I mean Sergeant.’ She glanced at her watch anxiously. ‘You have a duty of care to ensure your troops don’t keel over due to dehydration or lack of nourishment, you know.’


And with that threat, Brad finally gave in. Another trait of Berni’s: she had a tendency to complain about her colleagues for just about anything. While walking on eggshells was not conducive to an amicable working relationship, Brad certainly didn’t need a complaint file on his hands right now. Besides, he reasoned, not having eaten for a couple of hours himself, he too was in need of sustenance.


Being off the smokes again meant he’d been eating twice as much as usual, and that was saying something. Lexie was forever on his case about his expanding girth, but what could he do? He was a big boy who loved his food. Easy for someone blessed with ‘skinny genes’ to cast judgement. Anyway, Lexie wasn’t here to admonish his eating habits; she had deserted him. Well, not really. Lexie had taken an opportunity and he couldn’t begrudge her that, though it didn’t prevent him selfishly wanting her by his side.


‘Okay, let’s head back to the car for a bit.’ He stood and stretched his back. ‘We’ll get a drink and something to eat.’ Knowing it would be a long, hot day, Brad’s wife, Michelle, had packed an esky full of sandwiches, snacks and drinks. She’d even packed extra for his partner, although Berni had already informed him she didn’t do carbs – she had her own lunch box.


‘Thank god,’ Berni exclaimed. Jumping up with a flourish, her fingers ran tunnels in her hair as she fluffed it out to look like a messy halo around her head.


They walked in silence along the buckled concrete pavement towards their unmarked police car. As they passed the clubhouse, Brad glanced in through the open gates. A variety of preened and polished motorbikes were parked in parallel lines across an expansive grassy yard. People milled around them, beers in hand, examining and admiring the machines. Music mingled with the sound of chatter and laughter and the tantalising aroma of sausages sizzling on the barbecue accompanied them down the street.


They were almost at the car when it happened.


There was a loud crack, the earth shook beneath Brad’s feet and an invisible force propelled him forward. He stumbled, nearly fell, yet somehow managed to stay standing. Spinning around, he saw an orange flash shoot a gaping hole through the roof of the Assassins’ clubhouse. Holy shit!


Next to him, Berni began to scream. She rushed at him and clutched his arm, her face a mask of undisguised horror.


‘Get down,’ Brad yelled.


She froze. Brad grabbed her arm, dragging her with him as he dived behind the police car a heartbeat before debris slammed against its frame. The windows shattered, spraying them with needles of glass. A large piece of corrugated iron clanged as it hit the car’s roof and bounced over their heads. Black clouds of smoke closed in around them. Noxious fumes filled Brad’s lungs and blurred his vision so much he could hardly see through the haze. He felt a wall of heat and for a moment was disabled by the ringing in his ears.


In a blind panic, Berni tried to stand. Brad grasped at her T-shirt and pulled her back down.


‘Stay put or you’ll get yourself killed.’


Berni stared at him with wide, terrified eyes.


Heart hammering dangerously in his chest, Brad waited for the rush of adrenaline he knew would come. When it did, instinct and training took over. Brushing fragments of glass and god knows what else from his hair, he reached for the portable radio attached to his belt.


‘Bondi Junction, 100, urgent,’ he yelled over the roar of the fire.


Berni clawed at his arm, digging her nails into his skin. ‘What’s happening?’ she cried. ‘This wasn’t supposed to happen.’


Brad ignored her, knowing she would be no help. He kept a tight grip on her T-shirt so she couldn’t do anything stupid.


‘All cars stand by. Go ahead, 100,’ the operator replied.


‘Urgent assistance required to Lapis Street, Randwick.’


‘I can hardly hear you, 100,’ the operator interrupted. ‘Please repeat your location. What is the situation there?’


Brad opened his mouth to speak but his throat tightened, then closed. Smoke burned his lungs. He started to cough and couldn’t stop long enough to get the words out. Berni tried to stand again. He held on firmly to her shirt.


‘The situation, 100?’ the operator urged.


The radio crackled, or was that the snapping of burning timber? He could hardly hear anything over the hiss of the flames.


‘Are you still there, 100? Please advise the situation.’


‘I’m here,’ Brad gasped between coughs. The smoke was killing him. Clearing his throat, he swallowed hard, pushed the words out. ‘We need all emergency services urgently, radio. There has been an explosion, a bomb, I think . . . The Assassins’ clubhouse has been blown up.’





CHAPTER 2


Detective Lexie Rogers felt a chill invade her bones as she stared into the cold black eyes of a killer.


The picture in her hand was of a man who resembled something out of a bad gangster movie. He wore all black: shirt, suit, shoes. The exposed skin of his face and hands was tinged orange; a bad spray tan, she assumed. His head was large, his mouth a thin line underneath a crooked nose. With black fuzzy hair, sideburns that ran down the length of his jaw and thick eyebrows that almost met in the middle of his forehead, he was not just unattractive, but downright ugly. Not to mention scary.


‘You think he did it?’


Rex Donaldson nodded. ‘Homicide do. His name is Angelo Mavaris, or Lucky as he’s known. He’s a mid-level supplier who operates from his place of work: Club Hellfire at Kings Cross.’


While on the undercover course, Lexie had learnt that the drug world was no different to any other supply and demand business: the controller bought in bulk and sold to the next level down, who sold to the one below that. And so it went, like a flow chart. As the product went down the line, the cost increased.


Rex handed her another photo, a crime scene shot of a young girl lying flat on her back, lifeless eyes staring vacantly, blonde hair plastered across her face like a dirty curtain obscuring most of her features. She was tall and model-thin. There was a blotchy red birthmark on her left hand and she was wearing a short, skintight red dress, but no shoes.


Lexie glanced up at Rex, waiting for more information.


‘Her name is Kelsey Leech, twenty-five years old,’ he said. ‘She was found dead three months ago in a small reserve at Kings Cross. Her murder remains unsolved due to lack of evidence, although Homicide detectives think her location was a secondary crime scene, and that she actually died at Club Hellfire.’ Rex took a sip of the coffee Lexie had made him. ‘They’ve asked for our assistance. So anything we can find that may help them out we’ll pass on.’


