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About Terror Stash

A stash of terrorists in a tiny town? No one believes her.

American diplomat Montana Dela Vega, posted to laid-back Western Australia, discovers a band of known terrorists hiding deep in the bush. Laughed at by superiors, she must find courage and her own resources to expose the ruthless zealots.

The only people who believe her wild story are Caden Rawn, the mysterious and physically intimidating man with a terrifying reputation, and a bloody history that dogs his every step; and Steve Scarborough, a local police officer with an instinct for the truth and a secret of his own.

Caden and Montana’s private investigation entwines them in tragedy and fear, and teaches them the meaning of friendship...and love.  They must face the cost of truth and the courage of their convictions for Montana’s terrorists are very real and very deadly indeed—and they want Montana for themselves....




 

Praise for Terror Stash

Praise for Terror Stash

The suspense of Terror Stash can make readers feel as if they’re standing on the edge of a cliff and don’t know if they’ll fall off or be pulled back just in time. It was exhilarating and fast paced. If you love a suspense filled romance, then definitely grab a copy of Terror Stash for your collection! —Adria’s Romance Reviews

I couldn’t put it down. Stash has everything from love, passion, and friendship to terror, fear and tragedy. It’s a great read that will keep you in your toes and wanting to read more from the author. —Amazon Reader.






[image: ]






 

Chapter One

Yallingup, Western Australia

If Montana had known the surfers milling about on the white beach thought her to be both brave and totally insane, she would have been puzzled, but right at that moment, she was too busy to care.

Today, the Bommie was living up to its reputation. The twenty-foot waves on offer could easily dump a rider on his ass right on top of shards of reef. They were keeping even the most dedicated surfer with his feet planted firmly in the baking white sand. Most of the surfers stood in the shade, staring out at the heaving green peaks and troughs, wishing they had the guts to take a run at it. At the very least they would be hailed for their courage while they recuperated in hospital.

“So when are you humping that bloody great lump of board of yours out there, Jacko?” The loud question came from one of the surfers lined up along the edge of the only available shade, cast by a patch of prickly acacias gasping for life in the arid sand. They were thigh-high bushes which were useless for anything but providing relief to bare feet from the burning white sand. The rutty bantam of a man was speaking to the tanned, bleached surfer at the end of the ragged audience.

Jacko had planted one of the long, traditional Malibu boards heel down in the sand and was propping himself up with it. “Get knotted,” he offered, not bothering to look around. His accent was a rich Afrikaans.

“Hey, no problems,” Bruce shot back. “You don’t have the balls for it. I get ya, mate.” The cocky bantam gave Jacko a great, easy grin.

“It isn’t balls you need to go out there,” Jacko announced. “It’s a healthy dose of insanity.”

Bruce pushed his bare toes through the fine white sand. A few paces beyond the bushes it was too hot to stand on but just here it warmed their feet and tickled between their toes. “Crazy prob’ly explains what Greg is doing out there, then.”

They both turned to study the waves with a hand shading their eyes against the dazzling Morse code blinking off the green walls of water rolling in toward them. The waves were so high the horizon was hidden. The front wave curled over itself into a cap of foam, then behind it the next swell built up into a breaker and behind that yet another big peak of green.

Endless waves. Each of them was a killer, if you didn’t approach them just right. Less than a month ago, Jacko had hauled the mangled, bleeding body of an Argentinean surfer out of the water when he’d read the wave wrong. He’d failed to turn into it so he could slip over the top edge and down the long, easy back slope to safety.

The Argentinean had won the Puerto Escondido International in Mexico just five days before.

“There he is,” Jacko said, pointing to Greg, out on his board. “He’s at the lineup, going for a run.”

“He’s fucking crazy!” the small Australian declared.

“No balls, huh?” Jacko shot a sideways glance at him.

The Australian grinned and spread his hands in a “Hey, so shoot me,” gesture.

Then they both turned back to watch crazy Greg take on the Bommie at its deadliest.

“Bloody hell, there’s a girl out there!” Bruce declared in an outraged voice, “and she’s windsurfing!”

There was a strong southerly wind blowing across the face of the waves, which made them choppy and unpredictable. It was dangerous for a surfer, so a windsurfer was guaranteed to be in trouble. A strong cross wind on flat water was tough enough. It could rip the sail out of your hands and knock you right off your board. Add monster waves to that and you had to keep the windsurfing board pointed toward the beach or get wiped out by the many tons of seawater building in a wall behind you and fight the cross wind.

