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Dedication


For all the readers who wanted more






About this book


She’s out to save lives. But can she help herself when she’s the focus of a killer’s gaze? 
Perth, Western Australia. Dr Julia Sinclair is still mourning a terrible loss. Determined to soothe her wounds, she tries to distract herself with a return to her infectious disease work at the hospital. But she suspects somebody is trying to sabotage her career when a routine procedure lands her patient on death’s door.
Permitted to keep working under a cloud of professional criticism, Julia burns the midnight oil to determine the cause of the mysterious malady. But when more victims cast suspicion on her as the perpetrator of an ugly epidemic, she fears someone wants more than her reputation destroyed.
Can this embattled physician expose the truth before she’s the next one in need of an autopsy?
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Chapter One


First day back in the job Dr Julia Sinclair had killed for, and those sanctimonious arseholes in their job-secure offices threatened to take it all away from her. She flipped the protective cap off the antibiotic vial, then attached a needle to a syringe. No wonder they’d kept delaying her return to work. Sneaky buggers tried to downgrade her Infectious Diseases position while she recovered from her injuries. Injuries she’d sustained while fighting for her life. 
They owed her. She stabbed the needle through the rubber bung. Bloody budget cuts. If she hadn’t controlled the VRSA outbreak last year, imagine how much that would’ve cost the hospital. Vancomycin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus had never been isolated in Western Australia until that deadly and deliberate outbreak. The restricted and experimental antibiotics, the poor publicity, the potential deaths.
The actual deaths. Hell. Her vision blurred. Tess, her only sister. Her closest friend, Valerie. Both murdered by someone she’d trusted. An obsessed killer. With her friend dead and her family self-destructed, her only goal for 2020 was to bury herself in her job. Hadn’t she lost enough already?
An alarm shrieked. Julia started. Cardiac arrest? She spun around.
Mrs Jovanovic fiddled with her nightgown buttons, oblivious to the racket. Not her patient dying, then. Did someone else need help?
Footsteps thudded past. The privacy curtain fluttered in their wake. Raised voices nearby, then the alarm stopped. Silence at last. Well, as silent as the chaotic Emergency Department could be.
Focus. Dementia had shredded Mrs Jovanovic’s memories, but the frail woman deserved her full attention. Julia shook the antibiotic vial again. Hard. Nothing like some therapeutic aggression to combat the side-eyes and whispers that had stalked her all morning. Was everyone expecting her to kill again?
A soft laugh behind her.
She glanced at Gabriel Flynn, Infection Control Nurse, and self-appointed guardian angel. “Amusing you, am I?”
“If you’d shaken that any harder, it would’ve entered a new dimension.”
“Okay, so I’m a little tense. Bite me.” Her laser-beam glare failed to send him running. “Don’t you have somewhere else to be?”
Gabriel checked his watch. “Shit, I’m late for the ICU meeting, but I can stay. You sit down and rest that ankle. I’ll give the first dose of antibiotic.”
He had to remind her about her injured ankle, didn’t he? Sure enough, it ached on cue.
“We’ll be fine without you, won’t we, Danica?” Julia squirted the dissolved antibiotic into a small bag of normal saline, then slid the bag across the table towards Gabriel. “Attach this before you go. I’ll sit down for thirty minutes while the infusion is running. Plenty of time to write up my notes and rest my ankle.”
As if activated by hearing her name, the elderly woman thrust one skinny leg through the bed rails and tried to escape.
Gabriel wiggled Mrs Jovanovic’s wayward leg back through the bed rails. He tucked the sheet in tight, then grasped her left hand to stop her from grabbing her IV line.
Her frustrated mutters increased in volume.
“You’re quite a handful, aren’t you, sweetie?” Gabriel kept his voice soft. “Guess I’ll miss the ICU meeting this morning.” He grimaced and clutched his captive forearm. “My hand. Death-grip.”
“You’ll live. I’ll sneak the antibiotic in while you keep her mesmerised.”
After connecting the IV tubing, Julia set the infusion pump to run the antibiotic in over thirty minutes. The broad-spectrum penicillin should cover all the common urinary tract pathogens. Thirty minutes of justified hiding time before she had to return to the lab. Bliss. Nobody watching and tiptoeing around her, wondering when she would crack. She retreated to the chair in the cubicle’s corner.
“Don’t forget to elevate your ankle.” Gabriel gestured at the patient’s bed.
Her ankle throbbed. Did he expect her to throw her foot up there? Even the thought hurt.
“Want me to flash everyone?” She reached for the other chair. “I’ll elevate—”
She stopped short.
Mrs Jovanovic had slumped back onto her pillow. Could just be the angle, but her face looked different.
Julia limped to the patient’s bedside. “Was Mrs J that swollen before?”
The old woman wheezed and a blotchy rash spread across her chest. Her eyes were swelling shut.
Julia’s stomach turned liquid. She slammed the button to stop the infusion, disconnected the antibiotic line and restarted normal saline.
