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Dedication


To Mum, my first and best fan
I owe you everything







About this book


A bacterium resisting all treatment. A specialist battling to save patients. When a sadistic killer returns, will her last hope flatline? 
Perth, Western Australia. Dr Julia Sinclair craves an escape from grief. Yet even a relentless drive to defeat infectious diseases can’t help the heartsore redhead forget that it’s been a year since her sister’s mysterious disappearance. And when her best friend shockingly vanishes on the anniversary of that dreadful day, she’s tormented by a stream of gruesome thoughts.
Distracted by a lethal outbreak of an antibiotic-resistant infection, Julia scrambles to maintain her focus and prevent more deaths. But as the strain spreads like wildfire and she digs further into its origin, she fears the loss of her loved ones is linked to a greater danger circling.
Can she follow the trail of bodies without ending up in her own mortuary?

This book is a second edition. The first edition was revised, updated and edited. Some short scenes were removed to build suspense.
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Chapter One


Bugger off, death—you’re not taking this one. Dr Julia Sinclair snapped on latex gloves, then peeled away the pus-soaked dressing to reveal one of the nastiest wound infections she’d seen so far during her Infectious Diseases training. 
“Bet that hurts like a bitch.”
“Too bloody right.” Brad Delaney’s flushed cheeks contrasted with the white bed linen and made him look younger than twenty-four. Pain shadowed his eyes. “I look like a shark’s been chewing on me. Did the surgeon cock it up and send you to cover his arse?”
She adopted her best reassure-the-patient face and kept her voice light and unworried. “Your appendix burst on the operating table. He had to open you up to wash all the crap out—if you’ll excuse the technical term. Standard antibiotics aren’t clearing the infection, so he asked for my advice. I’ll be gentle, but I need to examine your abdomen. Okay?” 
A tingle of adrenaline crept up the back of her neck. Did getting goosebumps from the challenge of a patient’s life-threatening infection make her heartless? Maybe. But hell, she needed a distraction.
“Whatever it takes to get me out of here,” he said. “Alive.”
She palpated the reddened skin around his surgical incisions. Heat burned through her gloves.
Brad flinched.
“Sorry.” Julia grabbed a swab kit off the side-table, opened the plastic packet and showed him the oversized cotton bud. “I need to collect some pus from deep inside your wound. We’ll analyse it in the lab to find out what bugs are causing your infection.”
His eyes widened, but he nodded.
“Brace yourself. This’ll be cold.” She wiped a saline-moistened gauze pad over his abdomen to clear the surface gunk, then grabbed a pair of forceps to loosen a staple from his surgical wound. Purulent discharge oozed across his skin. The stench of decay caught in the back of her throat. Lucky she’d missed lunch.
“Gross,” Gabriel Flynn said in an almost-too-loud whisper. The new Infection Control Nurse leant forward with a dressing pad and mopped the stream of pus before it slimed onto the sheets.
“A little decorum, please.”
“Sorry, doc.” He tilted his head to one side. “My mouth gets me into so much trouble.”
With his spiky blond hair and purple paisley shirt, Gabriel reminded her of a cheeky parrot. She couldn’t help the twitch of her lips, but Brad’s infection was no laughing matter. Calling it gross was like saying Perth summers were a little warm.
After giving Gabriel the evil eye, she resurrected her there’s-nothing-wrong-with-a-little-pus expression and faced Brad again. “Ignore Gabriel. It’s his first day here and I’m still house-training him.”
“Hope he’s quick with the sick bowl.” Sweat beaded on Brad’s forehead. He swallowed.
“Almost finished, then I’ll get you something for the nausea.”
Julia probed the incision with the swab, then smeared some discharge onto a glass slide. She slid the swab into its gel-filled holder, labelled the specimens, and slipped them into a plastic biohazard bag.
“Let me clean that up and cover your wound with a fresh dressing.” Gabriel discarded the rubbish into a bag, then opened a new dressing pack.
While he poured a sachet of pink chlorhexidine disinfectant into a plastic bowl, Julia removed her gloves. She edged between the privacy curtains around the bed, then washed her hands at the sink near the door of the four-bed room. By the time she returned to her patient’s bedside, Gabriel had secured the clean dressing and was drawing the sheet over Brad’s abdomen.
“Thanks, Brad,” she said. “I’ll leave a note in your chart for your doctors and see you again tomorrow morning. Don’t worry. We’ll beat this bug.”
Brad grimaced. “I’d try escaping, but in my condition even the old lolly trolley lady would catch me.”
She drew open the curtains just as Brad flicked on the television. An ad for the evening news blared out.
“Discovered in Kings Park this afternoon. Don’t miss this breaking story on Perth’s best news.”
