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PROLOGUE
September 24
The men excitedly pulled on the ropes to guide the trawl net filled with their catch over the storage hold. One man suddenly let go of the rope as he started waving his arms and yelling in his native language. The first mate angrily yelled at the man and he regained the rope. As the bulging net began to lower down to the deck, more men let go of their hold of the rope, fear evident on their faces as they exclaimed Rusalka!
“What the hell is wrong with them?” asked the skipper as he came out of the wheelhouse.
“Something has them spooked, they keep yelling Rusalka,” said the first mate.
“What the bloody hell is a Rusalka?”
“I’ve no idea.”
The two men managed to guide the haul over the hold, when to their surprise they saw a semi-naked girl hanging onto the outside of the net.
“Holy shit, where did she come from!” exclaimed the first mate.
The skipper spat down at his feet, anger was evident in his eyes, as the main purpose of the ship was not the fish, as it was only a front to hide the live cargo that was hidden in the hold below.
"She most likely fell overboard from another ship in the area," replied the skipper.
"What do we do with her, should I put her in the hold with the others?"
As the girl untangled herself from the net, the skipper knew by the look on her face she'd heard every word of their conversation, posing another problem. If she had fallen overboard from a passing ship, which was the most likely scenario for her being out here in the middle of the ocean, he couldn't alert any vessels, for fear of her repeating their conversation.
As he walked towards the blonde haired girl, he noticed her vivid blue eyes.
She's young and attractive, much more so than the ones below.
The girl crouched down on the deck as both men drew nearer and when the skipper bent down to grab her by the arms, he got hit with a punch so hard it knocked him sideways on the deck, taking him by surprise.
"Grab the little bitch!" yelled the skipper.
The girl had now risen to her feet and as the first mate moved forward, she raised her arm and brought it down hard on him, causing the man to yell in pain as he staggered back. As he looked down at his bare shoulder he saw blood.
"I think she's got a knife!" yelled the injured man.
The girl noticed the man had taken his eyes off of her to speak to the skipper, so took advantage of the moment, by moving quickly and kicking out at him, her foot hitting him hard in the kidneys and knocking him to the ground. The man writhed in pain, unable to get to his feet.
The skipper had noticed the glint of silver in her hand as she lunged at him, he tried to outsmart her with a deft move, but the girl had been prepared for it by going low and plunging the silver object into his thigh. She ran past him and he could see she was headed for the wheelhouse and immediately knew what she planned to do.
He yelled at the men in their native language so the girl would not understand, telling them to release the empty net that was hanging above her. He knew if she reached the wheelhouse before they could stop her, they were all as good as screwed.
The girl had almost made it to the wheelhouse, where she knew there would be a radio, her only one chance to call for help. Suddenly she was knocked to the ground by the heavy weight of the fishing net. She struggled to free herself, trying to tear through the fabric with her only weapon, a small screw driver. Her breathing was ragged and her heart hammered against her ribs as she struggled to move beneath the net, knowing her only chance of freedom was barely a metre away.
Threatening the crew with their life, the skipper ordered the frightened men to roll the net so she was trapped in its cocoon. The skipper grabbed some rope and pulled a large knife from the sheaf that was strapped to his belt. As much as it angered him to do so, he hacked at the net near her feet so he could tie her ankles together.
The girl struggled like a trapped animal. The first mate put his weight on top of her as the skipper hacked at the net to get to her hands, aiming first for the one with a weapon. After hours of swimming in the ocean and the exertion of the attack, by the time he'd got hold of her wrist, her energy was finally spent and she could no longer put up a fight.
“No bitch attacks me and gets away with it, you’ll wish I'd slit your throat and thrown you to the sharks,” the skipper said as he secured both her wrists together.
He rolled her onto her back and she spat in his face, which he answered with a hard backhand that seemed to rattle her teeth. The skipper instructed one of the crewmen to take her below, but the frightened man shook his head and remained where he stood.
"For Christ sake, what is it with these men!"
“I don't know, but for some reason they're scared shitless of her," replied the first mate.
"Then you can take her below, but make sure you gag her and keep her tied up away from the others. Threaten them that if they so much as go near her, I'll feed them to the sharks!" said the skipper angrily.
 

CHAPTER ONE
Present Day
Jasmine Bronson had moved from the small town of Eden Cove to follow her career dream in the State capital, Brisbane, situated in the far South East of Queensland Australia. She was currently sitting in her office at Frontline News and read the front page of the latest Eden Cove Gazette, which her successor had emailed to her.
 
One of the two bodies retrieved from a helicopter that had crashed into the ocean not far from Lagoon Island, has been confirmed to be that of Michael Microbe. Many had believed the man had been killed in the explosion of the luxury yacht Talisman, along with his wife, her sister and brother-in-law.