Gabriel slapped an EpiPen of adrenaline into her waiting palm.
She jabbed it into Mrs Jovanovic’s thigh.
“Oxygen.” She pressed her fingers into her patient’s neck, discovering a thready, rapid pulse at the carotid.
A wave of nausea swept through her. At least Mrs Jovanovic hadn’t arrested. Yet. Julia’s two most recent resus attempts had failed. The last one had been a bloodbath, a fight to the death. She shuddered. Don’t think about that. Third time lucky? Her patient must survive.
Gabriel ducked out of the cubicle, then returned with a resus trolley.
“Mind-reader.” She snatched up the stethoscope and listened to Mrs Jovanovic’s chest. “Still wheezy, but breathing on her own.”
“Ventolin neb?” Gabriel rummaged through the resus trolley.
“Thanks. Keep adrenaline ready. Lucky that we had an EpiPen here. We’d better move her to a monitored bed.” If she arrested, best to have the full support of the Emergency Department.
“As soon as I get this neb underway, I’ll find the nurse manager.”
“Must be a penicillin allergy.” She flicked through the hospital admission chart again. No mention of any allergy. “Why wasn’t that recorded on her chart?” And hadn’t the intern who referred her said she had no allergies? He’d been in such a rush to leave though. “Come on, Mrs J, keep breathing.”
If they needed to ventilate her, at her age, she might never get off the machine. Did she have an advanced directive? Doubts flooded in. She should’ve got a more detailed history before jumping in with that first dose of antibiotics. How had she missed the allergy? No MedicAlert bracelet on her wrist. Could she have taken it off and lost it or . . .
“This isn’t your fault.” Gabriel squeezed her shoulder.
“I should’ve checked with her usual doctor instead of relying on an intern’s history.” The interns started in early January, so he’d been a qualified doctor for only a few days. Why had she trusted him? She grabbed the stethoscope. Another check of her patient’s chest. Less wheezy. “One month off work and I’ve forgotten how to do my job.”
Her own heart rate slowed, but she felt unnerved. She could’ve killed Mrs Jovanovic. Maybe everyone was right. Had she come back to work too soon?
[image: image-placeholder]A tall, dark-haired man burst into the cubicle. “Killing patients now? Must be a refreshing change for you, Dr Sinclair.” He flicked through the admission notes.
Great. Another smartarse who thought he knew all about her from watching the evening news. Julia scanned his name badge. Finn Collier, Emergency Department Registrar. Must be one of the new recruits. Irish name? No accent, though.
“Danica Jovanovic didn’t agree with my choice of antibiotic. Penicillin allergy.” A rookie mistake was bad enough, but did it have to happen on her first day back?
“Nothing here about any allergy.” Finn dumped the chart on the bedside table. “How’s she going?”
Gabriel glanced up from taking her blood pressure. “105 over 70. It’s coming up, but still way low compared to her usual.”
“Adrenaline infusion.” Finn unlocked the bed brakes. “Let’s get her to the resus bay.”
Typical ED Reg. Straight into action. Think later.
“She’s holding her own for now,” Julia said. “Let’s find out her resus status before starting adrenaline.”
Finn Collier stepped away from the bed and held up his hands in surrender. “Your funeral. Or hers.”
Julia scowled at him. “Can I speak to you outside? Yell if you need us, Gabriel.” She left the cubicle without waiting for any response.
For someone so keen for action, Finn took his time following her. He leant against the wall opposite the cubicle.
“Mrs Jovanovic is elderly,” she said. “She has dementia—”
“So, she’s not worth treating?”
“That’s not what I mean. She has cardiovascular disease. What if the adrenaline makes her stroke out? If we intubate her, will she ever get off the vent? We need to discuss the situation with her next of kin.”
“Why don’t I save the patient’s life now while you faff around with her rellies?” Finn pushed himself off the wall and stepped towards the cubicle.
She blocked his way. “Why don’t you get back to your own patients and leave Mrs Jovanovic to me?”
“Some problem with Mrs Jovanovic?” The husky growl raised the hairs on the back of Julia’s neck.
She turned around. A burly man in a tailored navy-blue suit loomed over her. Mrs Jovanovic’s son? He nodded once as if he’d read her mind, then slipped into the cubicle. Silently. Crap. How long had he been standing behind her?
Finn Collier fluttered a wave at her, then strolled off.
Dickhead. She’d remember that the next time he wanted an urgent Infectious Diseases consult. Julia followed the other man into the cubicle. She glanced at the latest set of observations. Blood pressure had picked up. Encouraging.
“I’m Dr Julia Sinclair, an Infectious Diseases specialist, and you are . . .”
“Ivan Jovanovic.” He brushed a wisp of grey hair from Mrs Jovanovic’s forehead, then focussed his intense gaze on Julia. “Do I know you from somewhere? Another hospital?”
“No.” Had he recognised her from the news? “I must have one of those faces. I wondered. Your mother’s nursing home is much closer to—”
“Never going there again.” His expression suggested Perth General Hospital would go straight onto his shit list too.