She froze, staring at the televised images of blue-overalled police searching the bush in nearby Kings Park.
“It can’t be,” she whispered.
She’d heard the helicopter earlier in the afternoon, but assumed it was a tourist flight or maybe a medevac chopper rushing a patient to hospital. The news camera scanned the city skyline, swept over Kings Park, then zoomed closer like a wedge-tailed eagle swooping in for the kill. A clearing deep in the bush. Men in plain clothes stared at the ground.
A grave.
Gabriel’s hand on her forearm jolted her back to life. Blood thundered in her ears, drowning out his words.
[image: image-placeholder]A few moments later, at the surgical ward nurses’ station, Julia wrote Brad’s details on a pathology request form. She gouged the date into the paper. The one-year anniversary of the day her world had shattered.
“Are you changing his antibiotics?” Gabriel asked.
Julia dragged her mind back to the patient. “I’ll get an urgent Gram stain first to see why the standard triple therapy isn’t working.” She flashed him a smile, hoping it looked more real than it felt. “Jumping the queue is one of the few perks of working in the lab, but don’t abuse the privilege. Stroppy scientists can make our lives miserable.”
“Yes, mistress.” Gabriel bowed his head. “Anything you say.”
“Better believe it. While the boss is on holiday for the next two weeks, I don’t want any mutinies ruining my chance at the Senior Registrar job.”
The new post in Infectious Diseases and Clinical Microbiology had generated a lot of interest amongst her fellow Infectious Diseases trainees. If someone else landed the job, she’d have to move interstate or overseas. How could she leave Perth without knowing the truth?
She signed the request form and slipped it into the outer pocket of the biohazard bag. An arm wrapped around her waist. Warm breath caressed the side of her neck.
“Who’s the toy boy?” A sultry whisper. “Should I be jealous?”
“Valerie, please. Not in front of the children.” Julia spun around and hugged her best friend for a moment. “Meet my new Infection Control lackey, oops, I mean nurse, Gabriel Flynn. He’s from south of the river. And Gabriel, I forget Valerie’s exact title, but she’s in charge of this surgical ward and if you really want to piss her off, call her Matron Cavanaugh.”
Valerie poked out her tongue, an act at odds with her dark-haired elegance.
“That’s the same face she pulled when we met in primary school,” Julia said to Gabriel. “I hope she’ll grow up one day.”
Valerie zapped Gabriel with a high-voltage smile. “I know all Julia’s dirty little secrets. Buy me a drink or three sometime if you want to know where the bodies are buried.” She stroked his upper arm. “Are you wearing body armour, or are those muscles I can feel?”
“Stop groping the poor guy,” Julia said, more sharply than she intended.
“Oh, sweetie, you know I didn’t mean actual bodies.” Valerie draped her arm around Julia’s shoulders and pulled her close.
“Forget it.” She shrugged off Valerie’s arm before the comfort shattered her veneer of control. “I have to get this swab back to the lab.”
“Talking about bodies, did you hear the news?” Gabriel shifted his weight from one foot to the other, as if too excited to keep still. “They found a body in Kings Park. I wonder if it’s one of those missing girls.”
Valerie gasped.
“Come on, Gabriel. We can’t stand around gossiping or there’ll be another dead body to deal with.” Julia shooed him towards the exit. “Yours.”
“I’m off-duty in five minutes,” Valerie said. “I’ll give you a lift home.”
“No, I’ll be fine.” She squeezed the letter dangling from her necklace until the bar of the “T” dug into her palm.
“Nonsense. I’m not letting you go home alone, not when . . . You shouldn’t be alone tonight. Car park, basement level, ten minutes or else.”
“Yes, Matron.” Julia’s nerves unravelled a fraction. “What would I do without you? See you in ten.”
“My idea of ten minutes or yours?” Valerie pointed to Gabriel’s watch. “Vital equipment. In case nobody warned you, your main job is keeping her on time and making sure she remembers to go home.”
“Thanks, Valerie. There goes my reputation for punctuality.”
Julia escaped the surgical ward, with Valerie’s laughter trailing behind her. Gabriel walked by her side. Please don’t let him ask.
He darted glances at her.
“Is there something I should know about those missing girls?” he asked a few moments later.
“Secret women’s business. I’d tell you, but then I’d have to lobotomise you and completely erase your memory.”
“Okay, okay. I’ll butt out.”
She faked a laugh. “So, how’d you like your first day at Perth General Hospital?”
“Hmm, let me think. A puke-inducing wound, the promise of some juicy gossip about my new boss, and I’ve even been fondled. More excitement than I’ve had in months. Absolute heaven.”
