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  About Nothing to Lose


A murder brought them together. Will the killer rip them apart?



Kit's blunt attitude keeps people at a distance. It's the best way for the dairy farmer to stave off the painful rejection she received from her parents and later her protector Lincoln. But a shocking murder on her farm brings back the handsome man from her past in a big way...



Police Sgt. Lincoln Zanetti wishes he could've revealed his feelings for Kit years ago. Keeping their past secret, he uses his assignment to the case to protect the woman he loves. But even his pent-up affection can't keep her from being a suspect or a target...



As their passion blooms anew, the ruthless murderer strikes the farm again. Can Lincoln and Kit put the killer away before their second chance at love turns deadly?



Nothing to Lose is the final standalone novel in The Blackbridge Series of romantic suspense. If you like tough women, stoic men, and small-town romance, you'll love Claire Boston's nail-biting tale.








  
  Dear Reader, 
This book is set in Australia and as such I've used UK English spelling rather than US English. What this means is that my US readers might notice words spelled differently to what they're used to: colour not color, realise not realize, and towards rather than toward. I can't guarantee there are no spelling mistakes in the novel (one or two always slip past me), but many of the differences you may notice are because of the differences between US and UK English spelling and grammar.
There is also a bit of Aussie slang and terms which may be unique to Australia. I think most are understandable from the context, but if there's anything you get stuck on, send me an email to claire@claireboston.com.
Happy Reading!
Claire B






  
  


Dedication



To my tech support gurus, Pedro Gonçalves and Evan Wilkinson. Thanks for all your help.