Awesome. Just when her first day back was going so well. “Let me check her chest, then I’ll explain everything.”
Another nod. Ivan Jovanovic removed his jacket, hanging it over the back of a chair. He unbuttoned his cuffs, then rolled up his shirtsleeves.
Ready for a brawl? Hope not. Julia grabbed the stethoscope and walked to the other side of the bed.
Gabriel edged Ivan Jovanovic out of the way, backing the larger man into the corner. “Hey, Mrs J, lean forward for me now.” He helped her sit up, then held the back of her nightgown out of the way.
Julia warmed the bell of the stethoscope before placing it on the old woman’s skeletally thin back. The wheezing had almost cleared. Rapid pulse, probably due to the adrenaline shot. Some corticosteroids should help settle the allergic reaction. Maybe no need for a continuous adrenaline infusion. Holy crap. That was a close call. She willed her hands to stop trembling as she put the stethoscope back on the BP stand.
“Well?” An artery pulsed at Ivan Jovanovic’s temple.
She clasped her hands behind her back. The urge to take his blood pressure nearly overwhelmed her. His head exploding wouldn’t do either of them any favours. She waved him towards the chair beside his mother’s bed, but he ignored the hint.
“Your mother had an allergic reaction to the antibiotic I prescribed. Fortunately, we caught it early, and she’s recovering well now.”
“What antibiotic?”
“One of the penicillins. Has she ever had an allergic reaction before?”
“Yes, to penicillins.” He stretched out every syllable of penicillins as if for a spelling bee. “I told them this already. Don’t you people speak to each other?”
How had she missed it? She flicked through the admission notes again. Absolutely no mention of any allergies. No red alert sticker on the medication chart. The tension in her neck muscles eased a fraction.
“Look, there’s only this brief letter from the nursing home and the night-shift doctor’s notes. Nothing about any allergies.” She showed him the relevant pages. “Who did you tell?”
“A nurse in those baggy hospital clothes.” He side-eyed Gabriel in his tight fluoro-pink shirt, an obvious outlier, then gestured at the medical chart. “Where’s the rest of it? I left a big envelope here, full of all her medical details from the nursing home.”
“I didn’t see any envelope. Perhaps that nurse you mentioned left it somewhere else.” Everybody wore scrubs in the Emergency Department, so maybe it wasn’t a nurse. Could’ve been the night-shift intern who’d consulted her. Or a cleaner.
Gabriel looked in the tray beneath the patient’s bed. When he straightened up, he shook his head. “I’ll check the nurses’ station. Back in a tick.” He shot a warning look at Ivan, then left the cubicle.
“I’m sorry. I’ll look into it as soon as I get your mother settled.” She picked up the medication chart. “Right. Your mother needs a different antibiotic. Is she allergic to anything else?”
A brisk headshake. Ivan Jovanovic murmured soft words to his mother while he eased her right hand away from her oxygen tubing. “Hang on. Where’s her MedicAlert bracelet?”
“She wasn’t wearing one when I examined her.” She replayed the examination in her head. Had she missed something so obvious?
“She always wears it.”
“Maybe the clasp broke.” She drew back the sheet and rummaged in the bedclothes. “Are you sure she had it on?”
“Always.”
She helped Danica Jovanovic lean forward again, then checked behind her and under the pillow. No sign of any bracelet. The clasps on those MedicAlert bracelets were fiddly. Tough for arthritic fingers to undo. Difficult to break too. Had somebody taken it off? Weird that the bracelet and the notes from the nursing home had both disappeared.
Ivan Jovanovic cleared his throat. “How’s your hearing, doctor?”
“Fine.” Why was he so close?
“Then listen.” He bent down to her level, his nose almost touching hers. “I remember you now.”
Hot breath on her face. Too bloody close. She backed away, crashed into the table behind her.
The clatter of metal on metal. Surgical instruments?
A tight band wrapped around her ribcage. Her heart thundered. Gulping breaths dragged in air as thick as clotted blood. Tingling lips. Her vision tunnelled.
She needed room. She needed air. She needed more fucking air.
[image: image-placeholder]A gentle voice repeated calm instructions. “Breathe in for four, breathe out for four.”
Julia blinked. She shook the tingles out of her fingertips. The room came back into focus around her. A cubicle in the Emergency Department, not . . . back there in her nightmares.
Why was she sitting on the floor? She clambered up and leant her back against the wall, not trusting her boneless legs for support.
“It’s okay, you’re safe now.” Gabriel handed her a cup of water.
She gulped the water, spilling some down her front. The cold shock helped her brain come back online. Gabriel must’ve chased Ivan Jovanovic away. Or she’d scared him off with her freak-out. What a wuss. A panic attack in front of a patient’s relative was hardly professional.
“Back with us?” Gabriel thrust a box of tissues at her. He gestured in the general direction of her chest. “I’ll let you mop yourself up.”
A feeble laugh. “I suppose a grope’s out of the question.” She pressed a wad of tissues to her damp shirt, all too aware of her trembling fingers.