They continued in silence through hospital-green corridors and down a flight of stairs until they reached the Clinical Microbiology laboratory in the Department of Pathology. The lab was tucked away in the old part of the hospital, where the architecture was more haunted asylum than high-tech scientific institute. She led Gabriel to the bacteriology section, her far-from-fragrant home away from home while she completed her Infectious Diseases studies.
Gabriel pinched his nose. “Does it always smell like a urinal?”
“Sometimes it’s more eau de rubbish dump. You’ll get used to it.”
“I can’t wait.”
“Working evening shifts again?” she asked the scientist who hunched over a computer keyboard, both index fingers in full-flight. “Bet your wife loves that. Who did you annoy this time?”
“Nobody. I volunteered.” He swivelled away from the keyboard. “Anything to get me away from home while the twins are teething. What’s your excuse?”
“Saving lives, avoiding domestic chaos, the usual. Would you do a quick Gram stain for me? Please?”
“Sure, if you’ll phone this urgent CSF result through to Emergency.” He handed her a request form with some numbers written on the back.
She scanned the form. “Champagne tap. Someone’s been practising.”
“What’s a champagne tap?” Gabriel asked.
“If there are no red blood cells in the cerebrospinal fluid, the person who did the lumbar puncture didn’t cause any bleeding. Once upon a time, they’d score a bottle of champagne—or cheap bubbly, more likely.”
By the time she’d phoned the result to the registrar in the Emergency Department, the Gram stain was ready. She sat at the double-header microscope and adjusted the fine focus to find lots of white blood cells and grapelike clusters of dark blue bacteria.
“Shit. Staph infection. No wonder triple therapy isn’t working.”
Gabriel peered down the other pair of eye-pieces. “Pink and blue blobs.”
“You’ll never have to do any lab work, but learning some basic microbiology will help you.” Julia used the pointer, an arrow-shaped orange light, to show him the significant features. “The big blobs are white blood cells, a sign of the body fighting infection. Those small, round, blue ones clumped together like bunches of grapes are staphylococci.”
“Cool.”
“I’ll phone it through to the ward and add fluclox to cover the staph. Go home, Gabriel. This should only take a minute.”
Right. She could’ve discovered a cure for the common cold in less time than it actually took. The surgical Resident Medical Officer had already left for the day, and the nurse refused to take a phone order. At last, she tracked down the evening shift RMO and told him to prescribe the antibiotic and give the first dose.
[image: image-placeholder]Twenty minutes later, Julia threw open the stairwell door to the gloomy carpark basement and hesitated. How could it get so cold in summer? She rubbed her goose-bumped arms. If it weren’t for the petrol fumes and tyres squealing on the floor above, she’d swear she was in a subterranean crypt. The oppressive darkness triggered her childhood nightmare of being trapped underground, buried alive.
Don’t be ridiculous. She stepped forward. The heavy door slammed shut behind her.
“Fabulous security, slackers.” Her voice echoed. She glared at the far corner where the security camera’s red light winked in lazy insolence. “Ever considered getting off your arse and changing a light globe down here?”
A total waste of breath, but it made her feel a little better.
“Valerie? Where are you?”
No reply.
Once her eyes acclimatised to the dark, she walked along the rows of cars. On her third circuit, she spotted the battered Toyota dwarfed between two four-wheel-drive tanks. The “This Bitch Bites” sticker on the rear window warned misguided tailgaters. She peered inside. Empty. Valerie was never late. Payback?
Julia returned to the stairwell. She propped the door open with her body, then hunted through her briefcase until she unearthed her mobile phone. No text messages or missed calls. She hit Valerie’s number, and waited for her excuse.
It rang and rang and rang. No answer, no diversion to voicemail. Odd.
She moved the phone away from her ear and strained to hear if Madonna’s “Like a Virgin” tinkled somewhere in the car park.
Nothing. She ended the call.
An emergency on the ward? A lost child or a wandering patient? The distraction of a well-muscled thigh? Maybe she’d lost her phone and gone searching for help. Classic Valerie trouble-shooting. Why do it yourself when you could charm a susceptible man into doing it for you?
She phoned the ward clerk. “Is Valerie still there?”
“She left about twenty minutes ago. Tried her mobile? It’s surgically attached to her hand.”
“Thanks.”
Maybe Valerie was in one of the hospital’s many black holes where mobile phone reception mysteriously vanished. Julia scribbled a note and left it under one of the Toyota’s windscreen wipers. She’d call her again from home, or better still, a well-lit and crowded bar. Not a night for being alone.
Julia rushed to the stairwell and raced up the stairs, eager to escape the gloom before she scared herself to death.
Her mobile beeped as soon as she hit daylight. A text from Valerie: Tied up. V.
Not even close to an apology. Knowing Valerie, she really might be tied up—and enjoying it. Julia’s shoulders relaxed. Nothing drastic had happened to her dearest friend.