  
  Chapter 1


Kit van Ross was going to kill him. 
No, she’d fire him, then she’d kill him. She’d given Paul plenty of chances, even an official warning, and he still hadn’t got his act together. She opened the throttle on the dirt bike, needing speed to channel the anger pulsing through her body. 
It was hard enough to run a farm with two people let alone when one went AWOL regularly. 
Paul should have returned to the yard an hour ago, not be out on the boundary fence doing who knew what. Nothing needed fixing, but the white ute was parked there and Paul was nowhere in sight. Maybe he was taking a nap.
She would definitely kill him. 
As the bike bumped over the field, her gaze locked on the ute, waiting for Paul to hear the engine and sit up in the tray and wave. 
Nothing.
He had to be there somewhere.
Probably too much of a wimp to face her. He knew how pissed she’d be. She hadn’t held back her temper the last time she’d warned him to stop slacking off. And while she’d yelled, he’d stood there with a bored expression and told her to chill. 
He used to be her friend once, not just her employee. 
She clenched her teeth. She’d given him enough chances. In order for her farm to thrive, he had to go.
She searched the sky for Paul’s black drone, which would give her some indication he realised she was there.
Nothing but a few puffy white clouds in the otherwise bright blue sky. She should be enjoying the fine weather while it lasted instead of chasing after an unreliable farmhand. 
Kit roared to the ute and cut the engine. 
Silence.
The tray was empty.
“Paul! Where the hell are you?” She kicked the stand into position and got off the bike, shading her eyes to scan the nearby bush that marked the boundary between her land and Foley’s.
No one.
Stalking around the side of the ute, she saw a foot stretched out on the ground, then a leg.
“Paul, what the hell—” Her footsteps faltered and vomit rose to her throat. She shook her head as if it would change the vision, and her hand came to her mouth. No, no, no.
Her muscles tightened, and she took two steps away, squeezing her eyes closed, wanting to erase the picture.
Get a grip, girl. She needed to see the truth.
Slowly she opened her eyes. 
Her gaze found the rifle first. The one she kept locked in the shed, only used if she had an injured animal that couldn’t be saved.
Next his boots, the mismatched socks — one blue and one black — and then his outstretched legs, tanned from the summer sun. He leaned back against the vehicle, positioned so much like her father had been. Then she’d been in time, she’d been able to rip the gun away from her dad, convince him life was worth living. 
Not so for Paul.
Flies buzzed around the perfect round hole in the centre of his forehead. On the door behind him was a red spray of blood and other matter. No saving Paul.
Her stomach heaved and she spun around, retching, choking on this morning’s cereal.
When her stomach was empty and the heaving finally stopped, she wiped her eyes and turned back to Paul.
How long had he been sitting here? He’d been gone all morning, had taken off as soon as he’d entered some data into the computer. He’d snapped at her for coming into the office. She’d snapped back.
That had been the theme of their relationship over the past few months. 
She’d known something was wrong, but he wouldn’t confide in her and she’d got tired of asking. Some friend she was.
Hands shaking, she dug out her mobile phone, dialled the number she knew by heart. 
“Kit, the full moon is bringing out all the crazies, can it wait?” Even the annoyed timbre of Sergeant Lincoln Zanetti’s voice brought a measure of comfort.
“Paul’s shot himself. He’s dead.”
Lincoln swore. “Don’t touch anything. I’ll be right there. Where are you?”
“The back paddock.” She hung up and her breath whooshed from her. It would be all right. Lincoln was coming, he’d know what to do.
A fly crawled over Paul’s eye and towards the hole in his forehead. She wanted to swat it away, but she couldn’t mess with the scene. Even if it was a suicide. She paced away, glad she’d left the dogs back at the shed. 
Tears pushed their way into her eyes and she blinked them back. She couldn’t cry now. Emotion wouldn’t get the better of her. She would be calm, not a hysterical female when Lincoln arrived. Taking a deep breath in, she continued walking, heading away from the vehicle. Her chest tightened and her throat burned. No, she couldn’t break down, not here, not now. There would be time later, when she was at home, alone, with no one to see her, where no one would witness her weakness. If she cried now, she wouldn’t be able to stop.
Changing direction, Kit headed to the fence line, peered into the bush. A few tall eucalypts interspersed with small prickly shrubs. The road that intersected her property from Foley’s farm next door was almost within sight.
Why this spot? 
Had Paul felt a sense of belonging here? She’d found him here often enough when he should have been working elsewhere, when he’d added to her workload and risked her livelihood by not doing his tasks. Anger crept its way through her sorrow.
It was just like the selfish bastard he’d become to commit suicide on her land. 
The anger soothed the burning in her throat and she clung to it. She couldn’t think about the good times they’d had together. 
Lately all he’d been was an inconsiderate prick.
And now he hadn’t had the decency to kill himself at home. This would cause a shit-tonne more work for her. 
Kit strode back towards the ute, her gaze flitting back to Paul and sorrow flooded past the anger as if it was a leaf on a stream. She reached for it but the anguish battered her aside and the tears she’d been holding back flooded in, racking her body with sobs. 
Sinking onto the rough, dirt ground she grieved. 