Bruce shook his head. “Fuckin’ crazy.”

Jacko’s far-seeing, Aryan blue eyes narrowed. “It’s Montana,” he declared.

“Well, that explains it,” Bruce said, throwing up his hands.

After a long, thoughtful moment, Jacko dropped his board to the sand and settled his rear on it. “Could be a good show.”

“A girl?” Bruce curled his lip in disgust, but he sat down, too.

* * * * *

Caden Rawn hovered twenty-five feet above the surface of the earth, taking stock before he plunged downward.

Every hunter’s instinct he had—both inherited and learned at a cost—were screaming at him. He was not the only hunter here...but where was the other?

A shadow flittered over the rippled sand below him and he cursed silently. The hammerhead shark above him had zeroed in on the distressed dolphin, too, but the shark’s intentions were deadly.

A jumble of fishing line that someone had tossed overboard had snagged the dolphin’s tail. The line was hooked around an outcrop of reef, anchoring the dolphin.

The hammerhead was cruising backward and forward above the dolphin, assessing the situation, its muddy brown eyes rolling in ancient, instinctive delight.

Caden was nearly out of air. Time to make a decision. He’d be better off letting nature take its course. He should go back to the surface and get the hell away from the hammerhead while the dolphin was there to distract it. But, dammit, he hadn’t flown thousands of miles just to have his nose rubbed into the harsh facts of life one more time.

He pulled his knife out of its calf sheath and realized he’d made his decision.

With a powerful jackknife, he kicked his way down to the dolphin, pushing through the water with broad strokes. He had to move fast. The shark would figure out fast that his easy pickings were getting away on him. Sharks were cantankerous assholes that normally he would avoid pissing off.

Caden went deeper than the dolphin, touched the rippled floor of the seabed, then pushed off with his foot. As he clawed his way over the knoll of reef, he sliced through the fishing line with one pass of the blade. The dolphin immediately shot to the surface. He’d need oxygen, too.

By now, Caden’s temples were thudding from the need for air and he forced himself to ascend at the same rate as his bubbles to avoid decompression issues. He emerged just enough to gulp three deep breaths of delicious air, then jackknifed and headed for the reef knoll again. He had to stay hunkered by the protection the reef offered until the hammerhead gave up on dinner. Best-case scenario would be if it trailed after the dolphin to check if it was weakened or stressed. That was the only way the shark would be able to take advantage of it.

Caden gripped the reef, anchoring himself, and located the shark. It was cruising by the reef again. Back and forth with irritated flicks of its tail.

Not good.

He was going to have to go up for air again very soon...would it take advantage of him splashing about on the surface?

As the seconds ticked by the hammerhead slowly cruised closer. He had been marked.

Shit.

He knew he was going to have to make a decision in a few seconds. His temples were starting to pound again.

Suddenly, the sleek grey dolphin bulleted past him with barely an inch to spare. Caden rocked in its wake, barely hanging on to the reef. He watched, awed, as the dolphin rammed its snout into the hammerhead’s gills. The shark roiled in the water, stressed.

The dolphin turned a tight circle and rammed into him again. Then again.

The hammerhead bowed out with another huge swipe of its tail, turned and streamed away, trailing bubbles.

Caden didn’t linger to see more. He was out of air. He stroked to the surface, too desperate to stay level with his bubbles, and burst through with a huge gasping breath.

The dolphin surfaced close by him and chattered happily.

Caden grinned. “I know I came to Yallingup to look up old friends, but you’re a friend I really didn’t expect to run into.”

More chatter. His voice didn’t seem to bother the dolphin at all. That wasn’t unusual around here. Dolphins up and down the Western Australian coast were used to humans talking to them, feeding them and sometimes even handling them if they allowed it.

Caden looked around one last time for any sign of unwelcome dorsal fins cutting through the water, then struck out for the beach. The dolphin kept him company all the way to the first breaker line.

As Caden waded out of the surf and up onto the baking white sand, he realized that the dolphin had reassured him that it had been a good decision to head to Margaret River for Christmas.

When he reached his borrowed car on the hard-packed gravel that made up the informal parking area, seawater still dripped steadily from his snorkeling gear and from him, so he reached in far enough to snag his beach towel and mop off the excess. In this heat, he’d dry in about fifteen minutes and he’d prefer to return Ria’s car in the same state he acquired it. He could afford fifteen minutes, so he carefully spread the damp towel on the hood, parked his butt on it and a heel on the bumper and watched the endlessly fascinating surf.