If only she could say the same for her sister.
Twelve long months of waiting for Tess to walk through the door. Twelve long months of hoping to hear her sister’s voice on the phone.
Twelve long months of hell.




Chapter Two


Gatecrashing a homicide investigation probably wasn’t what his therapist had in mind for his first trip out of the office. Tough. Detective Sergeant Nick Randall had been confined to desk duties for an eternity. Another day driving a desk? His head would explode. 
He dragged on a pair of paper booties, then followed the trail of blue and white crime scene tape deep into the bush. Being a Monday, there weren’t many day-trippers around to gawp at all the police activity in Kings Park. Traffic buzzed on the nearby freeway overpass, drivers rushing across the Narrows Bridge over the Swan River, eager to get home after a hard day’s work. He should be amongst them, but had detoured after hearing the news. Forget beer o’clock. A task force could be his best way back to the Major Crime Squad.
Sweat trickled down his spine. The Fremantle Doctor must be late. That cool sea breeze made summers bearable. He swatted a suicidal blowfly and pressed on. With each step, civilisation faded. It made perfect sense in a sick and twisted way. Why drive out to the country or up into the Darling Ranges to dump a corpse when natural bush sat right next to the city? A killer’s paradise.
Several minutes later, he reached the edge of a small clearing and stopped to soak in the crime scene atmosphere, the first he’d attended in far too long. His heart rate kicked up. He felt more alive than he had in months. A news helicopter swooped past, the downdraft thrashing the leaves overhead. Most action focussed on the far side of the clearing under a massive ghost gum with a smooth, white trunk and branches that could snap and fall with deadly force.
A stocky guy with close-cropped grey hair waved to him. “Hey, Nick. Someone’s dying to meet you.” Detective Inspector George Jaworski’s booming laugh ricocheted through the ghost gums, startling the kookaburras into competition.
“Time for a new joke book, boss.” Nick strode along the path marked by metal plates until he stood by the gravesite.
“About bloody time they let you out.” George slapped him on the back, then turned to the forensics officer with a camera. “Remember Nick Randall, mate? Hope the trick cyclists didn’t bugger him up too much.”
Nick’s shoulders tightened. So much for confidentiality. “Like I needed more doctors.”
“Been hitting the bleach?” George ruffled Nick’s hair.
“Surf trip down south.”
“Shark bait,” the forensics officer said with a shudder.
“Look at him. Bikini bait, more like. Enough buggerising about.” George gestured at the disturbed ground. “Look like any of your missing persons?”
Nick crouched beside the remains. The stench of decomposition reminded him to breathe through his mouth. Leaf litter and grey sand covered most of the body. Smaller bones were scattered about, suggesting animal activity. Hungry cats, perhaps. What a gross idea. Metal glinted in the sand. A ring encircling a bony finger. Clumps of dried flesh clung to the larger bones. No sign of any clothing. Hang on. Something rubbery?
He glanced up. “Okay to clear some of this dirt?”
“Knock yourself out.”
Nick pulled on a latex glove, then brushed some sand away, careful not to disturb the body. “Breast implant. Looks like the vic’s a female. Serial number could help with her ID.”
He stood up, wiped the sand off his gloved hands. The forensics officer snapped another shot.
George nodded. “Knew you were a boob man.”
“Beware jumping to conclusions, gentlemen.” A young Indian woman in blue overalls approached them, a fishing tackle box held in one elegant hand. “Have you not considered gender reassignment surgery?”
“G’day, doc. Thought we’d start without you. Meet my former DS, Nick Randall. He’s taking it easy with some old missing persons cases.” George welcomed her with a grin. “Dr Indira Singh is the new forensic pathologist, a vast improvement on the cranky old sod we used to get.”
The pathologist opened her tackle box to reveal a medical kit. After donning latex gloves, she picked up a stethoscope. She bent over the body as if searching for the heart.
“I too have my feeble jokes.” She smiled, straightened up, and put her stethoscope back in the tackle box. “This person is most definitely dead, as you can see for yourselves.”
“How long has she—or he—been here?” George dragged out the emphasis on “he”.
“You know better than to ask me to speculate on such a matter, Detective Inspector.” Dr Singh squatted to examine the body, directing her attention to the pelvic bones. “Judging by the angle of the pubic rami, ‘she’ is the correct pronoun, Detective Inspector. Considerable decomposition has occurred. It has been very hot and dry. I would suggest more than a month, but there are many factors to consider. If we find evidence of insect activity, the forensic entomologist will be of most use.”
“I don’t remember any missing women with breast implants, but I’ll check the records,” Nick said. “Maybe she’s from interstate.”