Lexie nodded. ‘Of course.’ She again glanced at the photo of Lucky. With his mean face and puffed-out chest, he looked capable of anything.


Rex continued. ‘It’s alleged that Lucky was sleeping with Kelsey Leech behind his wife’s back, which wouldn’t surprise me at all. He’s a slippery one, comes and goes as he pleases. Often claims business elsewhere, though never states the nature of it. He’s smart enough to use an encrypted mobile phone that can’t be intercepted by the cops.’


‘So he’s no dummy.’


The general public seemed to have a preconceived notion criminals were smarter than they were. Truth was, most were dumb; that’s why they got caught. And the more intelligent ones just took longer to catch.


‘How did the girl die? Overdose?’ Lexie asked.


‘It’s being ruled as that at the moment, but the Ds know there’s more to it. DNA has been found on the body, but there’s no match on the database. So if you get the chance to discreetly collect anything – hairs, cigarette butts, whatever – Homicide would be most grateful.’


Lexie tried not to think of the logistics, or risks, associated with collecting items that might contain crucial DNA from a bunch of drug dealers.


Rex handed her another glossy print.


‘This is Rocco Sanitouris, the club’s licensee and owner – on paper at least – and Lucky’s partner in crime. Their modus operandi is pretty much identical. They’re very thick. If Lucky is behind Kelsey Leech’s death, Rocco would know about it.’


Lexie stared at the picture of Rocco, renowned businessman, nightclub owner, ladies’ man, criminal. Wearing a pink shirt under a three-piece suit, this one navy blue with pinstripes, shiny black shoes and an old-fashioned top hat that covered his bald head, Lexie could only describe his style as flamboyant. Clearly he liked to be noticed. Not that he needed to try so hard – he was the best-looking crook she’d seen for a while. And after almost ten years in the New South Wales police force, that was saying something.


‘We need you to get close to Rocco,’ Rex continued. ‘Find out anything you can about the death of this girl and get him to disclose his drug supplier.’


Lexie’s heart rate accelerated. ‘Sounds simple,’ she said, sarcasm dripping off her tongue. When she’d been approached by the Undercover Branch five days ago to work with Rex – her friend and expert undercover operative – on a combined murder and drug operation, Lexie had been beyond excited. She’d been given an outline of the operation and her role in it, but hearing the finer details while sitting on a lounge in her undercover flat at Coogee – her home for the duration of the job – it was all becoming a little too real.


The imminent meeting with two very dangerous criminal identities had suddenly lost its appeal and now seemed just plain scary. Especially since the general rule when undercover was to work unarmed. In Lexie’s mind, unarmed equated to defencelessness, vulnerability.


You can do this. Rex is the one who’s done the hard yards, established a connection, built trust and rapport with the targets.


Over the past two months, Rex had single-handedly infiltrated Rocco and Lucky’s drug syndicate. He’d made a number of small drug buys, but he was having difficulty obtaining information regarding their suppliers. Predictably, Rocco and Lucky were very guarded about the finer details of their illegal enterprise. It was hoped that Rocco, an egotistical ladies’ man, might try to impress Lexie with his exploits and therefore be more forthcoming.


‘I’m confident you’ll have Rocco wrapped around your finger in no time.’ Rex gave her a mischievous smirk. ‘Though remember, these are not street dealers or thugs. They know what they’re doing. They don’t talk on their phones – at least not the phones we have intercepts on – and they only talk business in Club Hellfire, which is impossible to bug. These guys are not the run-of-the-mill oxygen thieves we’re used to dealing with.’


Lexie nodded, terrified and exhilarated all at once.


‘You have to step carefully, not ask too many questions. We want Rocco to want to impress you, to think he has a chance with you. But avoid being put in a compromising position, where he expects sexual favours. It’s a precarious balance, but I trust you’re up for it.’ Rex sipped his coffee, then placed the mug on the table between them. ‘If you can work with a bunch of red-blooded cops, I think you can probably handle anything.’


Lexie smiled, trying to convey a confidence she didn’t feel.


Seeing through her façade, Rex tried to reassure her. ‘You’ll be fine. Just be yourself, so to speak . . . Even though you look nothing like yourself.’


‘That’s the whole point,’ Lexie replied, stroking her freshly dyed hair. Having been stationed at Kings Cross – Sydney’s red-light district – for eight years prior to joining Bondi Junction Detectives, Lexie wanted to ensure there was zero chance of recognition. She’d had no previous dealings with their targets but, to be sure, she had dyed her long blonde hair jet black and was using green contacts to cover her brown eyes. She’d also increased her makeup, using lots of black eyeliner and bright red lipstick. She had even changed her wardrobe, begun wearing a lot of black, so she could feel assured that her assumed identity, Rex’s niece Lara Wild, looked vastly different from Lexie Rogers.


‘Hmm, your new look may take a little getting used to, but it is remarkable,’ Rex told her. ‘You look very different.’


‘You don’t.’


Unlike Lexie, Rex’s appearance had scarcely altered from their first meeting over a year ago. He was no longer working undercover as a bikie, yet he still had the stereotypical biker look happening: long dark hair pulled into a low ponytail, a greying beard and bushy moustache, weather-beaten skin covered in a variety of tattoos, and the uniform of faded jeans and black T-shirts. At 195 centimetres tall and weighing more than 140 kilos, he was an incredibly intimidating figure.


Lexie smiled. ‘You’re still scary. And probably in need of a makeover one of these days.’


Rex feigned offence. ‘I like being scary,’ he said. ‘And why change something that works for me?’ He gave her a wink, then glanced at his watch. ‘That’s enough small talk. We need to make a move. Are you ready to meet some bad guys, Lara? Not nervous, I hope.’


‘Why would I be nervous?’ Lexie’s tone was facetious. ‘There’s nothing like the thrill of danger to ignite the senses and get the adrenaline pumping, is there?’ She laughed. ‘Better than a roller coaster really.’