All attention is now being directed towards the man himself, as new questions are being raised in the truth behind the destruction of the Talisman. Was the explosion not only a ruse for Michael Microbe to fake his own death, but to destroy evidence pertaining to the disappearance of Michelle Brown?
Questions still remain unanswered as to the identity of the grey haired male, who was seen at the local nightclub with fifteen-year-old Michelle Brown before she disappeared. Weeks later, a reliable source had stated that Michelle and the unknown male had boarded the yacht the morning after the two had been seen at the nightclub. The yacht had left the dock for what was assumed a routine charter. Michelle never disembarked the vessel on its return. Why?
Michelle's family and the police wish to encourage anyone who may have information pertaining to this male, or saw Michelle on board the Talisman on September 23, to come forward, or call the crime stoppers hotline where they can remain anonymous.
 
Below the article were three images, Michael Microbe, Michelle Brown and the luxury yacht the Talisman. Jasmine remembered what Maliha had told her about a girl who they'd named fish girl, because she had been caught in a fish laden net and brought on the vessel where young girls were being smuggled for the purpose of prostitution.
Jasmine had asked her friend Detective Tracey Bailey to try and contact Max Steel, in relation to what they had uncovered and that fish girl could be his missing daughter. The last time Jasmine had spoken to Tracey she'd had no success in contacting Steel. Feeling a sense of having to do something, Jasmine used the only means available to her to contact Steel, she sent a letter through the Post, which included all her contact details, but to date he'd made no effort to call her.
Knowing him he probably just threw the letter in the bin!
As much as it frustrated Jasmine, she knew Steel would always hold her accountable for making it public knowledge that Michelle was his daughter, which he firmly believed had put Michelle's life in further danger. Jasmine's conscience was only made to feel worse, when her friend Tracey said she agreed with him.
Even though Jasmine's life was working with Frontline News, the disappearance of Michelle Brown was always in the back of her mind. Not just because the story had opened a whole new career for her, but she was determined to one day find out what really happened to Michelle, and the hope was that she was still alive.
 

CHAPTER TWO
Nineteen year-old Deanna Jones was a pretty petite brunette and at most times wore her straight long hair in a simple ponytail. A little over a month ago she had learnt she'd inherited a house from a father she'd never known. The solicitors hadn't given her much detail about either her father or the house, stating that her father's sister Jan, who lived in the same street, would answer any of her questions.
Without taking the time to first inspect the house, Deanna had made the hasty decision to pack up her few possessions and leave the hectic pace of the city behind her. With just two suitcases and a backpack, she hopped on the next bus travelling north and made her way to the small town of Fig Tree Grove in Queensland, about three hours south of Eden Cove.
Deanna still remembered the day when her cab had pulled up to the curb outside her house, feeling certain the ramshackle timber house couldn't possibly be the one her father had left to her. After the driver had confirmed he'd brought her to the address she had given him, she'd stared dejectedly out the window.
Noting the small entrance gate was hanging crookedly on one hinge and the front steps looked questionable. Her first thoughts had been it was definitely not a fixer upper as the solicitor had stated, but more like in need of a bulldozer. With very little savings and no other place to go, Deanna had despondently climbed from the cab and carried her belongings towards what was to be her new home.
That same day her Aunt Jan had made herself known by knocking at her back door, holding a small casserole dish and a few supplies. She was a slim woman, with greying hair that was cut in a stylish bob and Deanna had guessed her to be in her late sixties. The two hit it off straight away and in no time they were chatting at the small kitchen table over a cup of coffee. The main topic of the conversation was Deanna's father, a man she had been told very little about from the solicitor.
“I know the house needs a little work, but your father loved this place. He used to come here every chance he had.”
“So he didn’t live here?”
“No, he spent most of his time in the city. His first priority was his patients and of course finding you and your mother.”
"So he was a doctor?"
“Yes, didn't the solicitors tell you?"
"No, everything was rather rushed and they said you could answer any of my questions better than they could."
"Oh, so you have arrived here rather blind haven't you!"
"Yes, about the only thing they told me was my father had been looking for us for quite some time, but we only ever lived in two places, so he couldn't have been looking very hard.”
“It is if you're looking for Mary Denver.”
“I don’t understand.”
“What did your mother tell you about your father?”
“Not much, it was a subject she avoided. I got the feeling she was more serious about the relationship than he was.”
“Your mother and father were actually engaged to be married and then your mother suddenly disappeared.”
“Disappeared? Now you really have me confused.”
“Perhaps I should tell you what I know. I still remember the last day I saw your mother. She was so excited about the wedding, she’d already picked out a dress and the invitations had been sent. She told me she had a special surprise to tell Robert that evening.”