      [image: image-placeholder]The rumble of a car engine perforated her grief and Kit glanced up. The police sedan drove through the gate at the opposite end of the paddock.
Lincoln was here.
Comfort settled over her shoulders even as her stomach tied itself in knots. She stood, dusting off the dirt and wiping her eyes on her singlet. She inhaled a deep shuddery breath. Time to get a hold of herself. 
Walking back to the ute, the faint scent of blood reached her nose. Her stomach protested, and she gritted her teeth. She would not vomit again.
Senior Constable Ryan Kilpatrick shut the passenger side door as Lincoln got out of the driver’s side, his tall, lean frame unfolding as he stood. His blue police uniform was pristinely pressed, but his chocolate brown hair was dishevelled the way it was when he ran his hands through it too many times. His dark eyes showed their concern, and she longed to throw herself into his arms and weep. She clenched her hands to stop herself from reaching out to him. She couldn’t show him how much she still cared for him, couldn’t handle another rejection. Tears pricked at her eyes again and she blinked them back, turning her attention to Ryan. She swallowed hard. “He’s behind the ute.”
“Are you OK?” Lincoln stood only a metre away and the distance might as well have been a mile. They no longer had the easy affection they’d once had, not when they were alone together. If she’d been any of her three best friends, he would have swept her up in a hug, comforted her. But those days were gone, and she only had herself to blame.
Kit nodded. 
“Can you tell us what happened?” Ryan asked.
“I came out looking for him when he didn’t return at lunch. I found him like this.”
“Have you touched anything?” Lincoln asked.
“No. It’s clear he’s dead.” The image flashed into her mind and she blocked it.
“How close did you get?”
They tag-teamed the questions. 
“Just around the front of the ute.”
“We’ll take a look. Do you want to sit in the car?” Lincoln asked.
Kit shook her head, her hand tapping her thigh. She couldn’t be still. Stillness allowed stray thoughts into her mind, memories she couldn’t confront.
Lincoln sighed and then he and Ryan walked around the vehicle to the body. It was easier to think of it that way — the body, not Paul. Lincoln swore under his breath, a twitch above his eye showing he wasn’t as unaffected as he appeared. After a short, murmured conversation between the two cops, Ryan pulled out his phone and Lincoln walked over to Kit. “Whose gun is it?”
“I’m pretty sure it’s mine.” And if it was, it was one more thing to blame Paul for. It helped to blame him rather than herself.
Lincoln’s eyebrows almost disappeared into his hair line.
She shrugged. “It’s the same make and model, and Paul has — had access to it. It’s usually stored in a locked cabinet in the shed.”
“I’ll need you to confirm that.” He hesitated. “Scrap that. Don’t touch the cabinet.”
“Why not?” 
“Please, Kit, for once in your life just do what I ask without questioning it.” He ran a hand through his lush hair.
Her anger spiked. She had to take her frustration out on someone. “Why, because I might tamper with the evidence? He committed suicide!”
Lincoln pursed his lips and rocked back on his heels.
Uncertainty filled her. “Didn’t he?”
“Forensics will confirm that.”
A non-answer if she’d ever heard one, but she expected nothing more from Lincoln. No one wanted Paul dead.
He withdrew his notepad as Ryan came over. “Calls are made.”
“We’ll take your initial statement now,” Lincoln said. “There’s not a lot more we can do until the others arrive.”
“What do you need to know?”
“Tell us about your day. What have you been doing, where was Paul meant to be? How did he seem?”
It was standard questioning, but Kit didn’t like it. She explained her tasks, expanding when they wanted more information. 
“You mentioned you were angry, that you were going to fire Paul,” Ryan said. “Why?”
She glared at him. “Because he’d become an arsehole. He did none of his work, he disappeared for hours at a time and ignored my attempts to help him.” She glanced at them both. “The farm is suffering and I need staff I can rely on.”
“And Paul wasn’t reliable,” Ryan said.
“Not since Christmas. He’s been twitchy and secretive since his friend Gordon died a few months ago. He mentioned he had shit happening in his life, but he wouldn’t tell me what.” She should have pushed him harder for answers. Maybe she could have stopped this. People with problems didn’t always open up, didn’t always tell the truth. 
She’d had first-hand experience. 
“Is there anything else?” She wanted to get out of here, away from the body, and the blowflies now swarming around it.
They exchanged glances and Lincoln said, “Not for the moment. We’ll be over later to check the gun cabinet and will need to get a full statement from you.”
She nodded and got on her bike, her hand shaking as she pressed the ignition button. The engine’s loud growl was music to her ears. She needed noise, needed speed, needed to forget everything. She twisted the throttle and quickly changed through the gears, accelerating across the bumpy paddock, fleeing the scene.
Her chest squeezed again as the image of Paul flashed through her mind.
No, she wouldn’t think about it now. She had work to do. The bull calves needed to be weighed and prepared for sale. That was why she’d gone looking for Paul. Now she’d have to do it by herself. 
The farm was the only constant in her life, always there for her, never leaving. Birth or death, rain or drought, it carried on. 
And so did she.