Rex nodded his big head slowly. ‘Only, with a roller coaster, you’re safely restrained while you experience the thrill of the ride. Working deep undercover is, as you say, an adrenaline rush of sorts but with more risk, less excitement and no guarantees. It can’t be scripted. No one is responsible; nothing is predictable. You can trust only yourself.’


‘You’re taking all the fun out of this, Rex.’ Lexie pulled a face at him. ‘You’re meant to be a calming influence, not the opposite.’ She tried to ignore the hand gripping her stomach from the inside.


‘I know.’ Rex leant forward on the lounge, looking at Lexie intently. ‘I’m just trying to prepare you. A seasoned UC once said to me: never underestimate your target, their stupidity, or intelligence. Remember, you’re acting as one of them, yet you are not. There lies the greatest challenge: to integrate but remain emotionally removed. To remember the line and not cross it, or forget which side you’re on. Like you, criminals pretend to be something they’re not: a restaurateur, a nightclub owner, a farmer, a businessman. Crooks take risks for a living. Don’t get trapped with feelings of betrayal. They’re being paid big bucks for their illegal activity – that’s their job. Your job is simply to catch them.’


•  •  •


Lexie waited for Rex at their usual meeting place – the wooden bench on the bank of Duck Pond, in the middle of Centennial Park – while he ‘took care of some business’. Resting against the slatted back, she took the time to gather her thoughts and take in the spectacular surroundings in an attempt to avoid over-analysing what lay ahead.


It was late afternoon and a light breeze offered respite from the humidity of the day. Rays of light flickered through the canopy of branches overhead and birds cast fleeting shadows across a darkening sky. Geese squawked, chasing ducks across the stagnant water, leaving hundreds of tiny ripples in their wake. The bitumen pathway was packed with joggers, walkers, parents pushing prams. Cyclists flashed intermittently between huge oaks and eucalypts lining the roadway. In the distance, a group of horseback riders cantered. A stab of nostalgia tightened Lexie’s chest. Having grown up in the nearby suburb of Bronte, this place reminded her of her childhood, family picnics, happier times.


‘Watch out,’ a voice screamed in her ear.


Her brother’s voice was so clear, so real, goose bumps raced up Lexie’s arms and along her neck. She almost expected to see Lincoln standing behind her. What she did see was a cricket ball, flying towards her. She ducked just in time and it shot over her head so close she heard the whoosh, felt the ball skim a part through her hair.


‘Sorry . . . sorry,’ a teenage boy yelled as he ran past to retrieve the ball that had landed just shy of the pond.


Closing her eyes for a second, Lexie took a deep breath and waited for her heart to slow.


Lexie had acute intuition, always had, even as a child. But for most of her life she’d ignored it. She was not psychic – that was a strong word; a powerful gift. Her partner, Brad Sommers, teased her about having ‘psycho powers’. She smiled, picturing Brad, a big bloke with twenty-four years’ experience in the job, a brave and formidable force, yet he was scared senseless of the unknown, anything intangible.


Not that she was completely fearless of the strange and mysterious. There were things she had seen, felt and heard – like, just now, her dead brother’s warning – that she was unable to explain, was hesitant to even contemplate too seriously. In the past, ignoring her internal radar had done her no favours. In fact, it had almost got her killed. So, although Lexie didn’t profess to understand her sixth sense, she had certainly learnt to respect it, and listen to it more carefully.


Lost in thought, Lexie didn’t notice Rex slip onto the seat beside her.


‘You all right?’ His eyes narrowed. ‘You look like you’ve just seen a ghost.’


Not seen . . . Lexie forced a laugh. ‘Nearly got cleaned up by a cricket ball, that’s all.’


Rex raised his eyebrows. ‘That wouldn’t have been pretty. You’re no good to us if you have a smashed-up face.’


‘Thanks for caring.’ Rex’s curt, hard-love manner always put her at ease.


The phone in his hand beeped. He checked it, then texted a quick reply.


‘Okay, we’re on. Let’s go meet a couple of seedy bad guys.’


They walked across perfectly manicured lawns towards a large monument resembling a metal pencil shooting high into the sky. Two men in suits stood either side of it and watched their approach. They looked to be exactly what they were, Lexie thought: gangsters. Criminals whose mere presence polluted the park.


Rex greeted them like long-lost friends, shaking their hands and then turning to Lexie. ‘This is my niece, Lara.’ Rex placed a protective arm around her shoulder, nudging her forward a little. ‘Meet Lucky and Rocco.’


Keeping a tight rein on her carefully constructed composure, Lexie smiled and extended her hand towards Lucky. She looked into his eyes. They were black, soulless and even colder in the flesh.


Lucky didn’t meet her gaze. Instead he looked through her while grunting something that sounded like ‘Hi’. He squeezed her fingers, then swiftly let go as though burnt. His touch turned Lexie’s stomach and sent a shiver racing down her spine despite the heat. Turning away, Lucky coughed, a deep, chunky sound. And then he spat into a tissue.


Having been warned Lucky was very much the arrogant male chauvinist, his reaction was hardly surprising. Lexie pretended she didn’t notice his indifference and turned to Rocco, the one she needed to impress, to again offer her hand.


Rocco’s reaction couldn’t have been more different from his friend’s. He took her hand, gently lifted it to his mouth and brushed his lips across her skin without breaking eye contact.


‘Don’t worry about him. He gets stupid around beautiful women. And just because he has a cold he thinks he’s dying. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lara.’ Without releasing her hand, Rocco’s pale blue gaze travelled the length of her body. Lexie was suddenly conscious of the jeans that moulded to her long legs like a second skin, the black tank top that probably dipped a little too low across her breasts.


‘Rocco’s a charmer.’ Rex gestured with his eyes to her hand still in Rocco’s. ‘He’s used to women falling at his feet, Lara, so be warned.’


‘I can see that.’ It was obvious why Rocco was so successful with the opposite sex. He was even better looking in the flesh, full of flirty character, and had the money and power to accompany his other assets. Lexie glanced at Lucky, who looked bored, then back at Rocco. ‘But rest assured, Uncle Rex, I can handle myself around charming men.’