Sometimes, although it was rare, Caden would find that within the first forty-eight hours of arriving in a country he would have moments of disorientation. He’d have to deliberately recall where he was—and why. That never happened here at Marg’s. There were too many ties and too much history here. Perhaps that was why he kept returning.

There was no way to mistake where he was—an Australian beach on a Sunday morning. It was getting late in the morning for surfers and the surf here was a choppy mess, but there were already a good thirty or so people swimming in the shallow surf. By eleven-thirty everyone would be gone. Most would head back indoors to while away the throbbing heat before emerging around sunset. Often they came straight back to the beach for a dip and to feel the coolness of the unfailing afternoon sea breeze.

There were just a few people sitting on the beach. Those not in the water weren’t lying around sun baking, though. At this time of the year the hole in the ozone layer was right overhead. Acquiring a tan was a natural by-product of surviving a torrid summer that seemed to last all year, interrupted by a short rainy season in the middle. Most of them were watching other swimmers and surfers, or just passing the time. It was a great day for it.

As he watched the waves roll in, Caden realized that he was happy, with a mellow contentedness he hadn’t felt in far too long. The inexplicable restlessness that had been driving him crazy had momentarily lifted.

He filled his lungs and breathed out, feeling life tingle in every extremity.

“Howya goin’, mate?”

The tall, gangly teenager standing between the nose of Caden’s car and the next was vaguely familiar to him. The teen was watching Caden, his eyes wide and his feet poised for flight.

Caden hadn’t heard his approach at all. It was a measure of how relaxed he was here. It was also a good warning. He let the tension flow from the muscles that had bunched in preparation and gave the teen a friendly grin. “Hello, yourself.”

The pimply kid was easily over six feet, possibly even taller than Caden, but the only way he’d get the scales to hit more than one hundred and forty pounds would be to rig them and fill his pockets with lead. He had a chin than fell away to nothing and sported feathery first whiskers. His black, long-sleeved Zero tee-shirt said he was a skateboarder. The jeans with the holes at the knees showed he wasn’t a good one. There was a region of lily-white flesh between the hem of the tee-shirt and the elastic of his boxers; the loose band of the jeans started another two inches lower.

He was wearing flat-soled sneakers.

“Where’s the skateboard?” Caden asked.

The guy’s eyes widened even more. “Err...” He looked around. “Well...” He hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “It’s back in the car.” He shrugged and gave an all-mighty sniff. “No bitumen around here.”

True. Caden took in the teen’s bloodshot eyes and the painfully protruding hipbones and kept his mouth shut. He’d let him lead the conversation to where he wanted it, although he already knew where that would be.

“I’m Joel,” the kid offered.

“Yeah.” Caden considered him again. “Do I know you?”

“I didn’t think you’d remember me.” Joel blushed. “About three years ago. Outside the Yallingup liquor store.”

“Got it.” He’d placed the kid at last. He’d been heading into the store to pick up some of the local wine that Ria liked and had almost tripped over three high-school kids. Two of them were in jeans and Hawaiian shirts, their hair slicked back and cigarettes on conspicuous display in their pockets. The third had been a petite blonde with big blue eyes, in a sundress. The boys had pulled him to one side and seriously, man-to-man, proposed he buy them a carton of Swan stubbies for their party that evening. He could keep the change.

As they’d made their proposals, one of them kept looking over his shoulder at the blonde, who watched the action go down with her arms crossed and a pout on her lips. Caden recognized the type instantly. In twenty years’ time she’d be the woman in high fashion clothes and the latest accessories, with no visible means of support but a handful of adoring, deep-pocketed men who would do anything to keep her happy.

His heart had hardened. He’d eyed the two colorful twenty-dollar bills the boys held out to him, took the average price of a carton away from it and laughed. “Not enough profit in it for me,” he told them and walked away.

He looked at Joel now. “You’ve got a lot taller,” he remarked.

Again, the self-conscious blush. “Yeah, well. It happens.”

Caden shut up again and just watched.

The kid’s blush deepened the longer the silence stretched. “You were just sitting on your car,” he said at last. “Looking.”

“Yep.”

“Looking for someone?”

This wasn’t quite what Caden had expected. So he played along. “Maybe.” It was a safe enough answer.