“You should be so lucky.” He gripped her wrist as if to check her pulse. “How are you really?”
She pulled her hand away. “I’m fine. How’s the real patient?”
The swelling around Danica Jovanovic’s eyes had gone down. Her eyelids remained swollen, but her eyes were visible again. Mrs Jovanovic rolled the oxygen tubing between her fingers. The nasal prongs had dislodged, blowing oxygen into her left ear.
Julia reached over to replace them. “That’s better.”
“If you’re fine, she’s ready to run a marathon.” Gabriel pursed his lips. “Look at you. Still shaking and you’re as pale as that sheet.”
She shrugged. “Should’ve had a bigger breakfast.”
“Yeah right. Over-sized brutes shouldn’t manhandle you. Not after—”
“He didn’t touch me.” She grabbed more tissues. “Give me a few minutes to clean myself up, then tell the son to come back in.”
Gabriel frowned. “You sure? I can get that registrar to take over.”
“How many times do I have to tell you? I’m absolutely fine.” And if she kept saying that, she’d believe it too. Eventually.
“I’m not leaving you alone with him.”
“I don’t need a bodyguard.” She held up her hand as soon as he opened his mouth. “Not having this conversation again. Did you find the mystery envelope?”
“Oh, yeah.” Gabriel grabbed a large envelope off the table and handed it to her. “Someone found this under another patient’s bed when they got back from Radiology.”
She pulled out a stack of papers, then shook her head at the obvious penicillin allergy label plastered across the front page. “I could’ve killed her.”
Gabriel shook his head, then pointed at the corridor. “Not so loud.”
Julia flicked through the rest of the papers. What else had she missed? Something tinkled onto the floor. A MedicAlert bracelet. She picked it up. What the hell? Someone must’ve removed the bracelet and closed it back up again. No way Danica Jovanovic had managed that fiddly clasp with her arthritic fingers. Why hadn’t they replaced the bracelet on her wrist?
Convenient that the bracelet and papers from the nursing home disappeared when they were needed the most. Why would someone hide crucial medical information that the patient was too confused to share? Ivan Jovanovic seemed to care about his mother, but he’d left her alone, unable to communicate for herself. And at a hospital with no record of her past medical history.
Odd behaviour for a devoted son.
Or had recent events made her paranoid?




Chapter Two


Her second conversation with Ivan Jovanovic hadn’t ended in grievous bodily harm, but it’d been bloody close. Still gritting her teeth, Julia paced outside Dr Branford’s office like an errant schoolgirl expecting detention. She understood Ivan’s polite request for another doctor to take over his mother’s immediate care, but demanding to see her boss? She only asked him to show her who he’d spoken to about the allergy. It wasn’t an accusation of lying. Or murder. 
Really.
Finn Collier had agreed to monitor Danica Jovanovic in the resus bay for a few hours. As soon as the Geriatrics team freed up a bed, they’d transfer her to their ward. Julia had led Ivan Jovanovic to the Microbiology Department in silence. Had Perth General Hospital grown larger during her sick leave? Her ankle ached.
While Ivan complained to her boss about her behind the closed office door, she prepared her defence. The envelope full of medical records disappearing with another patient was bad enough, but mistakes happened. The Emergency Department was crazy busy and bordering on criminally understaffed thanks to recent budget cuts. There was no logical reason for putting the MedicAlert bracelet in that envelope. If the clasp had broken, fair enough, but it hadn’t. Why not put it straight back on the patient’s wrist? Removing evidence of her life-threatening allergy smacked of premeditation. Nothing else made any sense.
The office door opened. Dr Branford gestured for her to join them.
The scent of leather wafted around her when she sat in the chair nearest the door. New chairs? Good to see the Department budget at work. She met Ivan Jovanovic’s gaze with as blank an expression as she could manage. Breathe in for four, breathe out for four. She could do this. She’d survived worse.
“I’ve explained a little about your recent experiences, Julia.” Dr Branford said. “Mr Jovanovic is sympathetic, but is reluctant for you to be involved in his mother’s ongoing care. I’ll liaise with the medical team on behalf of the department.”
“Don’t I get a chance to tell my side of the story?” Her voice wavered despite her best efforts to maintain control.
Dr Branford cleared his throat. “As this is a formal complaint, I’d advise you to write down your recollection of events as soon as possible. Email it to me. The next Medical Advisory Committee meeting will review the complaint.”
“When is that?”
“Next Thursday.”
Crap. She had ten days to look into what had really happened and clear her name. How could she find out who’d tampered with Danica Jovanovic’s bracelet?
“Thank you, Dr Branford.” Ivan Jovanovic lumbered to his feet. “I must get back to my mother before anything else goes wrong with her care.”
“I promise you that this was a genuine mistake,” her boss said. “She should make a full recovery.”
He grunted something, then left the room.
“Well, my first day back at work is going so smoothly.” Julia slumped back into her chair. “I don’t know how this happened, but I’ll find out.”