      [image: image-placeholder]Lincoln passed his hand through his hair as Kit tore off over the paddock. She was one tough cookie, finding Paul like this and not breaking down. No one was as strong as she was. 
“This wasn’t suicide,” Ryan said.
He nodded. “But it’s meant to look like it.” He examined the body, shutting down his own emotions. He hadn’t been close to Paul, but it was hard to see anyone dead. “The gun’s in the wrong position and the angle of the shot, there’s no way he could have pulled the trigger holding it there.”
But who wanted Paul dead?
And why shoot him here, out on Kit’s property? Could Kit be in danger?
Lincoln scanned the surroundings. A good place to meet someone. The road the other side of the bush led onto the main highway. And it was close to Foley’s shed that had burned down a couple of months ago. That had been drug-related, and they were still tracking down all the players.
Was this connected?
It was possible. Paul had been upset about Gordon’s death, and Gordon had been killed as a result of his involvement in the drug ring. Paul could be involved as well. Perhaps he’d been scared he would be next.
If not that, then what else?
No one said anything bad about Paul. He was popular around town, played in the local cricket and football leagues, had worked out here with Kit for the past few years. 
Kit was the only person mad at him, but her bark was worse than her bite. “How long until Albany get here?” 
Ryan glanced at his watch. “About half an hour. The Perth guys will be a lot longer.”
More than four hours to the capital city and the forensics experts. “I’ll tell Sue and Adam what we’ve got.”
He made the call to his other officers and then helped Ryan set up the barricade tape to protect the crime scene. 
They weren’t going anywhere for a while. 
When the Albany detectives arrived, they took over, as Lincoln had expected. Janice Bosch and Navid Khan knew their stuff but tended to think his local team didn’t.
And that grated.
He ran the gun’s registration and confirmed it was Kit’s. Shit. This would get messy. 
“Ryan and I can examine the gun cabinet,” he suggested to Bosch.
“Where is it?” she asked.
“In the shed.”
She raised her eyebrows in question.
“I lived on the farm for a couple of years.” Back when Kit was still at high school and had point blank refused to move to Perth with her parents. She’d needed a responsible adult to stay in the house with her, and he’d wanted to move out of his parents’ place. It had worked well — until it hadn’t. 
“You too close to this?” Khan glanced up from his camera.
Lincoln shook his head as a twinge of guilt pinched him. No way was he getting kicked off this case. “I’ve lived in Blackbridge most of my life,” he said. “I have a relationship with many people in the town. If I couldn’t segment, I couldn’t do my job.” 
“All right.” 
Lincoln gestured to Ryan, and they got back into the police car and headed across the paddock. 
“You sure you’re OK with this?” Ryan asked.
He glanced at his best friend. “Why wouldn’t I be?”
“Kit had opportunity, and she was angry at him, Lincoln. She’s got to be a suspect and she won’t like it.”
“She didn’t do it.” 
“That’s what I’m talking about. Neither of us believes she’s capable of it, but she discovered the body, the gun is hers and Paul had irritated her. If she’s not on our suspect list, we’re not doing our job.”
Damn it, he was right.
And Kit would be pissed. 
He sighed. “I’ll deal with her.” He was used to her outbursts, could handle anything she threw at him. He called the station to ensure nothing urgent had cropped up and then directed Ryan to park outside the big silver machinery shed that housed the tractor and other large vehicles.
Kit was working in a nearby yard with the latest herd of year-old calves. She barely glanced at them as they approached. “Give me a second.”
Deftly she moved the calf through the gates onto the scales, then sprayed something on its back. She moved with confidence, no concern for the size of the calves, some of which were close to her own height. 
Her red plaid shirt was unbuttoned, and she wore a white singlet underneath, damp with sweat. Even working hard, her steel-capped boots covered in dust, her denim jeans clinging to her curves and her hair a mess, she looked sexy.
He couldn’t prevent the shock of unwanted lust. Kit was off limits. Experience had taught him anything more would ruin what was left of their friendship. 
Kit slapped the rump of the calf she was working on and it ambled out of the way. She walked over to them. “What do you need?”
“We need to check your gun cabinet,” Ryan said. 
She stepped back. “It was my gun.” Her voice was flat.
Lincoln nodded.
She closed her eyes briefly, bit her lip, the only sign something was wrong. She was more affected by this than she appeared. But why pretend with him? 
Kit climbed over the metal fence and jerked her head towards the dairy. “It’s this way.”
“When did you last open the cabinet?” Ryan asked.
She hesitated. “About two weeks back. A yearling got through a fence Paul should have repaired and slipped near the river. Broke its leg, and I had to put it down.” Her words were clipped, her tone no-nonsense, but her hand trembled a little as she pushed open the shed door.
Maybe still inside her was the seventeen-year-old who had wept in his arms when she’d first put an animal down.
She walked into an office and halted, causing him to crash into her soft warm body. He inhaled, smelling a hint of cinnamon. Focus. He glanced over her head to the gun cabinet in the corner, its door ajar. 
“I didn’t leave it like this.”
Lincoln nudged her aside so Ryan could get past. “When were you last in here?”
“This morning after milking. I wanted to check Paul was entering the latest data. The safe door was closed, and I presumed locked. I don’t check it regularly.”
“Where’s the key kept?”
“There’s one on the ute keyring and one in the house.”
The ute key was the most likely, but he said, “Can you confirm the house one is still there? But don’t touch it if it is.”
She nodded. “I’ll go now.”
“Thanks.”
He followed her from the building so he could get their things from the car. Kit didn’t acknowledge him, just strode off across the dirt to her motorbike, her blue heelers, Montoya and Roberts at her heels. At her command one jumped on the motorbike tank and the other on the seat behind her and they tore off towards the house. He caught himself staring after her. He needed to be careful. Any sign he was emotionally involved and the detectives would dump him from the case. 
His insides twisted. To do things properly, he should declare his conflict of interest now. But his feelings for Kit were unrequited, so they didn’t count. What was important was helping Kit through this and protecting her if a murderer was on the loose. 
He’d already failed to protect her three friends. He wouldn’t fail her.