Dr Singh rubbed her lower back, then took a brush from her medical kit. She flicked more sand away from the victim’s breast area. “I am not a ‘boob man’ and I hesitate to claim any expertise in cosmetic surgery, but I am not familiar with this model of implant.”
“Foreign?” Nick asked.
“Perhaps that is the case. I hope to schedule the autopsy for tomorrow morning. I’ll determine the serial number and pass it on to you then.”
“Thank you, doctor.” Autopsy? Great. The price he had to pay if he wanted to get back into the Major Crime Squad.
“Back up a second there, mate.” George scowled. “I’ll go to the autopsy and will call you with the serial number so you can check it on your computer.”
Dr Singh cleared her throat. “Excuse me, gentlemen. I wish to examine this woman’s body in situ and in relative peace, so please take your pissing contest elsewhere.”
A smile dimpled one of her cheeks.
“Sorry, doctor. Of course.” Nick crossed the clearing to the shelter of another ghost gum.
“Back in a tick,” George said to Dr Singh, then followed him.
Nick spun around. “For fuck’s sake, boss. I can handle an autopsy.”
“I never said you couldn’t, but this is a homicide investigation. In case you’ve forgotten, you’re not an active member of Major Crimes.”
“I passed my psych eval. I’m cleared for normal duties. What else do I have to do?”
George raised his hands, palms forward. “Give it time. They’re being extra cautious. If I hadn’t stopped you, you could’ve broken that doctor’s jaw.”
“Bastard deserved it. How did he miss that injury?” The question still haunted him. Almost as often as “Why had he gone to work and left her alone?”
“Look, I’m sorry about your fiancée, and if you need to talk . . .”
“Yeah, I know, but I’m all talked out.” Nick blinked away the image of Kym’s face, distorted by agony. “I’d rather bury myself in work.”
“Denial. That’s the spirit. Go back to the old orifice. Hit the Missing Persons database. I need someone I can trust working on the ID of this body.” George’s tone left no room for disagreement. “I’ll square it with your boss.”
More bloody paperwork. Nick counted silently to ten. Better make that one hundred if he wanted to regain his position in the Major Crime Squad.




Chapter Three


Julia peered through her hair at the alarm clock. Only six thirty, far too early to get up on a Tuesday, especially when she wasn’t due at work until nine. She stretched her legs, then froze. Her left foot was touching something hairy and warm—another leg, if she wasn’t mistaken. Pretty sure it wasn’t one of hers. She rolled over and studied the sleeping beauty beside her. 
Spot diagnosis? She’d lost her mind.
After missing her lift from Valerie, she’d passed the Subiaco Hotel on her walk home. There he’d been, her ex. He’d dragged her into an enthusiastic hug and wouldn’t let her go until she agreed to just one drink. Better than going home alone to an empty house. Trust Leon to lure her away from her worries about patients and skeletons, distracting her with soft words and broad shoulders. Alcohol never improved her judgement.
That, and temporary hormonal insanity.
She edged the sheet down his back. Anatomy had always been her favourite subject at uni. Just a peek. Even asleep, he looked fitter than she remembered. What was his secret? She spent too much time with sick people. One healthy, naked man and she couldn’t resist a perve.
Eyes only. Hands off.
Much safer to study her bedroom. Apart from the scattered clothes trailing from the door towards the bed, it wasn’t too messy. Polished jarrah timber floors shone in the early morning sun. Oscar, her grey and white cat, gave her the evil eye from his perch on the bedside table, his displeasure obvious in every twitch of his tail. How dare she stay out late, bringing home some stranger to sleep on his bed?
She slid out of bed and tiptoed to the kitchen to battle with the Whiskas can. The smell of tuna made her gag. She left Oscar snuffling at his food bowl, and retreated to the bathroom for a long, cool shower.
Afterwards, she wrapped herself in a towel and returned to the bedroom. A groan from the bed reminded her she wasn’t alone.
“Why is it so bright in here?” Leon hid his face in the pillow, leaving some of his best assets exposed.
She tossed the cat’s ball at him. It bounced off his bare buttock and badoinged across the floor. “Have you had butt implants?”
“Show some respect. I’m dying here.” The pillow muffled his voice. He rolled over and sat up ever so slowly. Both hands held his head steady, as if to stop it from falling off.
“You big sook.”
“She’ll kill me.”
Her stomach dropped, a rollercoaster of disbelief. “She’ll kill you?”
“My fiancée.” Leon grimaced. “Nobody saw us together, did they?”
Fiancée? Dead man talking.
“You’re a hopeless tart. I knew that and yet here you are. Naked. In my bed. Again. How could I be so stupid?”
“You looked so tense. I thought you needed stress relief.”
“Great. Leon and his magic, stress-relieving penis.”