Lexie gently extracted her hand from Rocco’s firm grip and brushed wisps of long dark hair behind her ears.


‘Oh, I like a this one.’ Rocco grinned at Rex. ‘She has spunk.’


‘She does,’ Rex agreed. ‘She also has uncanny intuition and a quick mind.’


‘I’m standing right here, gentlemen.’ It was imperative she come across as a strong, confident woman, yet one devoid of arrogance – that would not go down well with these guys. In their eyes, it was a man’s world and a pushy woman would only irritate. It was a hard balancing act, but Rex had already won their trust. Now she had to do the same.


Lexie made small talk, telling them how she’d lived mostly in Queensland, had been a personal assistant until recently, before giving it all up to join her uncle in the ‘family business’. The words rolled off her tongue like a well-rehearsed speech, which was exactly what it was, with a few embellishments added along the way.


‘I know I’m new to this business, but I’m not new to the ways of the world. My uncle has taught me well.’ She smiled at Rex, displaying their closeness. ‘I am driven, I’m a fast learner and I like money.’


Don’t make it sound like a job interview. Like you’re trying to prove yourself worthy.


Rocco raised his perfectly plucked eyebrows. ‘Beauty and brains . . . now that’s unusual.’


‘I wouldn’t think so,’ Lexie said. ‘You must be meeting the wrong sort of women.’


As Rocco threw back his head and let out a raucous laugh, Lexie noted Lucky check his watch for the second time in as many minutes.


‘Is this a bad time?’ Lexie said sweetly.


Rocco frowned, appearing confused for a moment. ‘No. Why would you—’ He followed Lexie’s gaze to Lucky, who was still staring at his wrist. Aggression radiated on his face. ‘Lucky, don’t be so fucking—’ He turned apologetically at Lexie. ‘Sorry . . . so rude.’ He waved his hand in the air dismissively. ‘Just ignore him. He has no tact.’


‘Sorry,’ Lucky apologised quickly, without looking at her. ‘We’re supposed to be at the Assassins’ bike show is all.’ He said this to Rex. ‘I was just checkin’ the time, man. I didn’ mean to be rude.’


Lexie nodded in acceptance of Lucky’s half-hearted apology. There would be great delight in taking him down.


Rocco still seemed irritated and shook his head. ‘I’m not going to the bike show, Lucky. I told you that. That’s just a shit fight waiting to happen, don’t you think, Rex? A bunch of pissed bikies spells trouble. I’m staying well clear of that place. We don’t need any negative attention.’


Lucky didn’t look happy. ‘We were invited, Rocco. We should go to make sure . . .’ He glanced between Rex and Lexie, ran one hand over his thick black hair. ‘We need to check . . . check in with some old friends.’


Tension shimmered like a heat haze between the men as they drilled angry stares into each other for a long moment. But the conversation went no further. Interesting, Lexie thought. There was a power struggle at play here; they both liked the control.


Rocco was first to snap out of their silent standoff. Then his face lit up as though he’d just remembered something pleasant, but it took a moment longer for the anger to completely leave his eyes. Lexie sensed Rocco too had a very dark side.


‘Hey, I’m having a party tomorrow night at my nightclub. It’s my thirtieth birthday. You have to come. You both must come.’


‘Sounds good, free drinks!’ Rex exclaimed.


Lexie glanced down thoughtfully, as though considering the invitation. ‘Thanks for the invite,’ she replied finally. ‘I’ll check my diary and let you know.’


A strange expression crossed Rocco’s face. Lexie worried she had gone too far when he roared with laughter again. ‘You are too funny. You will come to my party. You don’t want to know what happened to the last person who turned down a personal invitation.’


Lexie felt as though she was getting into dangerous ground, but knew she couldn’t back down completely. ‘Actually, I do. What happened to the last person who turned down your invitation?’


Rocco’s face remained straight as he looked deeply into her eyes and said, ‘I killed them.’





CHAPTER 3


Lexie stood in the shower with her eyes closed, letting the warm spray iron out the knots in her muscles and wash away the tension of the day. When she was done, she automatically reached for the bathrobe that hung behind the door. It wasn’t there and it took her a slow second to remember she wasn’t at home.


She knew this undercover job required a new identity, a new appearance and a new address. Still, her situation suddenly sank in. Her boyfriend, Josh, her partner, Brad, and her best friend, Dani, knew she was working undercover, although they didn’t know the details and she could not disclose her address to anyone other than those who needed to know. Her parents had no idea, and thought she was working at Bondi Junction Detectives’ office as usual. Which was for the best because her mother would freak if she knew the truth. She had lied to her colleagues at Bondi Junction, told them she was on holiday leave. And although she fully understood why everything had to be top secret, it still didn’t sit well. Lexie didn’t lie. Trust was imperative to her, even though trusting others was sometimes a struggle. She suddenly felt unsettled, and very alone.


You are only one day into this – stop the mind games now. Don’t think too deeply. This is all part of the job and it’s not forever.


Her phone started ringing and, naked, she rushed across cool floorboards to the master bedroom. She found her personal phone next to the work phone on the bed and answered eagerly. Lexie knew it was Josh without checking the caller ID.


‘Hello?’


‘Hey, gorgeous, you sound out of breath,’ Josh said. ‘What are you doing and who are you doing it with?’


Lexie’s mood lightened instantly. Putting the phone on loudspeaker, she slipped into the silky robe strewn across the bed. ‘I ran from the bathroom to get the phone. I just got out of the shower.’


Josh groaned. ‘So you’re naked? That’s so not fair, Lexie. I’m getting a visual and I’m eight hundred kilometres away . . . that’s just plain frustrating.’


‘I know.’


For the past two weeks, Josh Harrison had been in Byron Bay, working on Strike Force Viscount, investigating the cultivation and distribution of illegal drugs – mainly marijuana – in northern New South Wales. It was a sudden secondment as replacement for a sergeant who’d fallen ill.