  
  Chapter 2


By the time Kit pulled up in front of her house, the pressure in her chest made it difficult for her to breathe. Her throat ached from unshed tears.  
Paul had killed himself using the same gun that had nearly taken her father’s life ten years ago. She’d bought the gun safe, and locked the rifle inside. She’d held the keys when her father still lived here. She hadn’t been willing to give him a second chance to end his life and he hadn’t argued, too ashamed of what he’d been going to do.
After he’d left, she’d grown more lax. It made sense to keep the key with the ute, so that it was easily accessible. But she hadn’t thought Paul was at risk.
She stumbled around the side of the house and up the back steps of the verandah. Using the shoe horn shaped like a beetle, she pried off her boots, delaying her entry. Did it make any difference whether the key was there?
Paul was dead.
Her hand shook as she swung open the fly-screen door and headed through the laundry to the pantry. Her keys hung on a board inside: spare house key that had once been Lincoln’s, another key to the ute, a key to her document safe… and the gun safe key. 
She’d given Paul the means with which to kill himself.
She should have kept the key locked away, shouldn’t have been lazy about fetching it.
Gasping, she slid to the floor, wrapping her arms around Montoya, sliding her fingers along his coarse, dusty hair.
Her chest seized and her stomach heaved, but she clamped her teeth. She couldn’t fall apart. She needed to tell Lincoln. Her fingers shook as she drew her phone out of her back pocket and typed him a message.
Then she dropped the phone onto the floor beside her and caved to the fresh wave of tears. 
Grief wracked her body, great big sobs wrenched from her lungs. Her body shook with the effort to stop. She didn’t want to cry. Farmers had to be tough, otherwise it would be too easy to be overwhelmed.
No one was here but her dogs. She was safe.
Unjudged.
She rocked back and forth, trying to rid herself of the horrid pain ripping her apart. Why did it hurt so much? Paul had been a friend, but not one of her closest.
“Kit, are you here?”
She froze, holding her breath to stop the sobs.
Lincoln was outside on the verandah, only metres away. She mustn’t let him see her like this, it would ruin the self-sufficient image she’d portrayed for all these years. She pushed Montoya away and clambered to her feet, wiping her face with her shirt. Taking a deep breath so she could speak, she called, “Yeah, give me a minute.” The fly-screen slammed shut and footsteps approached.
Whirling around, she faced the shelf with flour and sugar on it as if it was the most interesting thing in the world. She squeezed her eyes shut and breathed once, twice.
“Kit, are you all right?”
The concern in his voice had tears welling up again. Ruthlessly she blinked, and cleared her throat. “Yeah. Won’t be a sec. Why don’t you put the kettle on?”
She waited for his footsteps to retreat.
His hand touched her shoulder.
Shit. No. She couldn’t deal with this. Not now.
Keeping her head down, she pushed past him and into the kitchen.