“Don’t be like that, babe.” He tried his little-boy-lost smile.
It failed. “Don’t babe me. Try that on your fiancée.”
“She’ll kill me. Lucky she’s away this week. Did I enjoy myself?”
“How much did you drink last night?”
“Out of practice. She won’t let me touch alcohol.” He circled his fingertips over the sides of his forehead. Maybe his brain was in danger of leaking out of his skull.
Good. “Don’t worry. Your virtue is intact.”
“But . . .” He lifted the sheet and glanced down at his naked body, then at the trail of clothes across the floor.
“Nothing happened. I came out of the bathroom, ready for action, and found you snoring your head off. A lucky escape. For me.”
“Did you spike my drink?”
“I’m not that desperate.”
“I do hate to disappoint . . .”
“I’ll survive. Now, get your almost-married naked body out of my bed.”
A languid stretch while he examined the surroundings. “Punching bag in the bedroom? That’s strangely arousing.” He crossed the floor and faked slow-motion punches at the bag. “Had it for long?”
“Valerie gave it to me last Christmas. It had your face taped to it.”
“Ouch, guess I deserved that.”
His hangover apparently forgotten, he threw more power into his punches and picked up speed. Muscles rippled beneath his skin.
His bare skin. Why wasn’t nude boxing an Olympic sport?
“Put some clothes on before one of us gets hurt.” She forced herself to look away. “Let’s go out for breakfast.”
“But what if someone sees us together?”
He was the one in a so-called committed relationship. She shook her head. Maybe she should be committed.
[image: image-placeholder]Julia lost her appetite when she saw Tuesday’s West Australian newspaper. The skeleton in Kings Park dominated the front page. A full-page story inside speculated on the victim’s identity. Her last photo of Tess smiled up at her, breaking her heart all over again.
No identification yet, or the police family liaison officer would’ve called with an update. How long would she have to wait this time?
She abandoned Leon mid-breakfast and rushed to the hospital. She logged on to the laboratory computer system to check and release the morning’s lab reports. The occasional case generated a phone call or required an explanatory comment, but most were straightforward. So far, no hassles. Typical. Just when she needed to be too busy to think, work slackened off.
Her firefighter calendar caught her eye—another gift from Valerie, of course. Mr December 2019 was a few days overdue. That took ten seconds to fix. Hell, last December . . . She had to escape her thoughts.
She dashed into the bacteriology lab. “Any positive blood cultures for me to sort out?”
A machine monitored blood culture bottles continuously, triggering an alarm if it detected bacterial growth. Patients with bacteria circulating in their bloodstreams needed urgent antibiotic treatment.
“Nope.” The morning shift scientist stacked agar plates into the incubator.
“Just my luck. A severe shortage of sick people.” She ignored his raised eyebrows. “Is anything growing on Brad Delaney’s wound swab?”
“Yes, a heavy growth of Staph aureus. I left the plates on the bench.” The scientist slammed the incubator door. A dank odour wafted through the lab.
Julia opened one of the blood agar plates to find the familiar yellow colonies that gave the bacteria its name. Golden staph. Lots of people carried it on their skin or in their noses with no problems, but in an open wound it could be a cold-blooded killer.
“Glad I started him on fluclox last night,” she said. “That should cover it. I’ll let the team know.” If nothing else, she had her job under control.
She returned to her office and pulled up Brad’s latest blood results on her computer. Had he responded to the change in antibiotics? She scrolled down the screen. Oh, no, his latest white cell count had soared even higher and his other inflammatory markers had also skyrocketed.
Hang on. They’d moved him overnight to the High Dependency Unit, the HDU, one step down from the Intensive Care Unit. A sure sign his condition had deteriorated. Poor Brad. That’d teach her to wish she was busy.
[image: image-placeholder]Several minutes later, Julia entered the HDU. The high-tech unit looked after those patients not quite sick enough for the Intensive Care Unit, but requiring more care than the general wards could provide. She approached the nurse in charge, a no-nonsense woman who’d been a nurse since the days when doctors were gods and matrons ruled the hospital.
“How’s Brad Delaney?” she asked.
The woman pulled a face that suggested Julia should look for herself and not ask stupid questions of nurses who have better things to do. “Not that flash. Spiking fevers up to thirty-nine degrees. His IV site’s a right mess.”
Julia hurried to Brad’s bedside. He blinked at her, bemused. She lifted the sheet off his left arm. Her breath caught in her throat. His entire arm was swollen. Florid inflammation spread from his intravenous line insertion site. A septic pool festered under the clear dressing on his forearm. A right mess, indeed.
She turned back to the nurse. “That line needs changing ASAP, and please send the tip to the lab for culture.”