‘How did your first meeting go?’ Josh asked.


‘It was good.’ Lexie secured her robe around her waist and sat on the bed. ‘These guys are seriously like something out of Underbelly or The Godfather.’


Josh listened as Lexie told him about her day: the rigmarole of moving into the new apartment; her make-over; meeting with her new ‘business associates’. She was almost finished talking when she was interrupted by what sounded like a deafening chorus of squawking birds. Lexie pulled the phone away from her ear slightly.


‘What’s that?’


‘Sorry. I have a cloud of seagulls going crazy around me.’


‘Seagulls? Where are you?’ Lexie asked, wishing she was wherever Josh was.


‘I’m at the beach. Sorry, I’ll move away from them.’ Lexie imagined Josh’s lean form standing shirtless on a stretch of white sand, a sea breeze ruffling his dark hair.


‘Rub it in why don’t you.’


‘That’s rich coming from the woman who just told me she was naked.’


They laughed.


‘So how is your job going?’ Lexie asked.


‘I must say, I’m already sick of pulling out marijuana plants. We’re locating small crops used for private use and have made some arrests, although the larger plantations all seem to be on Crown land, making cultivation and possession very hard to prove. No one admits to ownership. Funny that!’


‘No surprises there . . . And how is your Commander, the lovely Tina Scott, treating you?’


Josh let out a low moan.


Lexie laughed. ‘That says it all, I suppose.’


‘She’s my worst nightmare,’ Josh told her. ‘I’m not sure why she hates me, but I have no doubt she does.’


Lexie lay back on the bed and flicked on the television in the corner of the room. Muting the sound, she flicked mindlessly through the stations until an image on the screen caught her attention.


‘Hang on a second, Josh.’


Lexie sat bolt upright and turned up the volume. An attractive redhead reporter stood before what appeared to be a war zone. Police, paramedics, fire fighters, rescue workers and forensic teams were everywhere. Flames were raging through a building, parts of which were a mere skeleton. Smoke billowed from what was left of the crumbled roof. Debris was scattered across the ground.


The reporter looked straight into the camera. ‘The nation is in shock today at the unbelievable act of violence that has occurred at the Assassins Outlaw Motorcycle Gang’s clubhouse—’


Lexie gasped, feeling her heart miss a beat.


‘It appears the explosion occurred during an annual bike show,’ the reporter continued. ‘It is still unclear exactly what happened or who is behind the bombing.’


The Assassins’ clubhouse was in her patrol of Bondi Junction. She would have been working the bike show if she hadn’t been seconded to the Undercover Branch. Many of her workmates would have been there today. A feeling of dread overcame her. Lexie felt her chest constrict and for a moment she couldn’t breathe. The reporter’s voice cut through her shock : ‘It’s confirmed three Assassins members and three Revolutionary members have been killed. One police officer has been killed and a number of others have been conveyed to hospital. Two civilians are dead and there are numerous injured. Names have not been released.’


‘Holy shit,’ Lexie exclaimed. A cop was dead. Who the hell was it? The room was closing in on her. Lexie felt sick.


The camera panned to the carnage again, before returning to the reporter’s face.


‘Lex, what’s going on?’


She finally registered Josh’s voice on the other end of the line. Grabbing the remote, Lexie turned the sound down a touch . . .


‘Something bad has happened, Josh.’


‘It is a very shocking and devastating scene here behind me,’ the reporter continued. ‘There is no word yet on what kind of device was used, but witnesses have stated the explosion came from the rear of the clubhouse where the motorbikes were being displayed. There is no doubt this was some sort of bomb and police fear this could be the start of yet another bikie war. They are appealing for calm and time to carry out their investigations. Anyone with any information please come forward and contact—’


‘Lexie, tell me what’s going on?’ Josh’s voice was worried.


‘The Assassins’ clubhouse has been blown up.’


Lexie drew in a shaky breath, her heart hammering violently in her chest. ‘Oh my god . . . Brad was working there today!’





CHAPTER 4


Brad sat at his desk with his head in his hands, wondering how the hell he was alive.


Besides raw lungs, a scorched throat, a few cuts and a lingering headache, he’d escaped unscathed, which was not just lucky, it was unbelievable. And although he’d been cleared by the paramedics as fit to return to work, Brad was beginning to worry he might have survivor guilt or something weird like that, because the slideshow of horrific images playing on a loop in his head would not quit. He could still hear the explosion, see the violent burst of flames shooting into the sky, feel the suffocating heat, smell the smoke, the pungent stench of fear and death. At the same time he felt numb, like what he’d witnessed today had happened to someone else, that he was a distant observer separated from his own body.


The phone on Brad’s desk rang incessantly. He ignored it. Since the bombing had hit the news, every phone in Bondi Junction Detectives’ office was going crazy. Not to mention his mobile. After assuring his wife and mother he was fine, Brad had switched it off. As much as he appreciated everyone’s concern, he had too much to do to spend all his time telling people he was alive.


A young detective, Dave Mansfield – better known as Lurch because he stretched to almost two metres in height – appeared beside him. ‘Sergeant, can I get you a coffee or water, something to eat maybe? You don’t look real good.’


Brad shook his head. He hadn’t eaten in he didn’t know how long. And, for the first time in a long time, he could honestly say he wasn’t hungry.


‘Actually, a glass of water would be good, mate,’ he said. It was going to be a long night and his head was starting to pound now. He would need all the help he could get to push through it. ‘Panadol too, if you can find some.’


Lurch nodded and disappeared just as Berni sat down at Lexie’s desk opposite Brad. He noticed her complexion was paler than usual and mascara was smudged under her eyes. He wondered why, since she had been in the bathroom for ages, she hadn’t cleaned herself up.


‘I’m sick. I need to go home.’


Where had this come from? She hadn’t been sick earlier. Was she traumatised? Then it twigged – Berni was trying to make herself look as bad as possible to support her claim of being sick. Brad stared at her in disbelief.


‘I’m sick,’ Berni said, again. ‘I feel really terrible. I can’t stay. I have to go home to bed.’