      [image: image-placeholder]Kit stalked out of the pantry, but not before Lincoln glimpsed her tear-stained cheeks. She’d been crying. He’d thought he’d heard sobs, but he hadn’t wanted to walk in unannounced. They didn’t have that kind of relationship anymore.
Still, he couldn’t stand by and let her grieve on her own.
He followed her into the kitchen where she dried her face on a tea towel.
“Cuppa?” She grabbed the kettle from the bench.
“No, thanks.” Maybe he should mind his own business. If she wanted to pretend to be fine, shouldn’t he respect that? 
She filled the kettle, put it on before turning back to him. The water hadn’t done a lot to hide her red eyes and flushed face. “What can I do for you then?”
“A couple of things. We’ll need access to the farm for the next few days.”
“Of course.”
“And I’ll need you to come down to the station later to answer questions from the detectives.”
Kit frowned. “Why?”
“It’s standard procedure.” He kept his gaze on hers, but she pursed her lips.
“What aren’t you telling me?”
Damn. He cleared his throat and repeated, “It’s standard procedure.” He couldn’t tell her they suspected murder, or that she was a potential suspect.
“Why would I need to go to the station for a suicide?” 
He could practically see her mind working through the options. He got the tea out of the cupboard, hoping to distract her.
Her eyes widened. “Was it suicide?”
“I can’t comment on an active investigation.”
Kit gripped the side of the bench as her face paled. “Was he murdered?”
Lincoln gritted his teeth. He hated not being able to tell her, to warn her to be careful.
Her mouth dropped open. “Am I a suspect?”
Hell. What could he say?
“I am, aren’t I?” Her eyes were wide, her expression incredulous. “Do you really think I could kill him, Lincoln?” The hurt in her tone almost ripped his heart out of his chest.
“No, I don’t. But I need to do things by the book and rule you out.” He’d said too much.
“What time?”
“Sorry?”
“What time do I need to be at the station?” She slammed the cupboard door after she got a mug out.
“I’ll let you know.”
“Fine. I’ll see you then.” She gave him a pointed look and he took the hint.
Walking outside, he inhaled deeply. He may no longer be on Kit’s confidants’ list but he knew who was. And he couldn’t leave her here, grieving by herself. Dialling the first number, he said, “Hannah Banana, Kit needs you.”