The fluclox hadn’t touched his infection. Was it a resistant strain? She took his medical chart from the nurses’ desk and flicked through it. Methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus, or MRSA, was uncommon in Western Australia—one, if not the only, advantage of its geographical isolation. The bacteria had earned its name by being untreatable with most common antibiotics. As a precaution, patients and hospital staff who had been in hospitals either interstate or overseas were screened for MRSA and isolated from other patients until their swabs were cleared.
Brad had never been in hospital before. Had he travelled? Nothing about it in his chart. Had he caught it in Perth General Hospital from another patient? Or worse, from a staff member?
The surgical registrar entered the unit and ambled over to Brad’s bedside. The wrinkles in his scrubs matched the creases in his face. He must’ve collapsed onto an on-call bed after a hard night’s operating. After pulling on some sterile gloves, he removed the dressing from Brad’s surgical wound.
Brad pushed the registrar’s hands away.
Julia grabbed Brad’s hands and held them out of the way. So hot and sweaty. “Sorry, Brad. This won’t take long.”
A blocked drain stench filled the air. Inflamed redness spread across Brad’s whole lower abdomen, most severe around the stabs used for the laparoscopy and the slash where the surgeon had opened him up to wash out the peritoneal cavity. Thick, yellow discharge drained from all the wounds.
The registrar palpated Brad’s abdomen, making him curse. “Tight as a drum. I’ll have to take him back to theatre.” He dragged his gloves off, then flicked them into the bin. “Do you know the sensitivities yet?”
“Not until tomorrow morning. Fluclox isn’t working. Let’s change it to vancomycin in case it’s MRSA. Keep the Gram-negative and anaerobe cover going.” She altered the antibiotic order on the medication chart. “We’d better get a set of blood cultures before the first dose of vanc, and move him to a single room. He has to be in isolation.”
The nurse had her hands on her hips and her attitude set on stubborn. “We’ll have to special him if he’s in a single room. I don’t have enough staff.”
Having one nurse dedicated to the care of one patient meant the other nurses had to pick up extra work—never a popular suggestion.
“I could close the unit to new admissions if you’d prefer.” Julia’s voice sharpened. She was in no mood for a nursing mutiny.
The registrar raised his hands in surrender. “Leave me out of this. I’m just the guy with the knife.”
“I suppose I could call in an agency nurse.”
“Whatever it takes.” Julia turned back to Brad. “We’ll give you a different antibiotic straight away. You need another operation today. The surgeon will let you know more about that soon. Brad? Do you understand?”
His eyes flickered shut. He mumbled something.
Bugger. “Where’s the vanc? I’ll give him the first dose now.”
She had to get on top of the infection fast. Brad had to survive.
[image: image-placeholder]After confirming Brad’s operation was organised, Julia paged Gabriel. If it was an MRSA wound infection, they had to check everyone Brad had been in contact with since his admission to hospital. An uncontrolled outbreak the second the boss went on holiday? That whooshing sound was her promotion flying out the window.
She tracked him down to the nurses’ station on the third-floor surgical ward, where he and the ward clerk were chatting like a couple of manic schoolgirls.
“We’ve got a problem. Where’s Valerie?” she asked. “Saves me repeating myself.”
“No idea.” Gabriel gestured towards a couple of nurses near a drug trolley. “They were complaining about her being late.”
Miss Punctuality, late? Julia’s spidey senses sparked to full alert. “Has anyone phoned her?”
The ward clerk nodded. “No answer at home, and her mobile’s off.”
Julia phoned Valerie’s home number and mobile herself. No answer. There must be some rational explanation for Valerie’s absence, but why hadn’t she let someone know she’d be late?
Had Martin MacDougall tempted her away for the night? Maybe they’d overslept. Julia scanned the operating theatre list on the ward clerk’s desk. Martin’s second case had finished already, but that didn’t mean he was the one operating. Someone could be covering his list at short notice.
She swapped the theatre list for the ward clerk’s list of current inpatients to see which of them had come in contact with Brad Delaney. How far back to look? He would’ve gone straight to theatre from Emergency. Hell, what if one of the theatre staff was the source of Brad’s infection?
“Gabriel, that patient we saw yesterday might have MRSA. Would you start a list of ward contacts while I pop down to theatre?” Too easy for people to ignore phone calls and emails. The direct approach worked best.
“Love to. Even if it’s not MRSA, it’ll be a good practice run for me.” He pulled a notebook from his pocket with a flourish. “Fire away.”
“Thanks. Make a list of all the patients who shared Brad Delaney’s room since his admission. Also, get a copy of the nurses’ roster and crosscheck with his medical record to see who looked after him. Note doctors and other staff too. Any questions, page me. I won’t be long.”