Her eyes shone with unshed tears.


If it was anyone but Berni Kirk, Brad wouldn’t have been silently questioning her sincerity. You would have to be made of stone not to be affected by what they had seen today.


When the Assassins’ clubhouse had exploded, Berni had fallen apart – literally. Brad had been the one to radio for help. He’d been the one to render assistance to the injured until paramedics arrived. Berni had remained cowering behind the police car, fearful of further explosions. While Brad cordoned off the crime scene to preserve as much evidence as possible, taken photos and videos with his mobile phone, and made voice-recorded notes, Berni had sat in the back of an ambulance, crying.


Though in shock, it was disappointing she had not even tried to help others. It was often said that while most people ran from danger, the emergency services ran to it. Granted, that was their job, but it was also instinctual. If you were not prepared to put your life on the line, you were in the wrong job as far as Brad was concerned. It might be politically incorrect to say it – prehistoric, old-school thinking – but he couldn’t help how he felt, right or wrong.


Brad chose his words carefully. ‘Berni, why don’t you give yourself some time to calm down? What happened today was scary, shocking. Trust me, I’m shaken up as well, but we are lucky to have survived. A strike force is being established. The boss can only spare three of us from Bondi Junction: me, you and Lurch. Counter Terrorism, Arson, Forensics, the Bomb Squad, they’re on their way. There’s a lot to do, bodies to identify, relatives to notify. We have to interview witnesses, get to the hospital to speak to the injured – those who can talk at least. I have to do a situation report for the commissioner and prepare information for the briefing. We need all hands on deck.’ Extra troops were already filtering into the office.


Berni’s eyes narrowed to slits. ‘You can’t stop me from going off sick, you know.’


Brad felt his hackles rise. He had been nothing but patient and supportive – or so he thought. His emotions were bouncing around like a plane caught in severe turbulence: one minute he felt sympathy for her, then disbelief and frustration, which ultimately resulted in guilt. But Berni was right. He couldn’t insist she stay. And who was he to judge her integrity?


‘You know what? You’re right, Berni. If you’re sick, you’re sick. Go home and get some rest.’


Berni packed up her belongings in an instant. ‘I said I’m sorry. I know you’re not happy Bra— Sergeant, but I can’t help being sick,’ she said petulantly. ‘I’m not a hard-arse like you.’


Brad’s head snapped up. He bit down on a cutting response.


‘I didn’t mean that to sound . . . I meant . . . oh, I don’t know. See? I’m all messed up.’


‘Forget it, Berni. Just go home and take care of yourself. I’ll notify the boss of the situation.’


Berni snatched up her handbag and left the office without another word.


Brad noted the events of the day, along with their conversation, in his duty book. You could never be too careful when dealing with someone like her. He thought of Lexie and the easy camaraderie they shared. In total contrast to Berni, Lexie was fun, light-hearted and self-assured without the slightest hint of arrogance. She was totally reliable, completely professional and took orders easily, yet could also delegate when required. Lexie was the little sister he’d never had. He knew her past, what she’d been through, and was aware she still suffered some anxiety. He’d glimpsed moments of vulnerability she’d tried hard to conceal. Her determination to leave past traumas behind, to deny them power over her future, only made Brad respect her more. Lexie was resilient, a fighter. She was everything Berni would never be.


Thank goodness Lexie’s secondment was only temporary and she would be back eventually. Brad would rather stick pins in his eyes than work with Berni Kirk any longer than was absolutely necessary.


•  •  •


When Lexie finally got through to Brad on the office landline, she let out a tremendous sigh of relief and fell onto the lounge.


‘I’m fine, seriously,’ Brad reassured her. ‘A little smoke inhalation never hurt a smoker.’


Lexie listened while Brad calmly relayed the shortened version of events, smothering her horrified gasps with a hand pressed hard to her mouth. She noted his voice wavered with emotion a couple of times.


‘This is all your fault, Lex,’ he said with affection. ‘If you hadn’t ditched me, taken a better offer, you would have been with me today and that crazy, spooky, psycho sixth sense of yours would have certainly warned us of impending danger.’


‘You think? My crazy, spooky, psycho sixth sense hasn’t always worked for me, you know.’ It hadn’t warned her a crazed bikie was about to cut her throat. It hadn’t warned her a rogue cop and his sidekick were going to shoot her. Or was it simply she hadn’t been listening well enough?


‘I didn’t see it coming, Lex.’ He sighed. Lexie could hear other voices talking, keyboards tapping and computers beeping in the background. ‘I know I joke and stir you up about your intuition, but in all honesty, I believe we all have it to some degree. Although you’re an exception.’ Brad laughed briefly. ‘You know when you feel a sense of dread for no reason? Or the opposite: you get a positive feeling, like all will be okay? Today my gut let me down. I felt nothing and if we’d stayed in the position we were in . . .’ There was a long pause.


Lexie was about to speak when Brad added, ‘But it’s all good, I suppose. I’m here to play another day, ha ha.’


That was definitely a forced laugh; his emotions were understandably all over the place. Lexie felt real concern for Brad. He was doubting himself, making light of the seriousness of the situation. She hoped it was an act for her benefit and that he’d deal with or at least try to process things later, when he got the chance. She doubted it. Brad was one of those cops who relied on black humour as a coping mechanism to deal with the horrors he saw, to literally laugh in the face of adversity. Whatever it took to avoid thinking, feeling. Even though attitudes within the police force were slowly changing, becoming more understanding towards emotional responses to trauma, some old-school officers still perceived it as a sign of weakness.


Lexie had learnt the hard way that suppressing feelings never ended well. For her it had resulted in a tsunami of fear and anxiety that had left her a shell of her former self. But that was all in the past. It hadn’t been easy, yet she had managed to climb out of the black hole she’d tumbled headfirst into. And she had no intention of slipping back in ever again. She had to make sure Brad didn’t suffer the same fate.


‘Brad, no one could have known what was about to happen. It’s not like you were walking into a recognised hostile situation where you would be on guard, anticipating danger. From what you’ve told me, everything was running smoothly, there was no sign of trouble, so how could you possibly guess a bomb was about to go off? You saw nothing suspicious to prick your instincts.’