“What was it?”
“I believe she was going to tell him she was carrying his child, but she never got a chance to tell him.”
“Why?”
“Because by the time Robert came home, your mother was gone.”
“Gone where?”
“We don’t know. It was as if she’d just vanished into thin air.”
“Have you any idea why she suddenly left?” asked Deanna.
“Salina.”
“Who is Salina?”
“An evil conniving woman who would resort to anything to get what she wanted. Unfortunately she had set her sights on your father!”
“But you said he was engaged to my mother.”
“At the time your father was studying to become a plastic surgeon and his future prospects were looking bright. Salina was studying at the same university, which is how the two met.”
“That doesn’t explain why my mother suddenly disappeared.”
“Robert believed Salina threatened your mother, but by the time he discovered this, he had married her.”
Deanna blinked her eyes and shook her head in confusion.
“Sorry dear, perhaps I should try explain things a bit better. Robert, your father, was devastated when your mother just suddenly left. He'd searched for her everywhere, until he found evidence that your mother had run off with another man! It took him a long time to come to terms with this, but eventually he did, and then married Salina.”
“It still doesn't explain why my father or the solicitors could not find us."
“Your mother had changed her name, which took a long while for them to realise this.”
“What?”
“Your mother’s real name is Mary Denver.”
“No, that can’t be, her name is Marianne Jones. It’s on my Birth Certificate and I saw her driver’s licence. Obviously this has all been one big mistake. I’m not the daughter Robert Shoal had been searching for!”
“You are. The solicitors have proof your mother changed her name through the Registry of Births, Deaths and Marriages. Also the DNA test proved you are Robert's daughter. It was actually you that led your father's solicitor to you."
"How?"
"The photo you had put with the obituary notice of your mother, it was the same image as the one your father had given to his solicitors, it was, his only recent photo of her.”
Deanna put her hands to her head with a look of shock on her face and slowly expelled air through her mouth.
"Wow, this story is just getting crazier by the minute, no wonder Mr Dobson didn’t want to answer my questions! The thing that I'm really struggling to come to terms with, is why did my mother change her name?"
"So Salina wouldn't find her."
"Why?"
"Somehow Salina had managed to find out your mother was pregnant with Robert's child. Robert and I believe Salina must have not only threatened your mother’s life, but also the life of her unborn child.”
“My God! Well, then why the hell did he marry her?”
“He had no idea at the time. In fact, he didn’t even know your mother was carrying his child when he married her. He'd managed to stumble across some papers amongst her things. My guess is he'd become suspicious of her for reasons unknown, which led him to think she might have been behind your mother's disappearance.”
“What I don't understand is why the woman would go to such lengths to marry my father. Surely you couldn't love someone that much that you are willing to kill a pregnant woman?”
“Salina didn’t love him! She wanted what he could give her.”
“Which was?”
“Money, prestige, a place in society, the only problem was, she hadn’t factored in that Robert had different ideas. He could have made a lot of money as a cosmetic surgeon, but he believed he had been given a gift for a reason, to help those who really needed it, people who had suffered disfigurement by accident or even victims of a violent crime.”
“So how would that change things, after all he was still a specialised surgeon?”
“In some instances these victims could not pay him much or anything at all. If he had been a cosmetic surgeon purely for the vanity of some, he could have been a very rich man. Secondly, he found most people that moved in those circles to be shallow and self-centred. He wanted nothing to do with that kind of lifestyle, which angered Salina greatly.”
“Did he confront Salina with the papers he'd found, regarding my mother and me?”
“Yes, and I believe that's what got him killed.”
“Killed? I was told he died of a heart attack?”
“That’s what the autopsy report states, but I don’t believe that for one minute!”
“Why?”
“He was as strong as an ox and I know there was nothing wrong with his heart. Besides, not long before he died he told me he was forced to do something that went against all his beliefs!”
“Did he tell you what that was?”
“No, but he asked me if I would store some of his files for him, which I thought was rather strange, but did not question him on it. I knew something was bothering him and he would tell me when he was good and ready, unfortunately he never got the chance."
"So did you agree to store his files?"
"Yes."
“Would you mind if I looked through them?”
“I was hoping you would ask me that, many times I'd thought about opening the boxes, but I just couldn't bring myself to do it.”
The sound of the boiling kettle brought Deanna's mind back to the present. After she made herself a cup of coffee, her eyes scanned the badly scuffed kitchen walls, and the peeling paint around the window sills, reminding her that when she'd saved a bit of money, she had to make a start on fixing up the place.
Surely I'm at least capable of doing the painting inside.