      [image: image-placeholder]After Lincoln left, Kit waited a few minutes to ensure he was gone before heading outside. No time to wallow. The calves wouldn’t weigh themselves and with rain forecast for next week she had to sow the new crop. Then the pregnant cows needed to be moved closer to the sheds, the fencing and water troughs had to be checked, and as always the milking had to be done twice a day.
After riding her bike back to the yard, she continued weighing the calves until a white four-wheel drive pulled up. Hannah. 
Lincoln must have called her.
Damn him.
Usually she’d be thrilled to see her best friend, but today she wanted solitude, at least until she’d worked things out in her own head. She put down the spray gun and walked over to her. “What are you doing here?”
Hannah frowned, her blonde fringe falling across her face. “I’m not sure. Lincoln said you needed the musketeers, but he wouldn’t tell me why. What happened?”
“Are the others on the way?”
“Yeah.”
She had twenty minutes max until they arrived and had to get the calves finished today. She needed the data in order to fatten them up before the buyers came in a few weeks. 
Yeah, as if that was the most important thing in her life right now.
She glanced at her friend. Hannah’s jeans and blue shirt were covered in paint splatters. “Have you been painting?”
“Yeah. The latest cabin is almost finished.”
“You shouldn’t have stopped. I was going to call you later when I finished work.”
“I can help you now I’m here. What are you keeping from me, Kit Kat?”
Kit shook her head. “I can’t, not yet. Wait until the others arrive?”
Hannah nodded. “All right. What do you need me to do?”
The other musketeers, Mai and Fleur, arrived together. Kit put them to work. It was one thing she loved about her friends. They got things done without asking unnecessary questions.
As they cleaned up in the dairy, Mai said, “Not that I mind helping, but where’s Paul?”
Kit’s heart clenched, and her throat closed over. She backed away from them.
“Kit?” Fleur reached out towards her.
She shook her head.
“Did something happen to Paul?” Hannah asked. “Is that why Lincoln called us?”
She nodded.
“What is it?” Mai asked.
Kit took a deep breath in. “He’s dead.” She had to say it quickly. “I found him in the back paddock, sitting by the ute, my rifle next to him.”
The girls gaped at her for a second before moving as one to surround her in a hug. She didn’t have to explain. They knew what had happened with her father, they’d been the only ones she’d told. 
Hannah stepped back first. “Why didn’t Lincoln tell us?”
“Probably because Paul’s family needs to be notified first,” Mai said. “Any death will be painful, but suicide…”
Kit hesitated. “I thought it was at first, but Lincoln implied it could be murder.” She shook her head. “It was almost identical to Dad, the way he sat, the ute, the placement of the gun, only unlike Dad, Paul was dead.”
“How horrific.” Fleur squeezed her hand. “I think you need a shower and ice cream.”
“Booze would be better,” Kit replied. Anything to wipe this day from her memory.
“Miss van Ross?” The call came from outside the shed.
It had to be one of the detectives. She walked outside with her friends. Two people in suits — a blonde woman a little shorter than Kit and a man who looked to be of Middle Eastern descent — stood in her yard. 
“Can I help you?”
“I’m Detective Bosch, and this is Detective Khan,” the woman said. “We’d like you to come to the station so we can ask you some questions.”
There was no putting it off. “Sure.” She turned to her friends. 
“Want us to do the milking?” Fleur asked.
The cows were already gathered outside the building. What would she do without the musketeers? “Yes, please. Do you remember how to do everything?”
Hannah grinned. “It’s not like we haven’t done it before, Kit. We’ll be fine.”
They would be. Her dogs were over with the cows, wandering through, making sure they moved forward. Everyone would be OK.
“I’ll drive myself,” she told the detectives. She climbed into her car and drove on autopilot, her mind running through the day’s events. 
When she arrived at the station, Bosch asked, “Can I get you something to drink?” 
“A coffee would be good.” She needed the caffeine.
Khan led her through to an office and indicated for her to sit in a plastic chair.
When Bosch entered with the coffee, Kit asked, “What do you want to know?”
“We’d like to record you,” Bosch said.
“Sure.”
Khan pressed a button on a recorder. “Can we confirm your full name please?”
Kit winced. “Kitty Jane van Ross.” The only thing her biological mother had given her was a shitty name. Who called their kid Kitty like some kind of animal? But then again, her mother had abandoned her, like people did with a pet they got for Christmas. The first of many to leave her.
Bosch’s eyebrows raised. “How long had the deceased worked for you?”
The deceased. They didn’t have the decency to use his name, he was a classification to them. “Paul started working for me part-time three years ago,” she said. “When my other farmhand retired, he became full-time.”
“When was that?”
“About a year ago.”
“What was he like as a worker?”
She grimaced. “Until about three months ago he was the best. Always arrived on time, got the jobs done, would point out anything I might have missed, and then he changed.”
Khan shifted in his seat. “How so?”
“His work became shoddy, he would turn up late, leave early, I’d find him in places on the farm where he shouldn’t have been.”
“Like where?”
Kit thought about it. “The back paddock I found him in was his favourite, but occasionally I’d find him by the river.”
The detectives exchanged a glance.
“Did you speak to him about this?”
She snorted. “I spoke, discussed, shouted and gave him a written warning. It didn’t help.”
“So he made you angry?” Bosch asked.
No point denying it. “Yeah, he made me angry. I run a two hundred herd dairy farm with only one other person. If he’s not pulling his weight, things fall behind.”
Khan sipped his water. “Why were you in the back paddock today?” 
“I was looking for Paul. He should have been helping me with the calves and he didn’t show.”
“Did you take the gun with you?” Bosch asked.
The change in subject threw her and she laughed. “No.”
“Why do you have it?”
She rolled her eyes. “I only use the gun if an animal gets into trouble and the vet can’t save it. I don’t even shoot the ’roos like some farmers do.”
“Where is it normally kept?”
“I showed Lincoln and Ryan the gun cabinet in the dairy. It’s usually locked and there are two keys — one hanging in my pantry and the other on the keyring with the ute keys.” They would know all this if they’d spoken with the others or maybe they were trying to catch her in a lie.
“How close are you to Sergeant Zanetti and Senior Constable Kilpatrick?” Bosch asked.
They’d be closer if she hadn’t ruined it all at eighteen. “I’ve known Lincoln all my life. He used to live next door with his parents.” She finished her coffee. “Ryan moved to town in December, and he’s dating my best friend, so we hang out.”
The detective pursed her lips. 
Let her think whatever she wanted. “They’re both good cops.”
“Did Paul ever talk to you about people who might have disliked him?” Khan asked.
“He bitched about my attitude a couple of times and he didn’t like being banned from the motocross track.”
“Why was that?”
“He and some of his mates took modern bikes out to the track, which isn’t allowed because we ride vintage bikes.”
“Who decided on the ban?”
“The club voted on it at one of the general meetings, but Fleur had to tell him.” She answered the next question before he asked it. “Fleur Lockhart is the club president.”
He made a note.
She hesitated, not wanting Fleur to have to deal with these two, but it wasn’t her call. “Fleur’s back at the farm helping with the milking if you want to chat to her.”
“She’s a friend of yours?”
“One of my best friends.” 
His expression turned speculative and she stayed silent. Lincoln had once told her that the more suspects spoke, the more they gave away, or the guiltier they appeared. She glanced at the clock. “Do you have many other questions? I need to get back to the farm.”
Khan looked at her. “We’ll come with you.”
Internally she swore. Just what she needed.
Another delay in her day.
And her friends under suspicion.






