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      With her hiking boots firmly laced, Stella left Brian in the car park at the start of the Mt Remarkable Summit Trail in Melrose. He was in no condition to undertake the three-hour trek ahead of her, despite the time he spent on the golf course with his mates. Thankfully, he’d known better than to protest when she’d told him to take a look around while she visited the crime scene. She had no desire to be the one calling May to inform her Brian had expired from overexertion in the course of his duties.

      Stella followed the constable waiting for her up the mountain to the crime scene, keeping a wary eye out for snakes, even though he’d told her it was too cold for them to be about. She wasn’t as confident as her guide about the first week of May aligning with the start of the reptilian hibernation season in the Southern Flinders Ranges.

      On a curve in the path, Stella stopped and took in the vista across the Willochra Plain, a sea of dried grass stretching into the distance as far as she could see. The monotony of the view only broken by lines of green, where trees marked watercourses snaking across the plain away from the mountain. After a moment, she resumed following the trail ever upwards, as it wound its way through ancient trees and skirted steep rock-strewn gullies.

      After an hour and forty minutes, they arrived at a group of trees marked with crime scene tape, where several members of the crime scene investigation team were packing equipment into backpacks.

      ‘The bodies are down there, Sarge,’ said her guide, pointing into the steep gully that fell away from where they stood on the walking trail. ‘You’ll need to use that rope.’ He pointed to an orange nylon rope secured to a tree a couple of metres beyond the area cordoned off with crime scene tape.

      ‘Anything up here I should know about?’ said Stella, taking a moment to catch her breath before descending through the trees to the rocks at the bottom of the gully below them.

      ‘Signs of a scuffle,’ said one of the constables, pointing to several marks in the leaf litter around the edge of the rocky outcrop next to the trees they’d marked off.

      ‘Any sign of the drone they were supposedly using?’

      ‘Not up here, Sarge.’

      Stella pictured the victims standing on the rocky outcrop at the edge of the path, intent on the drone flying out above the gully, and imagined someone pushing them over the edge. The drone could have crashed into the rocks below when they’d gone over the edge or continued flying until its battery died. She hoped they’d find it as she peered into the gully.

      Stella couldn’t see the party waiting for her below. ‘Who’s down there?’

      ‘Sergeant Rice,’ said the constable, ‘with the body retrieval team. You’d better get going, Sarge. They want to get down from here before dark.’

      Stella looked at her watch. It was fifteen minutes past two. She’d been warned it would be dark a little after five on the eastern side of the mountain, where they were already standing in the shadow of the peak.

      ‘How long will it take me to get down there?’ said Stella. ‘Looks pretty steep.’

      ‘Five, maybe ten minutes,’ said the constable. ‘You’ll be okay, Sarge, as long as you don’t let go of the rope.’

      ‘Thanks for the vote of confidence,’ said Stella, laughing. She walked up the path to the rope and made her way down the side of the gully, going from tree to tree, until she arrived among the rocks at the bottom, about thirty metres down from the trail.

      At the bottom of the rope, she was met by a constable who directed her to where, Dr Steve Wright, the police pathologist, was standing with a group of officers amid a pile of equipment. Stella realised the rope was there to help them manhandle the stretchers carrying the bodies up to the walking trail.

      As she approached the group, Stella recognised Barry Rice, who she’d worked with before. ‘What do I need to see, Barry?’

      ‘I’ll show you what we have and then Dr Wright can fill you in,’ said Barry.

      Stella followed him around a large rock that blocked their view down the gully and watched as he lifted the sheets covering the broken bodies of a man and a woman dressed in hiking clothes.

      ‘Search party initially thought they’d fallen from the path, until they got down here,’ said Barry. ‘Look at the heads.’

      Stella stepped closer to the body of the man and looked down at his head. The back of the skull was a mess of crushed bone and brains. She looked up at Barry.

      ‘The rock used to crush their skulls was tossed into the bush over there.’ He pointed towards the undergrowth to their left. ‘We’ve bagged it.’

      Stella looked at the tears in the jackets and trousers on the bodies. They’d obviously collided with the side of the gully on the way down. ‘Surprised the fall didn’t kill them, Barry.’

      ‘Someone wanted to make sure they were dead, Stella. There’s a trail through the trees made by someone coming down and going back up,’ said Barry. ‘Possibly more than one, going by the amount of damage.’

      Stella stepped over to the body of the woman. The side of the head was caved in, as if she’d been hit with something solid, and the rocks supporting her body were splattered with dried blood. She studied the scene, taking in the rocks embedded in the side of the gully and across its floor. ‘Where’s this path through the bush?’

      Barry pointed up to where they could see the crime scene tape tied to the trees up on the walking trail. ‘Look along this line. The undergrowth’s been disturbed and twigs have been snapped on the smaller bushes?’

      Stella stared up along the line he was pointing out, starting from where they were standing next to the bodies. She could just make out a line of disturbance.