‘I should have known.’


‘It sounds like your gut did save you,’ Lexie pointed out. ‘Literally.’


Brad groaned. ‘I don’t think my stomach can take the credit. If it wasn’t for the persistent whine of that woman complaining about being hot, bored, wanting food and water . . . she’s the one who inadvertently saved our lives. She’s the reason . . .’ He went quiet.


‘Are you there, Brad? Are you all right?’


‘You’ve triggered a memory, Lex. Berni said something strange just after the explosion. I didn’t think about it at the time, too much was happening, but . . . she said this wasn’t supposed to happen, like she knew something. And she was checking her watch a bit, it was at her insistence we move . . . Is that weird or am I going crazy, reading too much into it?’


‘Berni is a lot of things but she’s not a criminal. Whatever she said was probably just blurted out in shock.’ Now she was really getting worried. Brad was imagining conspiracy theories and sinister plots. She knew Brad was not happy about being partnered with Berni while she was on loan to the Undercover Branch and she couldn’t blame him. In the short time the trainee detective had been in their office, she’d done herself no favours. It was common knowledge she was a trouble child, there to be kept an eye on for the sins of her past, departmental offences that Daddy the bigwig had scraped her out of. Lexie was thankful she’d had little to do with her.


‘It doesn’t really matter what she said. You were both lucky,’ Lexie continued, resting back against the soft leather. ‘How is Berni, by the way? I take it she wasn’t hurt either.’


There was another groan and the grinding of teeth. ‘She’s gone off sick. She did nothing to help anyone but herself. And although I’m pissed off at her . . . piss-poor attitude, it’s probably better she’s not here. She only manages to get in the way. When things settle down, I’ll be talking to Casey about her. She shouldn’t be here. It’s unfair she’s occupying a position a more appropriate detective in training could fill – one who has the right attitude and is keen to learn. Bloody numpty, she is.’


Lexie’s laugh was genuine. The first time she’d heard Brad use that word she’d got the gist of its meaning by the context. Then she’d googled the word and was amused to discover its definition: a fool or idiot who just didn’t get it. It described Berni perfectly.


‘Any word on the cop who was killed?’ She was afraid of the answer, yet had to ask.


‘Only unofficial word. Jarred Heinz. I don’t know him. Poor bugger. He was only six months out of the academy. Relatives are yet to be informed.’


Lexie didn’t know him either. She felt a rush of guilty relief, followed instantly by a wave of sympathy. She knew firsthand the devastating blow his family was about to be dealt, could relate to their imminent grief and wished she couldn’t.


‘That’s tragic.’ She didn’t dare mention the other cops and civilians who could still lose their lives. ‘So, I’m assuming a strike force is being set up?’


‘As we speak,’ Brad replied. ‘And it’s going to be big. Resources are being pulled from everywhere. What worries me is the fall-out. The Assassins will blame other clubs, and the first suspects will be the Revolutionaries.’


The mention of the Revolutionaries bikie gang sent Lexie cold. She stared at the glow of lights illuminating the city skyline in the distance, and felt a strange but familiar unreality. Her hand flew to her neck and unsteady fingers traced the jagged scar tissue that ran along her hairline.


The flashback was upon her so suddenly she had no time to fight it.


She was in a dingy laneway in Kings Cross and Amitt Vincent, a violent bikie, had a knife hard pressed to her throat . . .


Blinking quickly to clear the image, Lexie shuddered and took a series of deep breaths. How she hated her mind’s cruel ability to toss up painful events from her past when she least expected it.


‘Lexie, are you there? I have to go, got too much to do. Thanks for the call, talk soon.’


Brad hung up. Lexie was left listening to the dial tone buzzing in her ear.


•  •  •


Lexie wasn’t sure how long she sat in the darkness staring out into the night after saying goodbye to Brad. She felt like she was in a trance, though at the same time her mind was jumbled, spearing off in different directions: the explosion; Brad’s lucky escape; the young officer killed; his family; her brother; meeting Rocco and Lucky today. What was it Lucky had said? She thought for a moment. He wanted to go to the Assassins’ bike show to make sure . . . to check on . . . check on what? Check in with some friends, he’d said, but he’d been about to say something else. Rocco was adamant he was not going. Was that because he knew the place was going to blow up? Could they have had something to do with the bombing? It was possible. Unrest and hostility between crooks was customary, thanks to power plays, rivalry, rifts, egos and disputes over drug turf.


Whenever she thought of Amitt Vincent’s upcoming trial, a sense of dread infected her body. Her heartbeat raced. A tremor started in her hands. How she dreaded sitting in a courtroom and giving evidence against the bikie who had almost killed her, having to relive the ordeal and justify her actions while some hot-shot lawyer tried to discredit her, make her out to be the criminal, guilty of shooting a man in cold blood.


She had survived his attack and was the only witness. The only person who could put him away for a very long time. She’d worried Vincent might send his cronies for her. And wondered if she would ever feel truly safe again.


You are not the only cop to put away a bad guy, Lexie . . . get a grip.


She knew she should ring Josh, reassure him Brad was okay. Yet she couldn’t move, felt boneless, weighed down by a despondency she couldn’t shake. For some reason, Lexie felt suddenly exhausted.


A loud knock on the door startled her, instantly quashing her fatigue. The flat was rented by the Undercover Branch and there were only three people who knew of its existence: UC Commander Ron Barrington, her UC Supervisor Rachel Dean and Rex; who, for security reasons and Lexie’s piece of mind, were under strict instructions to ring first if they had reason to see her. And no one had called . . .


Lexie froze, desperately contemplating a means of escape. Of course, there wasn’t one. She was on the third floor. All the windows were barred and there was no back door.


Making a split-second decision, Lexie ignored her pounding heart and rose silently from the chair. She crossed to the kitchen, where she used the light from her mobile phone to unlock the safe hidden inside a cupboard, where her gun was secured. As slowly and noiselessly as her shaking hands would allow, she racked the slide. It made a soft clicking sound as a bullet lodged in the chamber. She pointed the firearm towards the ground, ready to be raised in an instant.