  
  Chapter 3


Kit sat at her kitchen table eating leftover spaghetti. Aside from the dogs occasionally shifting in their sleep next to her, the house was quiet. And empty. 
Last night the musketeers had stayed over to offer her support and comfort, but they had jobs to get to today. She understood. She’d been working hard all day herself, trying to forget about Paul’s death. An impossible feat. Not only did she have to do everything herself, but her mind kept circling back to who would want Paul dead. She couldn’t think of anyone, which left the possibility some random killer was out there, waiting to strike again.
The verandah outside creaked, and she froze, fork halfway to her mouth. Was someone there?
She listened, waiting for a footstep, another creak.
Nothing.
The house always creaked and groaned as it settled into sleep for the night, the materials contracting in the cool evening air.
No one was out there.
A thud on the roof and then the patter of footsteps. 
She huffed. Possums. Just possums using her roof as a highway. But she would drive herself crazy if she stayed here by herself tonight, flinching at every noise.
Maybe Hannah would be free. They could go to the pub, have a couple of drinks, forget about Paul. 
She needed to forget — at least for a little while. 
She dialled Hannah’s number. 
“How are you today, Kit Kat?” Hannah asked.
“Restless,” Kit answered. “Want to go to the pub?” Silence. Damn. “Have you got plans?”
“Felix has a thing at the Scouts tonight and he asked me to come. You should join us.”
Hannah had always been the one friend guaranteed to be available, but she had Ryan and his little boy now. 
“Don’t worry about it. I’m not fit company. Have fun.” She hung up, her heart heavy. Fleur was working and Mai started baking in the middle of the night so she couldn’t ask her. The musketeers all had partners and other commitments. She’d been happy being single until her friends had partnered up. Then she’d realised Lincoln was still the only man she really wanted. She couldn’t even call Jamie, not in her current mood. He reminded her too much of the man who didn’t want her.
Kit headed for her bathroom, pausing outside Lincoln’s old bedroom. The darkness inside mocked her. How had she read the situation so wrong? Sure, she’d only been eighteen, but guys had hit on her all the time. She knew when they fancied her. Lincoln’s signs had been more subtle, but he’d been six years more mature. 
It had been wishful thinking. 
Or delusion.
The moment she’d ruined it was etched into her brain — his complete horror when she’d dropped her towel and told him she wanted him.
She cringed and continued to the shower, the hot water easing her aching muscles from a day of farm
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