“No, you won’t. You’ll write your report. I’ll table it at the MAC meeting, and the committee will decide if there’s any further investigation or other action required.”
“In ten days’ time? It’ll be too late.” She leant forward. “Who took the nursing home envelope from Ivan Jovanovic? How did it end up with another patient? Why did the intern tell me she had no allergies? We have to find out now while memories are fresh.”
He shook his head. “Stop placing the blame elsewhere. You had every opportunity to contact the nursing home for confirmation if you felt her records were inadequate.”
Hate it when he’s right. “Why did someone remove her MedicAlert bracelet and hide it inside her medical records from the nursing home? There was nothing wrong with the bracelet.”
“Stay away from anything to do with Mrs Jovanovic or her son.” He stood up. “Write your report, then use this free time wisely and get on with your lab project. Unless you feel you came back to work too soon and wish to extend your sick leave . . .”
“That won’t be necessary. You’ll have my report by the end of the day.”
“Still going to the grief support sessions?”
The hospital administration had gotten all touchy-feely after the recent tragedies and demanded all bereaved staff attend sessions. Pity they hadn’t paid as much attention to hospital security before it was too late.
“Yes, every Monday.” For as long as she had to and not a second longer.
One day. One lousy day back at work and already waist-deep in diarrhoea.
[image: image-placeholder]Detective Sergeant Nick Randall handled the pink gift-wrapped box like an unexploded bomb, placing it in the middle of Julia’s desk. Visiting her at work had seemed a good idea, but the longer he waited for her, the less sure he was. Too soon? Hospitals made him antsy enough, but here he was, leaping over the line between a public servant doing his job and just a boy, standing in front of a girl and . . . yeah, it was all too true. He had too many sisters and not enough balls.
His youngest sister Izzy had gift-wrapped the present for him. She’d laughed at his leftover Christmas wrapping paper. Trust her to pick the brightest, pinkest paper she could find. So good to see Izzy laughing again. And no matter how many times she insisted on being called Isobel, she’d always be Izzy to him. He grabbed a Post-it Note to leave Julia a message—a friendly, noncommittal message.
Julia rushed through the office door, stopping short in front of him. “Hi, Nick. You’re the last person I expected to find lurking here today.” She ran one hand through her wavy red hair, smoothing it away from her face.
Busted. Man up. “Hi. Caught me leaving you a welcome-back-to-work gift.”
“Hope it’s a DIY crime investigation kit, complete with fingerprint powder and DNA analyser.” She blew out a ragged breath. “Thank you. Sorry, it’s been one of those days. Already.”
Despite her smile, there was tightness around her eyes. A hint of a frown.
Something was bugging her, and he didn’t plan on leaving without knowing more. “Want me to arrest someone?”
“That would be awesome, but there’s no evidence of a crime, no suspects. Only my paranoid imagination.”
“What happened?”
“I nearly killed a patient this morning. Bet you weren’t expecting a confession of attempted murder, were you?” She moved around the desk and sat in her chair, waving Nick towards the one in the corner.
He dragged the chair closer to her desk, then sat. “But you saved them?”
“Yes, but she wouldn’t have needed saving if I hadn’t made a mistake.” She picked up his gift, turned the package over a few times. “Is it a pony?” She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes.
“Close, but your backyard isn’t big enough for a pony.” What was wrong? “Why did you mention a crime kit?”
“It’s nothing, really.” Julia put the gift down again and squared it with the edge of her desk. “I’m super-sensitive to anything weird.”
He nodded. “Makes sense. Hypervigilance is a symptom of PTSD.”
“PTSD. Look at you, playing doctor.” She rubbed her temples as if massaging away a headache. “You’re right. I’m being a hypervigilant bitch when I should thank you for a gift on my first day back at work.”
“I trust your judgement. If you think something needs investigating, tell me about it.”
She stared at the bright pink parcel for a while, thinking so hard he expected cartoon smoke clouds to come out of her ears, accompanied by the sound of whirring gears. Watching her could become his new favourite hobby. At last, she glanced up and caught him gawking at her. A faint blush spread across her cheeks.
“No, I appreciate your offer, but I don’t want to waste your time. I’m imagining things.” She peeled back one edge of the sticky tape. “Can I open it?”
“Please do.” He sagged back into the chair as if his spine had given way. He hadn’t realised how much he wanted her to ask for his help until she said no.
She unwrapped the gift and opened the box inside. “A key ring? Cool. Thank you. What does this button do? I know. It’s the bat signal, isn’t it?”
“The next best thing. Don’t do it now, but press and hold the button down for a few seconds and it blasts an alarm. Loud.”
Julia laughed. “That’s such a you present. Always keeping the world safe.”
“Someone’s gotta do it. I hope you never need to use it.”
“Me too.” Some of the light vanished from her eyes.
Nice one, Nick. Remind her about being targeted by a serial killer.
Someone entered the room behind him.
“Happy thirtieth birthday, Julia,” her nurse buddy said, spying the present. What was his name again?
“Bitch, I’m not that old. Yet.” She turned back to Nick. “Gabriel is dying to find out when my birthday is.”