The latest edition of the Eden Cove Gazette was sitting on the table; it was the closest thing to a local paper they got in Fig Tree Grove.
As she drank her coffee, she read the article about the discovery of a man pulled from a helicopter wreck, who was assumed to have been killed in the explosion of a luxury yacht, many weeks previously. What really gained Deanna's attention, was the image of the man, Michael Microbe.
You're the nervous guy I saw at the boatyard!
Deanna put down the newspaper and leaned back in her chair as she reflected back on the day she had seen him. It was a Sunday and the only day the boatyard was closed.
Despite knowing it would mean instant dismissal if she was caught, not just taking the key home, but being in the office outside working hours, which for her was Monday to Friday. The reason she had done it, was the compulsion to garner more information about her deceased father, so she needed to use the office computer.
On that day, Deanna had been unaware that her boss was actually on the premises in the large shed out back. She had been quietly humming to herself in the office as she'd waited for the printer to print out pages from an article, when she’d heard the screech of the main gate opening. Instead of cancelling the printing, she’d walked over to the high window to take a look.
Even though she was thrown into a sense of panic when she saw her boss step from the shed, she could not bring herself to move away from the window, her curiosity had overruled her fear of being caught.
Deanna now looked back at the photo on the front page of the Gazette and once again stared at the image of Michael Microbe.
You are definitely the man I saw that day and I remember you were really nervous. You were looking in every direction as if worried someone would see you. Why, what were you and my boss up to that made you so nervous about being seen on the premises?
Deanna's heart skipped a beat as she clearly remembered the moment Microbe had looked directly at the window and she knew he had seen her. She was forever thankful that despite her sense of panic, she'd had the smarts to grab the pages from the printer and hit the off button on the computer before she hid. A shiver went down Deanna's spine at the memory of Mr Gow's voice as he'd brought Microbe into the office to prove the place was empty.
Little did you know, I was hiding under the desk and obscured by the chair, with your feet barely centimetres from me!
Deanna had to admit that right from the very beginning, she'd always felt there was something suspicious about her boss Mr Gow. Remembering her first day of employment and how she'd arrived early to make a good impression, but it'd had the opposite effect, it made him angry.
What is his issue about me arriving not one minute before 9am and that I must always leave on the dot of 5pm? Then there's the large shed out back that I'm not allowed to go anywhere near!
Deanna drank the last of her coffee as she reread the front-page article, now paying more attention to the missing fifteen year old, Michelle Brown, who was last seen with a grey haired male. She looked at the smiling face of Microbe, noting his hair was grey and then she looked at the image of Michelle Brown, noting she was pretty.
Is that why my boss and Microbe met that day, because they were involved in the disappearance of Michelle Brown, was Microbe the man they were looking for? Is that why he faked his own death and caused the destruction of the Talisman, because it held evidence to prove it?
Deanna stared out her kitchen window with unseeing eyes as she thought about her job at the boatyard and her boss's strange behaviour.
There is definitely something creepy about Mr Gow, is that why Microbe came to see him, because he needed his help?
Deanna rose from her chair and walked over to the sink to rinse out her cup as another thought occurred to her.
If Microbe came to the boatyard asking for help, that would make my boss either involved in Michelle's disappearance or he knew something about it. Maybe I should do a little bit of detective work when I'm there tomorrow and see if I can unearth anything that would explain the clandestine meeting between Microbe and Mr Gow? Who knows I might find something that could be helpful to the police.
 

CHAPTER THREE
When Deanna arrived at work she found Mr Gow in a foul mood and wondered if it was due to the article in the paper about Michael Microbe. She quickly settled herself in front of her computer and began typing up the invoices Mr Gow had requested, but her mind kept drifting to the meeting between her boss and Microbe.
After making countless typing mistakes, she decided to take a break from what she was supposed to be doing and do some research that might answer some of her questions. She read countless articles about Microbe and all that he'd done for the town of Eden Cove, which gave her the impression he was some kind of saint.
This is definitely at odds with the story I read about him yesterday.
Deanna decided to see what she could learn about Mr Gow and then realised she had no idea what his first name was. Deciding her best bet was to try Facebook, she simply typed in Gow in the search engine and a list of names appeared.
Suddenly the door leading from the shed to the office slammed open, causing Deanna to jump and she barely had time to minimise the program and resume typing the invoices before Mr Gow walked in.
“Deanna, I’m going to be very busy for the rest of the afternoon and I don’t want to be disturbed. That means no phone calls, no visitors, just take down messages and leave them for me on your desk and finish at five o’clock sharp. Make sure you lock the door on your way out.”
“Okay, no problems,” she said as she did an eye roll the moment his back was turned.