She didn’t want to use her gun again, but she would if she had to.


Lexie crept back into the living room and took up position against the wall, beside the door.


Another loud bang rattled the door. Her stomach flew into her throat. The door knob moved. She watched in stunned horror as it jiggled back and forth, then stilled. Lexie held her breath, hoping whoever it was would give up, go away, realise no one was home, or they had the wrong place.


Scarcely daring to breathe, she flattened herself against the wall, felt the cool plaster through the thin material of her robe and listened intently. For a long moment she heard nothing but the distant sound of traffic, a dog barking somewhere outside, her own raspy breathing. Then the sound of a key in the lock pricked her ears. Her eyes fixed on the doorknob, waiting. It turned.


Lexie raised her gun.





CHAPTER 5


Berni was not sick. Not even a little bit. In fact, she was absolutely fine and about to feel a whole lot better indeed.


Stretched across her white leather lounge, an arrangement of pillows propping her up, Berni watched her boyfriend, TJ, sprinkle two thick lines of cocaine on the glass coffee table.


‘You’re very quiet,’ TJ said.


‘I was nearly killed today,’ Berni replied, without any real emotion.


‘But you weren’t,’ TJ said flatly. ‘That’s why we’re celebrating.’


Berni remembered the smoke, the explosion. Terrifying at the time, but she was far from traumatised now. She’d survived, and that was that. And so had Brad Sommers, who had her to thank for their miraculous escape.


‘I had a feeling something was going to happen.’ The version of events Berni concocted in her mind was so much more impressive than what had actually happened. ‘Luckily I talked my big oaf of a partner into moving from our position. If we’d stayed put, we would have been history, for sure.’


‘How did you know a bomb was going to go off?’ TJ asked, raising one eyebrow at her. ‘Did you have some insider knowledge or something?’


Berni frowned, shaken by his words. ‘No, how would I? I had a feeling, that was all.’


‘Well, I hope your partner appreciates you saving his life,’ said TJ. ‘You are amazing. He’s lucky to work with you.’


Berni was certain Sergeant Sommers did not consider himself fortunate to be partnered with her at all. No matter what she did, there was no competing with his darling Lexie Rogers, so why even try. Besides, she wasn’t out to impress anyone.


‘Do you believe they expected me to stay at work?’ She shook her head as she slipped from the lounge to the carpeted floor. ‘Just carry on as though nothing had happened? It’s ridiculous.’ Berni would never understand why some cops, especially the stiffs at Bondi Junction, took the job way too seriously and felt the need to portray this outdated ethical code of devotion and professionalism. It was a load of bullshit, nothing more than a pissing competition to see who was the biggest, toughest, most resilient big city detective.


‘That’s just dumb,’ TJ said, chopping at imaginary lumps in the powder with a razor. ‘Just dumb.’


She felt a surge of angry defiance and had to remind herself she didn’t care what her colleagues thought of her. Her father was an assistant commissioner – she didn’t have to prove herself to anyone. He might disapprove of his daughter’s choice to work in a ‘man’s’ job, nevertheless, she was guaranteed his protection, no matter what she did.


Initially, Berni had joined the police force to infuriate her father. But she was quick to realise that while certain aspects of the job were unpleasant, others tedious, she did love the power the badge gave her and saw how easily it could be abused. That was when it had dawned on her that her insider knowledge was invaluable, a precious commodity in certain circles.


Berni noticed TJ’s eyes were on her chest. The robe she wore was gaping and he couldn’t help himself. Without bothering to cover up, she pushed herself onto her knees and took the straw TJ handed her. Leaning over the coffee table, she placed the straw at the end of one line of powder. She snorted half the cocaine before repeating the process with the other nostril. She leant back, wiped the end of her nose and tasted the acrid tang as it ran down the back of her throat.


‘I still can’t believe you were at the bombing today,’ TJ said almost enviously. ‘I know it would have been scary, but it must have been mad to see the explosion, the commotion . . .’


When TJ had arrived at her place earlier, Berni had been dying to share today’s ordeal with him. Stupidly, she’d expected some sympathy, maybe even admiration for her bravery. But it seemed TJ was more excited by what she’d experienced and had wanted to talk about the bomb, the logistics of its creation and how it may have been planted. Having been in the army for about five minutes apparently made him an authority on all explosive devices.


‘Mad?’ She now sat cross-legged on the floor opposite him, her back leaning against the base of the lounge. Plucking the champagne from the ice bucket beside her, Berni filled their glasses. ‘You make it sound exciting. I could have been killed,’ she said, the cocaine buzz managing to keep her calm.


‘You are too good a cop to get yourself killed.’


TJ had no idea what type of cop she was. He had delusions of grandeur sometimes, thought he knew everything, but she knew most of the things that came out of his mouth were a load of bullshit. He talked big, but he was just a barman at Club Hellfire. Which was where they had met on a drunken night out. He sold drugs at bottom level; having big dreams was an admirable trait, but that didn’t make them a reality.


Bernie watched TJ mimic her actions. Snorting the coke with the straw, he then swept up the scattered fragments of the drug with his finger and rubbed them across his gums.


‘I had my fair share of close calls when I was in the army.’ TJ waggled his eyebrows for effect. ‘There is more to me than just a pretty face, you know.’


Berni rolled her eyes. TJ was infatuated with the idea of dating a cop, but at the same time, it intimidated him. That’s why he made up outlandish stories about things that supposedly happened to him in the army – he felt the need to prove himself to her. Having done some investigative homework of her own, Berni knew TJ had been kicked out of the army after only six months for stealing and drug possession, in which time he had not seen action of any kind. But still, she listened to his tales and pretended to be enthralled. It was all part of the game.


‘I spoke to Rocco today,’ TJ told her. ‘He has some really good gear coming in; top grade cocaine. He’s going to get me to cut it for him this time. I’m earning his trust, don’t you think?’
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