“I could look on the lab system, but that’s cheating.”
“Get caught by IT and you could lose your job.” She dangled the keyring. “Nick brought me a welcome-back-to-work gift. A security alarm on a keyring.”
“Excellent idea.” Gabriel shoved some books out of the way and sat on the edge of her desk. “You could’ve used that this morning.”
Julia scowled at Gabriel and drew her finger across her neck.
Interesting. “What happened this morning, Gabriel?” More than one way to the truth.
“Julia saved this old woman’s life, then her overgrown son got all up in her personal space, accusing her of trying to kill his mum. Total bully.” He reached across the desk to squeeze her hand. “After all you’ve been through, you did not need that today. I hope Dr Branford put him back in his box.”
She huffed a breath. “Not exactly. They’ve taken me off her case. Nick, how do you like Gabriel’s shirt?”
“It’s very pink. Like my wrapping paper.” Not fooled by her distraction techniques, Nick turned back to Julia. “I should have a quiet chat with this son. What’s his name?”
“Matches my nipples,” Gabriel said.
“If your nipples are glow-in-the-dark pink, you really should see a doctor.” Julia wrinkled her nose.
When Gabriel lifted the bottom of his shirt, Julia brushed his hand away.
“Not me. Keep your nipples to yourself.”
“Don’t think you’re distracting me with all this nipple talk.” Nick assumed his best interview-the-uncooperative-witness face. “This son needs to learn some manners. What’s his name?”
“Okay, guys, enough.” Julia stood up and waved them both towards the door. “Thanks again for the gift, Nick. Lovely as this has been, I’ve got a report to write.”
Gabriel slid off the desk. He stage-whispered to Nick, “I’ll tell you all about it outside.”
“Don’t you dare.” Julia pointed at Gabriel. “Ever heard of patient confidentiality?”
“Yes, boss. Sorry, boss. Going now, boss.” He backed out of the room, his head bowed.
Nick remained seated. “Sounds like there’s more to this than just a grumpy relative. When you want my help, you know where to find me.” He waited for her to tell him all about the incident.
“Thanks, but I’ve got it under control.”
One day, she’d ask for his help. Today was not that day.
[image: image-placeholder]Grief support group sessions were a living hell. After her run-in with Ivan Jovanovic, Julia had other plans for Monday night. Plans involving a crisp, cold chardonnay or two. All very well for the hospital to provide the service for bereaved staff following Valerie’s murder, but they’d taken the cheaper option of group sessions rather than private counselling. Each week, one of the psychiatry registrars ran the meeting while a consultant psychiatrist supervised them. Valerie would’ve hated these sessions, too. Her brutal murder wasn’t a spectator sport with the participants competing for the Most Bereaved trophy.
The meeting room on the psychiatry ward was comfortable enough, but voluntarily spend time on the psychiatry ward? Over her dead body. Admin hadn’t given her a choice. Most of the attendees were nurses and other staff members from the surgical ward. They tried to keep identities hidden, but everyone knew her name. The press had splashed her involvement in the murders across the news like a spray of arterial blood. Julia kept her memories private. She hardened her heart to hearing others talk about Valerie as if they were the only person grieving, but every time, she was struck with a fierce longing for her best friend.
Valerie’s death was all her fault, so she deserved this particular hell.
The registrar was winding up his lecture on how to deal with insomnia. Sleep meant nightmares, so Julia preferred insomnia, thanks. Stuck in the front row for a change, she couldn’t sneak out. Teach her to be late. Yet somehow, she’d ended up next to Little Miss Chatty again.
As soon as the registrar closed the meeting, the talkative woman turned to Julia. “So, tell me.” She leant closer. “Why Valerie?”
This woman was really getting on her tits. Julia shoved her chair back and turned towards the exit, intent on escaping, but two surgical nurses blocked her way.
Hot breath blasted the back of Julia’s neck. Did the nosy cow even know Valerie? Come to think of it, had she ever seen her outside of the grief meetings? Definitely not on the surgical ward.
Julia spun around. “Are you a reporter?”
The strange woman gasped and clutched her crucifix. “A reporter? Of course not. How dare you suggest I’m here under false pretences!”
“I haven’t seen you around the hospital.”
“I have just as much right to my grief as you.” She burst into loud, wet sobs.
Julia snatched a box of tissues from the table and shoved them at her. “I’m sorry for your loss.”
Her cardboard platitude was met with a soggy blast into a tissue. An awkward silence fell over the room. Carolyn Maddox, a surgical nurse who had been angling to take over Valerie’s position, smirked at her. Most of the others avoided her eyes as if ashamed of her behaviour. She couldn’t blame them. When had she lost her compassion?
After a final harrowed glance at Julia, the still sobbing woman fled the room.
Before Julia could move, someone gripped her shoulder. She turned around. Oh great, the psychiatrist.
“Can I have a brief word, Dr Sinclair?” Dr Alain Rousseau’s soft French-Canadian voice should’ve soothed her, but all she wanted to do was disappear.