How many bloody times does he have to tell me that!
When she was sure he had gone out the door, she clicked back on the minimised page she'd been reading and then started scrolling through the many faces of Gow on Facebook, hoping to find one that matched her boss. By the third page she realised this could take forever, so she decided to go through the filing cabinet.
Perhaps I can find a bank statement or invoice that has his full name on it.
She decided to start at the beginning and work her way through all the files, which were in alphabetical order. She was studiously going through the pages in the C file, when a voice suddenly came up behind her.
“What do you think you are doing?”
Deanna screamed in fright and sheets of paper went in every direction. She bent down and madly tried to gather up the pages while trying to come up with a plausible excuse.
"Well?" he asked anger evident in his voice.
“Um, I was trying to find an invoice,” Deanna struggled to make her voice sound normal.
“What for, you’re supposed to be typing up the invoices that I put on your desk, it is nearly the end of the month and all accounts need to be paid!” he exclaimed.
“I’m sorry, it’s just some of the guys handwriting is pretty bad and I was trying to find a previous one with the same customer, I thought it might help.”
"What's the customer's name?"
Deanna madly tried to think.
"Um, I'll get the one off my desk."
She walked over and tried to mask her look of horror when she saw the Facebook page that was open on her desk, quickly clicking the mouse on the X with a shaky hand.
“You seem to be very jumpy,” his said as he moved towards her.
“I’m just a little nervous that’s all,” she stammered.
“Why?”
“Um, because I really need this job and I seemed to have made you angry,” she said honestly.
He took in a deep breath and paused for a moment.
“I’m sorry an important business deal I had been counting on has fallen through.”
“Oh that’s not good, look I promise I will get all those accounts typed up by the end of the day.”
“Good and I’ll tell the boys to take a little extra time to make sure they write more clearly,” he said.
“That would be a great help!” she said in relief.
Gow walked back out the door and Deanna immediately turned and looked at the pages scattered across the floor.
Holy crap that was close!
Deanna decided to forget for now any ideas of snooping and to focus all her thoughts on doing her job and clock off on time. She even went so far as to set an alarm on the computer for ten minutes to five, which would give her time to close it down, tidy her desk and get out the door on the dot of five.
Later that afternoon as she walked home she wondered if the business deal that had fallen through had been with Microbe, making her once again wonder about the goings on in the large shed at the back of the office.
Is Mr Gow doing something illegal, the reason I'm not allowed to go near the shed?
As she walked past the dilapidated old gate that was the entrance to her property, she made a mental note to get it replaced. Not wanting to navigate the dubious front steps, she walked around to the back of the house.
Just as she placed her foot on the first step, a movement at her peripheral vision caught her eye. Her skin prickled with fear as she turned towards the window, keeping her eyes focused on it as she slowly moved up the steps to her back door. It wasn’t until she’d reached the top step that she realised it was just the breeze blowing the curtain through the open window.
Smiling to herself at her paranoia, she inserted the key in the lock, when it suddenly dawned on her, she’d ensured all windows and doors were locked before she left that morning. Despite the fact her aunt had told her most people in Fig Tree Grove didn’t feel the need to lock their doors or windows, it was a habit she couldn’t get used to after living her life in the city. Deanna paused with the key still in the lock not sure what to do.
What if someone is still in there, should I go ask my neighbour to come inside with me?
She slowly withdrew the key and then realised he wouldn’t be much help as he was almost eighty.
Once again she inserted the key and unlocked the door and then grasped the keys in one hand as a possible weapon, with her handbag ready to clout someone over the head if necessary.
Deanna very gingerly stepped inside, looking from left to right before running to the top drawer in the kitchen and removed the largest sharp knife. With her weapons held firmly in each hand, she cautiously checked each room. Her heart pounded hard in her chest and she gripped the knife like a dagger so tightly her fingernails dug into her palms.
The house was so silent she could hear nothing but her own breathing, which she tried to suppress. After doing a thorough search of every room, including looking under the beds and in the cupboards, the house was empty. She started to relax thinking that perhaps she had forgotten to close that window.
I was in a hurry this morning because I’d slept in.
In desperate need of a drink of water, Deanna made her way back to the kitchen and wasted no time turning on a tap and filling a glass, then quickly drained its contents. As she leaned against the sink and took in the room, noting once again, the walls were badly in need of a coat of paint and the floor coverings would need replacing.
I’m going to have to spend a bit of money to get this place looking half decent inside.
Her eyes drifted to the six boxes that contained her father's files, which sat on the floor in the corner of the kitchen and it took a moment for her mind to register what her eyes were seeing. She walked over towards them and as she got closer the hairs on the back of her neck prickled. She hadn’t had a chance to go through them, but one thing she knew, when her aunt had delivered them, every box had been securely taped closed. The thing that had caught her attention was a tiny corner of paper sticking out the top of one box. When she knelt down on the floor, she saw that the tape had been sliced through on every single box.