[image: image-placeholder]Julia drummed her fingers on the reception desk, waiting for the theatre nurse manager to reappear. Her gaze drifted to the whiteboard with the morning’s list of operations. Like most doctors, surgeons had their own language full of acronyms—some were familiar, others stretched her imagination.
Wait a minute. Martin was operating. Valerie couldn’t be with him. What case was he up to? His lap chole had gone to recovery, so he’d removed a gall bladder already. Next on the list was “Ex lap” . . . hmm, exploratory laparotomy. Cut someone open, find the problem, fix it. If only her job was that straightforward. Scalpel envy.
“Here you go.” The nurse manager handed over a list of all the theatre staff who’d worked last Friday. “Some people float between rooms, so if you want to know exactly who worked in what theatre and when, you’ll have to check the op notes and ask around. I don’t have time to do it for you.”
“Thanks, that’s all I need . . . although while I’m here, how’s theatre three going?”
The nurse manager pushed a microphone towards Julia. “Hit three and ask.”
She did. “Dr Sinclair here. Could you ask Martin to call me between cases? Or if he’s nearly finished, I’ll wait at the reception desk.”
Voices mumbled, then the nurse came back on the line. “He said to tell you he’s elbow-deep in this patient and running way behind schedule. He wants to talk to you about this case anyway, so you should get changed and come on in.”
More mumbling. “Unless you’re scared of a little blood, he said.”
Cheeky sod. She dealt with worse bodily fluids every day. “See you soon.”
“Do you know how to—”
“I remember.”
In the operating suite change-room, she slipped into a set of surgical scrubs and pulled a pair of booties over her shoes. Dressed for action, she left through the door that led into the clean area. Cutting through the anaesthetics bay, she cleaned her hands with hand sanitiser, then put on a cap and mask. No need to scrub in, so she skipped the gloves. She entered theatre three, then joined the anaesthetist at the head of the operating table.
Martin glanced at her. The skin around his denim-blue eyes crinkled. “Just in time for the good bit.”
He diathermied a small bleeder. The stench of sizzling flesh penetrated Julia’s mask. A quick dab with gauze to confirm the bleeding had stopped, then Martin reached into the open abdominal wound and pulled out the patient’s spleen.
“Get a load of this.” His bloody gloved fingers exposed the tear in the spleen. “Almost ripped in half.”
“What happened?”
“Trail bike flipped upside down. Handle-bar skewered him.”
“Ouch. Vaccinated?”
“No time. Too unstable. Leave a consult in the chart for you?”
“Sure, I’ll see him when he wakes up.” She’d have to warn the patient of the increased risks of infection post-splenectomy.
“I’d hate him to die of overwhelming sepsis after my excellent surgery.”
“Such modesty.”
Martin bowed, then turned his attention back to the patient, checking for any more bleeding from the operative site.
“Perfect. See? Magic hands.”
“I’ve heard. That’s why I wanted to talk to you.” Beside her, the anaesthetist chuckled. Julia’s cheeks flamed. “That’s not what I meant.”
“What did you and Valerie get up to last night?” Martin picked up a suture needle.
Her heart skipped a beat. “Valerie stood me up. I assumed you’d distracted her. When did you see her last?”
“Yesterday, just after lunch. Why?”
“She hasn’t come to work today and I can’t get hold of her. Did she mention anything to you?”
He sutured his patient’s surgical incision. His movements were so calm, his demeanour so unruffled, she itched to slap him.
“She wanted to go away for a couple of days, but . . . uh, I couldn’t. Maybe she’s buggered off without me.”
“Where to?” Better she escaped for a break than—oh, no. She couldn’t bear the alternative.
“Somewhere down south.”
The door flew open.
Simon Bailey, an anaesthetics registrar, crossed the room with a feline grace that belied his weightlifter build. “Heard you had an interesting case, Martin. Need a hand?”
“Can you protect me from Julia? She thinks I’m hiding Valerie.” He finished suturing and stepped back from the operating table.
“Watch her right hook,” Simon said. “Saw her at the hospital gym. Punching bag never had a chance.”
“How come I haven’t seen you there?” Martin asked her.
“Too crowded.” Too much testosterone and too many eyes.
“I had no one to spot me last time I lifted.” Simon nudged her shoulder. “Attendance has dropped off since you left.”
Martin laughed. “I bet. Do you spar somewhere else? I’d pay to watch—”
“Boys! Valerie’s missing. Don’t you care?”
“Of course I do.” Martin gestured for her to follow him into the scrub room. He tore off his mask and removed his gloves. “I’d help look for her, but this patient jumped the queue and I’m way behind with my morning list.”
The scrub nurse peered around the corner of the door. “Room four are screaming for you, Martin, and you haven’t done your op notes in here yet.” She held the door open, waiting.
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