“Sure. Am I being expelled from class?”
“Was that your intention?”
She suppressed a sigh and waited for the others to leave the area before responding. “I don’t feel comfortable discussing what I went through with relative strangers.”
“Have you considered seeing someone privately?”
That’d be a definite no. “It’s difficult now I’m back at work. At least these meetings are after-hours.” And didn’t she deserve to feel miserable?
“Think about it and let me know. I’m sure we can work something out.”
“Thanks.”
She needed his sign-off before she could drop the meetings. How much longer would it take? The thought of one-on-one sessions, though? She shuddered. If she let all the crazy out, would she ever get it back under control?
[image: image-placeholder]Back at home after the day from hell, Julia filled Oscar’s bowl with his favourite and most putrid-smelling cat food. She ruffled the soft fur at the back of his neck while he scarfed down his food. Next life, she was coming back as a cat. On second thoughts, cats couldn’t drink wine.
“Sucks to be you, Oscar.”
She grabbed a bottle from the fridge and poured a therapeutic glass of chardonnay. Leftovers from last night’s Thai takeaway would have to do for dinner. See? She was a functioning adult, quite capable of looking after herself. If she still woke up crying in the middle of the night, that was her business and not up for discussion at any counselling session.
Oscar growled.
The front doorbell interrupted her self-therapy session.
“Good guard cat,” she said on her way to the door. “Oh, it’s you.” She regretted leaving her glass of wine in the kitchen. “What do you want now, Dad?”
Her father hesitated on the doormat. “If you ever answered your phone, you’d know why I’m here.”
He reminded her so much of her sister Tess that it hurt. They had the same eyes, a glacier blue that could see deep into her soul, but Tess would never get those same crows-feet. She never had the chance to grow any older than sixteen. Tess had been staying with Julia while their parents travelled overseas. She’d vanished, abducted while Julia partied. If only Julia could go back to that night and stay home, forbid Tess to leave the house ever again.
Her father shuffled his feet. “Can we start again? Hi, Julia. It’s so good to see you. May I come in?”
“Hi, Dad. Thanks for coming to visit me in hospital after my recent near-death experience.”
He grimaced. “I was . . . um . . . away.”
“Just like you’ve been away for most of the past year. Seen Mum lately?” Why not kick the man while he’s down? She drew a deep breath.
“Please, I don’t want to do this on the front porch.” He wiped a hand across his mouth. “I won’t take long. Please let me in.”
She closed her eyes long enough to wrangle her inner bitch, then opened the door wide. “Be my guest. Glass of wine?”
Julia led him into the kitchen, trying not to dwell on the last time they’d been together there. That epic screaming match after Tess’s disappearance had signalled the end of their family.
“Just water, thanks.”
“Oh, that’s right. Mum’s the one who hid herself in a bottle. You’re the one who buried himself in work.” She poured him a glass of cold water. “Lucky me. I did both. Cheers.” She raised her glass of wine, then drank. Deeply.
They sat on either side of the kitchen table. Another sip of wine.
He broke the silence first. “It’s Tess’s birthday next month.”
Her eyes stung. She swallowed. “Her eighteenth. She’d be driving by now.”
“That’s a scary thought. Remember when she learnt to ride a bike?”
“She kept veering into the rose bushes. Pedestrians beware.”
He laughed, a rusty croak. “I want us to have a family dinner for her birthday.”
“You’re joking. We’re not a family without her.”
“We could be a family again.” He reached across the table to grasp her free hand. “Don’t we owe it to her memory?”
She snatched her hand away. “Where’s this family spirit been for the past year? Did you take it with you when you left Mum?”
“She left me long before I moved out.”
“It’s always someone else’s fault, isn’t it? If anyone, blame me.” Her grip tightened on the wine glass. “I was responsible for Tess when she disappeared. I was responsible for bringing that monster into her life. I was responsible for her death.” She drained the rest of her wine. “I was responsible for killing the only person who knew where she was buried.” Her voice tapered off to a whisper thick with unshed tears.
“Don’t do this to yourself. We’re all in this together.”
She huffed. “Really? So why are we all living alone? We’re not a family anymore.”
“Let’s try. For Tess.”
“I can’t. I’m too busy with work.”
“Guess I asked for that.” He placed his hand over hers again and squeezed. “Think about it. I haven’t said anything to your mum yet. Thought I’d get you on board first.”
“Yeah, well, she won’t answer your calls either.”
“I hoped you’d invite her.” He hesitated. “You do still see her, don’t you?”
“Not often.” She avoided meeting his eyes. “The hangovers afterwards are brutal.”
“Oh, Julia. What are we doing to ourselves? Tess would hate this.”
The fire in her chest ignited. “Look, Mr big-shot lawyer too busy working to see his only remaining daughter in hospital, where have you been for the past year?” She leapt up, scraping her chair across the floorboards. “I can’t deal with you today. Please go.”
She hardened herself to his wounded gaze. He’d abandoned her mother when Tess disappeared. Julia had barely survived then, withdrawn in her own guilt-ridden world. Only Valerie had held her together, kept her from surrendering.