Someone has been in my house!
Deanna went and inspected the open window and despite the peeling paint she could see slight marks in the timber, as if someone had used some sort of tool to open it. She inspected the lock and realised it wouldn’t have taken much to jimmy it open. Overcome with a sudden panic she raced around the house and inspected all the other windows, the front and back doors. Thankfully both doors had deadlocks, but the window latches would have to be replaced.
She decided to go through every room in her house and see if anything of value had been taken, not that she owned much. She looked in her jewellery box and saw the sapphire ring and gold necklace that was her mother's. The only other items of any value were the TV and microwave and they were still in place.
So someone broke into my house and took nothing that they could easily hock and yet went through my father's medical files. Did they think the boxes contained something of value, or was it the actual files they were interested in?
Deanna's nerves were on edge as thoughts surfaced of her aunt's belief that her father was murdered and then she looked back at the boxes of files.
Did someone specifically break-in for the files, but then how would they know I had them, after all it's only six boxes, I'm sure my father had many more boxes full of files than that?
Deanna ran to the front window and moved the curtain slightly to scan the street, looking to see if she could see anyone outside.
Has someone been watching my house, or worse still, watching me? Is that how they knew the files were here, because they saw Aunt Jan deliver them?
Deanna began pacing back and forth, she couldn't ring the police, firstly because her phone had died and she'd been too slack to buy another and secondly, nothing was stolen.
I’m going to have to spend every bit of my little savings to make this place secure.
She looked at her watch and saw it was too late to go to the hardware store as they would now be closed. She'd have to wait until morning to purchase window locks, but also go to the post office and get a new phone. Deanna felt as jumpy as a spooked cat. She knew she should have something to eat, as she'd hardly eaten all day, but her stomach was so tied up in knots the thought of food made her nauseous. She decided instead to make herself a cup of coffee and finally take a look at her father's files.
Many hours later and after far too many cups of coffee, Deanna had read countless pages that mostly consisted of medical jargon that didn’t make an ounce of sense to her. Every file contained a before and after surgery photos and some were so disturbing they had almost caused her to vomit. Aside from this, she had to admit her father was not only very talented, but he had given these people a semblance of life, by allowing them to go out in public without the fear of seeing a look of horror on people’s faces when they looked at them.
If my aunt is right and someone did murder my father, what was their reason when he did so much good?
Deanna got to the point she was struggling to keep her eyes open and knew she had to get some sleep or she would be useless at work the next day, also she would need to get up early if she planned to go via the hardware store in the hope she could get some locks installed before she was due at work.
 

CHAPTER FOUR
September 27
When a large trawler finally docked at a deserted port late at night, a delivery truck with no markings was waiting. The driver remained in the cab and smoked a cigarette, deliberately avoiding looking in either of the side mirrors. Even though he had a fair idea of what was been loaded into the back of the truck, he didn't want confirmation of it.
He heard the sound of the back doors being closed, so turned the key in the ignition and was surprised by the skipper climbing into the cab beside him as this was not a normal occurrence. The skipper looked at the driver's questioning look, but said nothing, and the driver wasn't fool enough to ask questions. He was paid handsomely for the simple job of moving goods from the trawler, to a destination that was given to him via text message the moment he arrived at the dock. His job was simple; all he had to do was drive, nothing else.
When he arrived at the entrance of the designated property, he wound down his window and spoke one word before the gates opened. He drove the truck to the back of the building where there was a turning area. He then backed the truck up to the open roller door that was not much wider than the back of the vehicle, making it impossible for any observers to see what was being unloaded.
"Do not leave when the goods are unloaded, wait until I am ready for you to take me back to the ship," said the skipper as he climbed out the stationary vehicle.
The driver nodded his head in acknowledgement, filled with a mixture of nerves and annoyance that he would have to wait around. With a shaky hand he pulled a cigarette from its box and it took him a few attempts to light it. After he'd smoked the cigarette down to the filter and still no sign of the skipper, he was wishing he had something to drink to help calm his nerves, because his instincts told him the risks tonight were much higher than they had been in the past.
The skipper stood nervously outside a locked room, while he waited for his boss's arrival. On the other side of the door, all but one of the girls waited in silent terror. All but one girl had spent countless weeks at sea, locked in a dark, airless place, wondering what was to be their fate when they came to the end of their journey.
At the sight of seeing the skipper standing outside the door, the woman immediately knew something was wrong.
"Why are you here?" she asked.