“Maybe...looking for a way to have a good time?” Joel’s expression wasn’t just hopeful, it was desperate.

Ah... The mental sigh mimicked the deflation he felt, but Caden kept his face neutral. “Are you offering a date, kid? Or something else?”

“What?” Joel’s face flushed hard this time. “No, no, not that!”

Bingo. Caden hid his grimace. “What can you offer?”

The kid nodded, eager. “Whatever you want, man. Whatever, you know? I’ll get it for you.”

Caden shook his head. “Too quick, Joel.”

“Huh?”

“You were too quick to offer the anything. No one’s that stocked.”

He grabbed the kid’s wrist. It was easy. Joel wasn’t expecting it and his reaction was slower than a turtle’s. Caden pushed the long sleeve up past the skinny elbow. Inflamed tracks were revealed. Caden hid the sick feeling it gave him. “How long?” he asked.

“Hey, man, what the hell—!”

Caden slid off the hood, still holding his wrist. With his other hand, he grabbed a good bunch of the kid’s shirt and pushed him up against the side of the car. He smiled to take the sting out of it. “I said, how long have you been mainlining?”

Joel’s face crumbled and his shoulders bowed. “A year. About. I think.”

“You’re into it pretty heavy, or you wouldn’t be trying to do an end run around your dealer.”

“Huh?” Joel blinked.

Caden rephrased the American football analogy for him. “You’re trying to pull one over your dealer. Cut yourself some profit without telling him you’re going into business for yourself. Anyone tell you that’s a quick way to get yourself dead?”

Joel’s eyes were wide, full of hurt and bewilderment. “But I just...I just...”

“You just don’t have any money for your next stash.”

Joel bowed his head. Muttered something.

“What?”

“Yeah, that’s right,” Joel whispered.

Caden sighed. Aloud this time. “What’s a hit worth around here now?”

Joel’s head came up. Hope shone in his eyes. He quoted the price and Caden was startled. “Jesus Christ, they’re practically giving it away!” He shook the shirt he still had a grip on. “And you can’t afford even that much?”

Joel dropped his head again. “It’s not just me...”

Tiredness washed through Caden. The fatigue was an echo of the restlessness he’d thought he’d got rid of. It was the flip side, the bone-weary energy-sapping sensation that had been robbing him of sleep and peace of mind for far too long.

Dull anger touched him. “Why here? Why now?” he growled.

“Huh?” Joel looked up again, a wrinkle between his brows.

Caden let his head roll back. “Goddamn it!”

He let Joel’s shirt go and stepped back, massaging his fingers. Joel stared at Caden’s hands as he worked them, fear blossoming on his face and Caden realized the kid was bracing himself for a beating. Tiredly, Caden lifted his hands palm up and let them drop.

Time to climb back into the trenches again.

He studied Joel. “You’re not going to have the quantities I need, not if you’re working under the table. Tell me who you get your stuff from and I’ll give you some of my buy.”

“Free?” The flare of hope and excitement in his face was almost painful to watch.

“Gratis,” Caden agreed.

Wariness touched him. “How much of it?” he asked.

Caden grimaced. “It’s the blonde, right? I bet this was her idea.”

Again, the flush touched Joel’s cheeks. “I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about, man.”

“Yes, you do, but I’ll leave that one alone. Tell me your supplier, instead.”

Joel hesitated. Caden watched greed and Joel’s wounded ego battle it out on his face. Desperation won. “His name is Stewart.”

Caden was genuinely startled. “Stewart Connie?”

“I don’t know his surname. He hangs out at—”

“I know where to find him,” Caden growled. He grabbed his towel, walked around to the right side of the car and climbed in behind the wheel. The seat, even though it was fabric, was almost too hot to sit on.

Joel followed him around and ducked down to look at him as he rolled down the windows. “Where do I find you again? To get the stuff?”

Fury licked at him but Caden pushed it away. “I’ll find you.”

Joel gripped the window. “How do I know that, man? How do I know that you won’t snake me?”

It was a surfer’s term, but Caden understood it well enough. “You’ll just have to trust me.”

He peeled out of the parking lot, spitting gravel everywhere, careless of the paintwork it would chip. All his good feelings about the day and good old laid-back Yallingup and Margaret River had evaporated.

So much for the sign the dolphin had given him. Gut instinct. Shit. “Next time you want to follow your nose, Rawn, stay at home,” he muttered.