“I know I’ve been the crappiest dad in the history of crap dads. I can do better.” He pushed away from the table and got up slowly. “Please think about it.”
When had he gotten so old? She straightened up. No, she wasn’t giving in to his entreaties. He’d had plenty of chances over the past year.
“If you want to invite Mum, you call her. I’m not your go-between.”
“If she agrees, will you come too?”
“Work’s too busy. I’ve had a lot of time off, so there’s too much to catch up on. A research project to do. Exams later this year.” How did he like being on the other side of the too-busy-working divide?
“One meal, that’s all I’m asking—no, begging you for. You have to eat anyway.” One last pained glance, then he headed to the front door.
She followed him out. “No promises, but if I go, it’ll be for Tess.”
“Fair enough.” His shoulders sagged. “I’ll be in touch.”
She shut the door behind him, then sank to the floor, resting her forehead against her knees. What a shitshow of a day. When she’d woken up, she’d been looking forward to working again. She’d wanted to focus on her job, to prove she’d earned her promotion. Instead? A complaint after her first patient, then so many reminders of everything she’d lost.




Chapter Three


When faced with Detective Inspector George Jaworski’s unnaturally tidy desk, Nick always itched to mess things up. His boss was chatting to someone on the phone, something about training courses, but he had one eye on Nick the whole time. A stack of files sat dead centre on top of the desk. Bet they weren’t even a millimetre off. That degree of analness . . . anality . . . whatever the word for it was, that had to be unhealthy. 
As if the Major Crime Squad didn’t deal with enough sick minds every day.
Nick swivelled the chair, removing the files from his line of sight so that he wasn’t tempted to move them askew. His Tuesday morning case update on the recent murders would annoy the boss enough. If only he had some real progress to report. Where was Julia’s sister buried? The killer had taken his secret to the grave, but there must be clues hidden somewhere in his computer records. He’d documented everything else, for fuck’s sake.
He clenched his hands. Those images haunted his nightmares. That sick bastard and his torture chamber. Even though Julia was safe now, he still woke up, drenched with icy sweat, desperate to talk to her, to reassure himself that she’d survived. She’d been so close to becoming one of those mutilated victims.
A loud finger-click next to his ear. He jerked his head away.
“Finished daydreaming, sunshine?” George asked. “What have we got?”
“Computer techs still haven’t cracked the encryption.” He rubbed one hand across his forehead. “The sick shit he left in the open? Hate to think what’s in the hidden files.”
“Anything helpful so far?”
“No other victims. Lots of photos of bush settings. Wish he’d geotagged them.”
“No X marks the spot, then?”
“Nope. I’m concentrating on photos uploaded around the time of Tess Sinclair’s disappearance.” The killer had confessed to Julia that he’d killed her sister, Tess. But with her body not found, the tiniest fragment of hope remained.
“How long do you reckon? I need something concrete to report upstairs.”
Nick shrugged. “There are thousands of photos. Even when I narrow the time frame, we still have to work out where he took them. I sent out an internal email asking for any bushwalkers. Maybe someone will recognise a spot. Give us a search area.”
“Okay, keep me in the loop.” George leant back in his chair, taunting gravity. “I heard a rumour you had to go to the hospital yesterday. Nothing serious, I hope.”
“Smartarse.”
“Detective Inspector Smartarse, if you don’t mind.” George grinned hard enough to bury his eyes. “So how is the lovely Dr Sinclair?”
“Back at work. Busy. Wishing I had news about her sister.”
“Yeah, give it time.”
“She survived, but working every day surrounded by reminders of what happened?” He shook his head. “Must be hard.”
“Bet she needs distracting. Ask her out.”
Nick swivelled his chair to stare out the window. “It’s too soon.” He’d left her alone while she recovered from her injuries.
“Says who?”
“She does. I offered to help with something yesterday, but she shut me down.” If he couldn’t help her with an investigation, what good was he?
“Get her mind off the hospital.”
He turned back to his boss and deadpanned at him, “We could go on a picnic in the bush and look for her sister’s grave.”
“Idiot. No wonder you’re still single.” George clicked his fingers. “What about a weekend away?”
“There is a long weekend coming up.” What about the cabins at his cousin’s farm?
“Better sweet-talk your boss if you want a weekend off.”
“Bottle of Scotch?”
“That’ll do the trick. Get in soon while we’re, ah, not under pressure.”
“Don’t you dare mention the q word.” Saying it was quiet was just asking for mass murder or a terrorist attack or a Bieber concert. “Might try a dinner first.”
“Cook for her. Chicks dig that.”
Nick laughed. “Sure, dude. I’ll think about it.”
“Don’t leave it too long.” George grabbed his mouse to click something on his computer. “There are a few things coming up that could be of benefit to you.”
“That training opp you were talking about? When and where?”
“That’s for me to know and you to lose sleep over.”
“No hints?”
“Nope. Stay out of trouble. And let me know if
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