"There was a slight problem out at sea."
"What sort of problem?"
"As you know we have to still trawl for fish to avoid suspicion. Well, we got more than fish in one of the nets, a girl."
"Was she dead?"
"No, I figured she must have fallen overboard from a vessel in the area, although I didn't hear any Mayday calls over the radio.
The woman suddenly felt a sense of panic that he'd brought the attention of the authorities to the ship.
"What did the girl tell you?"
"Nothing, it was like she was possessed and all the crew were afraid of her calling her a Rusalka, she even stabbed me with a screwdriver!"
"What is a Rusalka?"
"I have no idea, but there was genuine fear amongst the men and I'll admit the first mate and I had a job on our hands trying to detain her. We had to drop a heavy net from the hoist to stop her; she was headed straight to the wheelhouse and most likely the radio."
"There's something you're not telling me."
"She'd overheard a conversation of what was in the hold below."
The skipper saw the look of anger in the woman's eyes, moments before she opened the door and entered the room, scanning the sea of dirty, dark haired girls, fear evident on their faces. The woman's movement came to an abrupt halt when she saw the blonde haired girl that was gagged and tied to a chair.
Without saying a word, she walked towards the girl and inspected her more closely. It took her a few moments to see past the grime on her face, before she was hit with a shock of recognition as she stared at the girl's eyes. Her face had been plastered across every newspaper and shown on countless TV news reporting stations.
"You fool, don't you realised who this girl is?" she asked angrily.
"No, why should I?"
"For days her face has been on the front page of every newspaper and every news channel for days!"
"And how do you suppose I would have seen this while I've been at sea for weeks?"
The woman suddenly realised what he said was true and once again looked at the girl. She had to admit the girl was pretty, but she was a little old for her usual clientele.
Despite her age I could not put her to work with the others as she would surely be recognised, but then I can't let her go free. What the hell do I do with her?
Undecided as what to do with her, she instructed that the girl be put in room away from the others. She watched in surprise as the girl fought with her legs once they had been untied from the chair. It took both the skipper and another man to control her, despite her arms being tied behind her back. Curious about the actions of the young girl, the woman directed them to a room that had CCTV camera.
When the skipper had left, she headed to her private office, knowing the other girls would be currently dealt with, ensuring they were properly cleaned and rid of any lice. The woman looked at the monitor that showed the live feed from a CCTV camera hidden in the ceiling of the room where the girl was now unrestrained. What surprised her was that the girl showed no signs of fear, despite her incarceration, instead she paced the room angrily and almost with a sense of impatience, while looking for a means to escape.
The girl has spirit.
The woman then scrolled through every article she could find on the internet about the girl and came across one that had said the girl was proficient at Kali. This then took her on another search to learn what Kali was, which surprised her. She then remembered the skipper had said his frightened crewmen had called her Rusalka, so decided to do an internet search.
 
Rusalka is a mythical Slavic mermaid, believed to be a malevolent spirit that surfaces to the water in the middle of the night. The mermaid's sole purpose is to ambush men, dragging them to the watery depths of the ocean and to their death.
 
She thought of what the skipper had said about the struggle to restrain the girl on board the vessel, and then of what she had witnessed that it took two strong men to get the partially restrained girl to the room.
"You're a tough cookie aren't you and I bet daddy was the one who taught you how to fight. I wonder what other tricks he taught you."
The woman leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes as an idea began to form in her mind, bringing a smile to her face.
Perhaps my dear, it was destiny that you were caught in one of the nets of my ship.
 

CHAPTER FIVE
Present Day
Deanna felt as if she’d only just closed her eyes when her alarm went off a 5:30am. She rose and had a quick shower to try wake herself up and forced herself to have some toast and a cup of coffee before setting off to the hardware store. The storeowner had a look of surprise on his face when he unlocked the doors for the day’s trading.
“You’re rather early girly. Usually at this hour I only see scruffy tradesman who look like they’re sorely in need of a good breakfast and a cup of coffee.”
“I need some window locks and I was hoping I could get them installed before I have to go to work,” she said.
“You’re new to these parts aren’t you?”
“Why yes, how did you know?”
“None of the locals would bother with window locks. As a matter of fact most don’t even lock their doors.”
“Well, I’m from the city and until I’m classed as a local, I won’t be able to sleep at night until I have locks on my windows. Do you have such a thing in stock?”
“Matter of fact I do.”
Deanna followed him to the back of the store and he showed her the locks. It was obvious they weren’t in much demand as the packets were covered in dust and looked like they’d been there for years. He picked one up and wiped it on his shirt before handing it to her.
“I’m not sure, it looks rather out dated,” she stated.