Well, at least he knew exactly where to find Stewart Connie. The man wasn’t bright enough to stay out of the business despite near-death encouragement, so he certainly wouldn’t be smart enough to change the way he did business.




 

Chapter Two

Until the moment when Greg hit the water from ten feet up, doing better than fifteen miles an hour, Montana had been gripped with alternating waves of silvery adrenaline-spiked pleasure and fear that loosened her gut and flooded her mouth with copper-tasting spit.

The moment she’d stood up on the board and turned the sail to pick up the breeze, she’d recognized that both the wind and the hidden strength of the surges creating these monster waves were greater than she had anticipated. By then it was too late. The only way to get out of it was to pick up a wave and sail back to the beach. Arriving in one piece was going to be optional.

She’d seen Greg crest a wave as he paddled out to the surfers’ customary line-up area and tried to be comforted that she wasn’t the only one out here today. Greg, though, was a hotheaded jerk that few people liked. A common opinion among such an odd assortment of easy-going surfers was unusual, but Greg attracted disgust like bait drew seagulls. That he was the only other person out here today didn’t reassure her at all.

She saw him push off, paddling hard to pick up the big seventh wave and her adrenaline spiked. She kept her board pointing upwind, cutting across the back of the waves well beyond the break, watching him.

He popped up on his board easily enough, riding down the wall with his feet planted safely about a third the way up his board and a solid shoulder-width apart. It was the scale that made her hold her breath. Greg was a big guy, over six feet and with heavy surfer’s muscles across the chest and shoulders. The wave building behind him dwarfed him. It peaked higher than his head and he wasn’t anywhere near the bottom of it.

That was all she saw before the back of the wave hid him. She kept watching, anyway, tracking the wave into the beach. Sooner or later the wave would subside, or Greg’s head would emerge where he’d dived beneath it and he’d start over-arming his way to where she was cruising back and forth, psyching herself into the run back to the beach.

But instead of Greg re-emerging on the back side of the wave, what she saw was much worse. She gripped the boom of her sail hard as she watched Greg’s board fly up into the air, trailing streams of water. Its back was broken and she saw a flicker of pure white as it flipped up. The polystyrene core of the board was exposed where the tough fiberglass shell had been cracked open. The stringer thrust out from the insides, an exposed, splintered spine.

The board went up a long, long way before it started back down to the water, trailing not just water, but the leg rope, too.

The unattached leg rope. Something had broken the board and ripped the rope from Greg’s leg.

Montana barely processed the thought. She turned her board into the beach and leaned away from the sail, bringing it fully into the crosswind. She angled across the waves, her mind working with crystal clarity.

Where Greg’s board had turned its spectacular somersault was where most of the beginners met with disaster—where the reef turned the clean swells into a churning soup of surf and roiling sand.

Had Greg made a rookie mistake and wiped himself out on the reef? With the swell, the peculiar back surges and the cross wind, even the most experienced surfer could find themselves in trouble.

She kept a lookout in the troughs between waves, scanned the swells for his head. Then she saw him about fifty yards ahead, on the other side of the wave rolling ahead of her.

He was face down.

Fighting the strength of the cross wind, she edged the windsurfer closer. She glanced over her shoulder. The next big seventh was powering up behind her. Shit! She dug her back heel into the board, flipped the nose around to face the wave, turning the boom in her hands with barely a conscious thought about the balletic movement that had taken her weeks to perfect.

The move bought her very close to Greg. Close enough that she just had to lean down and snag the back of his spring suit. Like most habitual surfers, he’d hung a thick, waist-length cord from the zipper so that when he wanted to get out of the suit, he didn’t need a second person to pull the zipper down. Although it was more than warm enough to surf without a suit, a spring suit saved the surfers from some of the scrapes and cuts they could get if they wiped out over the reef and got worked over by the wave, deep down in the guts of it.

She shifted her grip on the boom, reached out with her left hand, snagged the cord and braced herself. Greg’s body weight was a sudden anchor. The back of her board bit deep into the water. She used the leverage to turn the nose the few extra degrees she needed to bring it facing squarely into the oncoming wave. She wound Greg’s suit cord around her fist with a quick rotation of her hand and looked up at the mass of water rushing at her. Five seconds left. Maybe.