      ‘So, you’re saying it looks like they were pushed off those rocks up there and then their killer came down and finished them off?’

      ‘That’s what it looks like to me,’ said Barry.

      ‘Anything in their pockets?’

      ‘Wallets, car keys and the key to a cabin in the caravan park,’ said Barry.

      ‘No mobile phones?’

      ‘No mobiles.’

      ‘Any sign of a drone or its controller?’

      ‘No luck with that, Stella, I’m afraid,’ said Barry. ‘Bloody thing could have ended up anywhere if they were operating it at the time they were attacked. Then again, it could be back in their cabin.’

      ‘Guess the killer could have taken it if they’d had it on them.’

      ‘Or it could be stuck in a tree or smashed on the rocks further down this side of the mountain.’

      Stella wondered if they’d ever find it or if finding it would make any difference, since she had no way of knowing if they’d been filming when they were attacked or that they’d captured an image of their assailant.

      ‘Has anyone checked their cabin?’

      ‘It’s secured. We’re looking at that after we get down from here.’

      They walked back around the rock to where the others were waiting.

      ‘What’s your opinion on cause of death, Steve?’ said Stella.

      ‘Appears to be a sharp blow to the head with that rock over there.’ Steve pointed to one of the bags in the pile of equipment. ‘But, I can’t be sure until the autopsies. The fall itself could have killed them.’

      ‘No chance of it being an accident?’ said Stella.

      Steve shook his head. ‘Even if the fall killed them, Stella, you don’t get those sort of head injuries falling this far down the side of a mountain. Someone's definitely had a hand in this.’
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      It was growing dark by the time Stella returned to the car park at the start of the summit trail. She was pleased to see Brian waiting for her in what she hoped was a warm car.

      ‘How did you go?’ said Stella, as she slid into her seat and closed the door. ‘Find us somewhere to stay?’

      ‘I’ve booked a couple of rooms at the North Star Hotel,’ said Brian. ‘That way you won’t have to put up with my snoring.’

      ‘I’ll keep that in mind when I’m doing your next performance review.’

      Brian laughed and started the engine to fire up the car’s heater.

      ‘The crime scene boys are staying in the caravan park,’ said Stella, ‘where our victims were staying.’

      ‘I spoke to the manager,’ said Brian. ‘Uniform have someone on site securing the place.’

      ‘What did you find out?’

      ‘They booked in early Monday afternoon and were seen leaving on foot Tuesday morning, around ten. No-one was aware they hadn’t returned until Mrs Washington rang the manager after her husband didn’t make his normal seven o’clock call to let her know he was okay.’

      ‘The manager hadn’t noticed?’

      ‘He thought they’d walked up to one of the pubs for dinner after their hike,’ said Brian, rubbing his chin. ‘He raised the alarm when he realised Washington’s mobile phone was ringing inside his cabin and nobody in either of the pubs had seen them. Anything come from your hike?’

      ‘Nothing we didn’t already know from the initial report.’ Stella watched as the bodies were loaded into the coroner’s van. ‘CSI found a blood splatted rock they think was used to bash their heads in, and there are signs someone made their way down to where the bodies were and out again.’

      ‘Are they sure that wasn’t the search party?’

      ‘The search party didn’t go into that gully until someone spotted a hat in a tree below the edge of the trail, and they marked their way down with a rope tied to the trees.’

      ‘Did they find any cameras?’

      ‘No,’ said Stella. ‘I suspect our killers might have taken them, and the drone.’

      ‘Drone?’

      ‘Didn’t you read the notes? One of the reasons they were here was to use the camera in Washington’s new drone.’

      ‘Must have missed that bit,’ said Brian. ‘When I saw they were landscape photographers, I thought they’d be using those fancy DSLR cameras with gigantic zoom lenses.’

      ‘You need to keep up with the times, Brian. It’s all aerial footage these days.’

      Brian moved the selector to drive and followed the coroner’s van out of the car park and back into the town, where he parked in front of the North Star Hotel.
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      The front of the North Star Hotel was lit up by the media’s bright lights. Stella and Brian got out of their car and joined Inspector Pence, the officer in charge of the search and rescue operation, in the glare of the lights as the reporters gathered with their microphones.

      ‘The bodies of missing hikers Robert Washington and Judy Redding have been retrieved from the national park behind us here,’ said Inspector Pence, ‘where they were located after an extensive search by officers and volunteers this morning.’ He stopped talking and looked at the cameras. ‘The nature of the injuries sustained by Mr Washington and Ms Redding suggests their deaths were not accidental or from natural causes.’

      ‘What do you mean?’ said one of the reporters.

      ‘We’re treating their deaths as suspicious,’ said Inspector Pence, ‘and Detective Sergeant Bruno from Major Crimes is here to lead the investigation to determine what led to their deaths.’

      Stella stepped forward and stood next to Inspector Pence. ‘If you saw Mr Washington
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