“Well, like I said, most folks here don’t even bother to lock their doors, so I haven’t had much call for them. I can assure you, despite the dust on the packet, they are still as good as new and in fact if you decide to purchase them I'll install them myself for a minimal fee.”
"I’ll take them, depending on the cost of the installation fee, and I need them installed before I start work at 9am.”
“Ah, I only just opened the shop, so I couldn't before 9am and the time and effort it would take for me to install them you're looking at about $150 installation fee.”
“That's daylight robbery for a few windows, $50 and they have to be installed before 9am."
“I can’t very well leave the shop just after I’ve opened it and as I said my time and labour.”
“No problems, I’ll just order some more updated ones online.”
“You won’t get them installed this morning, in fact you’ll probably have to wait days, even weeks before they arrive.”
Deanna desperately wanted those locks today, but she stood her ground and knew by the look on his face he was desperate to off-load them, so made her way to the door.
"Wait!" he called out.
Deanna smiled to herself before turning around.
“You drive a hard bargain girly. It looks like we have a deal. I just have to make a phone call and get someone to mind the shop.”
Deanna waited patiently as she knew she still had plenty of time before starting work, after all, Mr Gow had stated he did not appreciate her arriving early. The owner of the hardware store drove her the short distance to her house, telling her he didn’t fancy carrying a heavy toolbox further than necessary.
As he installed the locks he chatted to her incessantly, trying to learn every bit of information there was about her, but also gave her a sales pitch on a great deal for paint supplies.
“You know the last time I spoke to your father was at the shop, he’d come in to look at paint colours. In fact I can show you the colours he’d picked.”
“I really can’t afford to be buying paints yet, I’ve only just started my job.”
“As you are Dr Shoal’s daughter, I’ll give you a ten percent discount.”
Hours later when Deanna arrived at the boatyard she was tired, but felt confident she would not have any further problems with intruders breaking into her house. She worked studiously all day making sure she didn’t give her boss any further cause to dismiss her. If she was going to attempt painting the interior of her house by herself, she needed every cent she could get. Any ideas she'd previously had about trying to find out the goings on in the large shed out back had been pushed to the back of her mind, at present she had her own self-preservation to be concerned about.
At the end of the day Deanna was almost relieved to step outside the office and ensured the timber door was locked behind her before setting out on her walk home. As she rounded the corner onto her street, she suddenly had the feeling of someone behind her, so stopped suddenly and quickly turned, but the street was empty.
A shiver ran down her spine as she had the distinct impression she was being followed, causing her to turn and walk at a much quicker pace. When her house finally came into view, she broke into a run, feeling she would not be safe until she was securely locked within the safety of her home.
By the time she reached the top step at her backdoor, her heart was racing so fast she could feel it pounding in her chest and her mouth had gone dry from rapid breathing. Her fingers shook so much she almost dropped her keys and quickly looked over her shoulder before managing to insert the key in the lock. The moment she turned the key she pushed open the door, stepped inside and locked the door behind her.
Deanna sagged against the door with a sense of relief now she was inside and safe, giving herself a few moments to calm her racing heart. When she finally felt under control, she moved to the kitchen bench and placed the house keys in the little bowl and put her shoulder bag down next to it. She turned and looked at the boxes of files that she'd commenced reading the night before, not relishing the task of reading any more.
Well, my father asked Aunt Jan to store them for him. He must have had a reason, otherwise why not keep them at his office with the others. Then there is the fact that someone broke into my house and it seems the only thing of interest to them was the files. So it looks like it is up to me to find out what that reason was.
Deanna sat down at the table and pulled out a file and began to read. It wasn’t until she began to peruse the fifth file that she once again noticed the single handwritten word Camino, in the top right corner of the typed cover letter.
She quickly began pulling out more files from the boxes and looked at the cover letters until she had emptied all the boxes. All but one file had the single word Camino written in the top right hand corner of the typed cover letter of each file.
As her phone was a very cheap and basic one that didn't have the internet, she searched through the bookcase for a dictionary. With shaky hands she quickly leafed through the pages but could find no such word listed.
“I wonder what it means.”
Deanna leant back in her chair as she tried to think.
All but one file has the word Camino written in my father’s hand, why?
Deanna ran back into the kitchen and slowly went through the single file that was devoid of her father’s handwriting, trying to make sense of the medical terminology, when another realisation dawned on her.
“Not only is there no handwritten word Camino, the file contains no photos?”
Deanna began to pace, for she felt certain there was something significant about this file, but as to what, she had no idea. She picked up the framed photo of her father and sat down on the old overstuffed chair.
“Dad, did you know your life was in danger, is that why you left these files with Aunt Jan for the purpose of leaving a message, if so, why didn't you go to the police?”
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