She slid her right hand down the boom, bringing the sail back fully into the wind. The sail ballooned out with a snap of wet fabric and instantly the board surged beneath her feet. It moved sluggishly with Greg’s weight dragging it, but all she needed was power enough to push through the peak of the wave. The strength of the wind would help her now.

She took a deep breath and poured power into the grip of both hands.

Now. The wave hit with a roar and the board faithfully tried to climb the sharp ascent. Halfway up the wall, just as the wave was starting to curl over and form a barrel, the weight on the board pushed the nose through the wall. The power of the wind on the sail was enough to pull them right through the peak and onto the gentle down slope on the other side.

She gritted her jaw against the strain on her left arm. Greg was buoyant enough in his suit, but he was a two hundred pound deadweight dragging at her shoulder and fingers.

She wanted to move beyond the breakers into the swells behind them, where she didn’t have to keep watching the waves. The wind obligingly towed her past the next breaker and the next. Suddenly they were clear of surf and rising gently on the swell.

She let the boom go. The sail toppled and slapped into the water.

She sat down, straddling the board, and did her best to pull Greg onto it with her. She managed to haul his shoulders up, enough to keep him above the water. That almost submerged the super-buoyant board, but it freed Montana’s hands so she could check his breathing and heartbeat. She couldn’t feel for a heartbeat through the thick neoprene of his spring suit, so she felt his wrist. Her salt-wrinkled fingers were shaking badly from lactic acid build-up from the strain they’d just endured. Finally, she sensed the flutter she’d been searching for and relaxed.

She slapped his cheek—not softly, not hard, but sharp enough to get his attention. “Greg, wake up. Greg! You need to wake up and listen to me. Come on, now! Wake up!”

He stirred, jerked away from the slapping and coughed out a mouthful of seawater. The coughing wracked him for a moment or two, then he drew a deeper breath. “Whu’fuck?”

“That’s it. Talk to me, Greg. Come on. Wake up and tell me how pissed you are a sheila’s pulled you out by the scruff of your neck.” She smiled a little. Greg was an old-fashioned Australian boy. To his way of thinking, sheilas—women—had no right surfing. It was a man’s pastime and women just took up all the good waves screwing around with their pretty boards. Montana had heard it more than once, for Greg didn’t know the meaning of voice modulation.

“My fuckin’ head...” It was a guttural growl.

Montana felt carefully around the matted, sandy hair. It was possible he might have taken a knock against the reef. With a swell like this, the reef would be barely covered once a wave had swept over and because the waves were high, along with the surge at the base of them, he could have been rolled and dumped right onto the reef.

“We’re just going to stay out here a while, where it’s smoother.” She probed systematically over his skull using all eight fingers. “There were plenty of people on the beach who saw what happened. We’ll sit tight and someone will get a boat out to us. You got that, Greg?”

“Yeah-uh,” he muttered and swallowed. It was coherent enough an answer to satisfy her for now. His eyes were half open, but it was enough to let her see the pupils were evenly dilated.

She kept talking. He’d be listening to her voice, pulling his thoughts back together around her words, working to make sense of what she was saying. “It’ll take a few minutes, because they’re going to have to bring a boat up from the launch ramp and that’s going to be a challenge with these waves. But you’re comfortable enough, right, Greg?”

“Head. Hurts.”

“Yeah, I’m looking now,” she assured him. Her fingers edged over what felt strangely like a crease in his skin and she explored it. About half an inch long, not very deep, but definitely an impact point. She pulled her fingers away and grimaced. They were covered in blood.

“Ah, dammit,” she murmured, her heart sinking. She straightened up and examined the lazy plains of water and the backs of the breakers closer in. Nothing disturbed the surface of the water, but that didn’t mean a thing. Sharks didn’t always cruise the surface with their dorsal fins on display.

Hanging in the water beneath the board, her toes curled and her thighs quivered. She shook Greg a little. “Greg, listen. You’re bleeding. Do you understand what that means?”

A long silence. Then, a guttural croak. “Sharks.”

“Yeah. So I’m going to take you in now. I can do it, but you’re going to have to hang onto the board. Do you think you can do it? That’s all I need from you.”

“Surf in?”

“With the sail, in this wind, we’ve got enough power to pull us both in. But I can’t do it one-handed. I won’t do it if you don’t think you can hang on. We’ll have to take our chances here instead and wait for a boat.”

“Shark bait,” Greg muttered.

“Up to you, fella,” she said. “But I think we should go in. I’ve seen you crush tinnies in your left hand, so it’ll be a cakewalk for you. I’ll even tell you when to take a deep breath.”

She hoped he couldn’t hear the shaking in her voice. While the enormous waves had cowed everyone else out of the water today, they’d merely been a bit more of a challenge, to her way of thinking. But sharks frankly terrified her. They were eating machines with prehistoric survival instincts and virtually no brain. You couldn’t reason with something like that. There was no mercy if it decided you were its next meal.

In fact, it could already be circling below them right now, sizing up her dangling feet and the bulk of Greg’s body hanging off the barely floating board, called by the siren song trail of Greg’s blood.

The thought was enough to get her to her feet with a painful spike of adrenaline bolting through every muscle in her body. She reached over with practiced balance to fish out the pickup rope attached to the mast. She hauled on it, putting all her body weight into it, to coax the sail up out of the water and into her hands. “Greg, can you hear me?”

“Yeah.”

“Roll over. Roll over onto your right shoulder. It’ll put your left hand right next to the ball joint of the mast.”

Slowly, Greg reached over with his left arm, using it as leverage to roll himself over onto his stomach. He caught at the rubber-encased ball joint where the sail was fixed to the board and gripped it with both hands.

She let the sail fill with air. The board nudged listlessly forward. Greg’s weight would make it move like an ant in treacle, but all they needed to do was keep moving. The waves and the wind would do the rest.

The motion of the board pulled Greg around so that most of his torso was lying along the back half of the board. Montana stepped over him and slipped her left foot under his upper chest. “Well, at least I don’t have to worry about losing my footing,” she said. The cheeriness was forced but she didn’t know if she was doing it for Greg’s benefit, or hers.

She leaned against the sail and turned it until it picked up the full power of the wind. The board responded, pulling them towards the beach and gradually picking up speed.

She checked over her shoulder, then glanced ahead. About twenty-five feet, then they would be into the breakers. It was essential they have enough speed by then to be able to pick up a wave and surf it, or Greg’s weight would pull them under the water.

Greg was a long-time surfer. As the board picked up speed, she saw him shift his grip, improving it. “It’s coming,” he croaked, even though he was facing forward.

“Hold on,” she warned him as she felt them being lifted. The board began to slide down the building wall, picking up speed. Faster, faster.

Just like that, they were riding the wave. Her relief thrilled her as much as her pleasure might have if she’d been riding the wave for fun. The thunder of the wave around them battered at her ears. Truly a monster wave. Only one this big, combined with the great wind, would have the power to move both of them and the board this fast.

She adjusted the sail minutely, for better speed, more power, to keep in front of the wave. Nothing fancy, no turns, dips, flips—just a simple slide down the face of the wave for as long as it lasted.

It was a long two-minute ride into the beach, but at last she felt the wave lessen and begin to die. The wind would pull them the rest of the way in, but Greg was about to be embraced by sandy surf—the soup, as the surfers called it. “Deep breath,” she warned him.

She saw his back expand as he obeyed. He closed his eyes, protecting them.

The foam and surf boiled up around them as the wave died. They were close enough to the beach now that she was able to identify some of the people rushing down the sand towards her. The South African guy had his old-fashioned long slab of a board under his arm. It would make a good stretcher.

The others were striding into the surf, wading out with their arms swinging hard against the undertow, coming to meet them.

Montana kept the board easing forward, running on pure wind power, until the tip nosed into a dozen pair of willing hands. The back end swung around, pushed by the water, bringing Greg with it. More hands lifted him out of the water and carried him to the long board waiting on the beach.

It was only then she let the sail drop. It took five seconds for her hands to uncurl enough to let go of the boom. She slithered off the board and pulled it high up onto the sand. She worked alone. The others were crowded around Greg, caring for him. Finally, he was lifted and carried up the long beach towards the car park.

For this bunch of anti-authoritarians, calling an ambulance wouldn’t occur to them, but they took care of their own. Someone would already have their car running, waiting at the entrance to the car park. Greg would be rushed to the hospital in Margaret River with at least two mates to keep him company and keep an eye out for him on the trip there. Someone else would have begged, borrowed or simply commandeered a first aid kit and that would be in the car with them. One of the companions would be cluey about first aid and would minister to Greg on the way there.

Surfers, no matter where they came from, no matter how long they’d known each other, were brothers from the mitochondria upwards. It was hard-wired into their genes, and Montana knew she would never be part of the family. But that was okay. That wasn’t why she came out here week after week.




 

Chapter Three

Steve stuck his head out. The hot air rushing past the window ruffled his hair and bathed his sweaty face, while he listened to the sound of trees whipping past the cruiser at exactly one hundred kilometers an hour.

He’d been on the job since five, with only another three hours to go, but tiredness was already biting at him. He shouldn’t’ve stayed up sanding the replacement verandah railing so long last night.

He pulled his head back in, put his cap back on. “You think, maybe, you could goose that accelerator just a tad?” he said to his partner. “My granny used to drive faster than this on her way to church.”

Chris Goonewardene rolled his eyes. “We’re at the speed limit,” he pointed out. “And didn’t your granny live about two hundred kilometers from the nearest church? She’d have to drive fast if she wanted to make it that day.”

“We’re responding to a call for assistance, mate. We’re supposed to drive faster.”

“Only if there is a life in jeopardy,” Chris said primly. “Which there isn’t. Just some snooty Yallingup yuppie with a beef.”

“Doesn’t matter who made the call. There’s a problem we have to check out.”

“Yeah, a problem on The Hill. You just know it’s going to be a woman wearing silk, bitching about cockies crapping on her lawn.”

Steve took off his cap again, to let the air ruffle his hair. It was already too damned hot. “Hey, at least she’s got someone to call. On the station, there wasn’t a cop for over a thousand klicks.”

Chris rolled his eyes again.

Steve ignored it. “I ever tell you about the day Albert Cunningham showed up at our station?”

Chris screwed up his face, making his dark eyes squint. “That was your head ringer, right? He planted a row of dope in the greenhouse and your mother thought it was basil and dried it and everyone got high on her spaghetti for the next year?”

“No, that was Eddie Campbell. Albert Cunningham was an aboriginal who grew up on the station next to ours.”

“The one three hours away?”

“Yeah, the closest one. Anyway, he fell into bad company and one way or another, ended up in prison in Geraldton. He only put up with that for about a year, though. He was an outback lad and Geraldton’s prison is one of those old convict-built ones with the tiny cells. So he broke out. Along with a couple of mates, they stole a car and a few rifles and started shooting and stealing their way north, heading for the Pilbara.”

Chris nodded. “For home. Right.”

“Once he was north of Carnarvon, he pretty much knew he was home free. The cops were too far away to catch up with him and he was into territory that wasn’t theirs. He knew it backwards, he’d walked it all his life.”

“What happened?” Chris asked. He’d been sucked in despite his cynicism. “He came to your station?”

“He had to cut across ours to get home, but he never made it. Three hours before he reached our boundaries, about forty men in the area gathered in our sheep shed and they were armed to the teeth. Mostly rifles that were used for culling herds and knocking off crows and beer bottles. I watched them stand around that shed, figuring out how they were going to do it and I watched my dad and old Mr. Hay team up together and head out in my dad’s ute.”

“I thought your dad and the Hays hated each other?”

“They did.”

Chris shook his head a little. He was lost.

“Point is, they were applying the law that day because there was no one else around to do it. Yeah, my dad and Mr. Hay hated each other’s guts enough to puke when they saw each other, because of the way they ran their stations. Mr. Hay used pesticides and did round-ups with horses. He also ran a bootleg distillery out the back of the shearing shed and he’d sell the product for five bucks a bottle. My dad didn’t drink, but he ran a diggers’ game of two-up in his shed every Saturday night and thousands of dollars changed hands.”

Chris wrinkled his forehead. “They’re both illegal, though...”

“But there was no official law enforcement in the area.”

“So why didn’t someone, anyone, shut them down? You just said they all drove out to round up Cunningham. They were happy enough to step in then. What’s the difference?”

“Let me tell you something else, then. Richard Hay, old Mr. Hay’s son, got married when I was about twelve. A year later, my dad, old Mr. Hay and a couple of the lead ringers went over to Dick Hay’s house, hauled him out of bed and drove him three hundred kilometers to the police station in Carnarvon because that one had a lock up.”

“Why?”

“Because the night before he beat his wife into a miscarriage.”

Chris shook his head slowly. “I still don’t get it. They’re all criminal offenses.”

“Stop thinking like a lawyer. All that education of yours is getting in the way.”

“But why one and not the other...?”

“Harm to others,” Steve said. He shrugged. “That was the only law that counted. It was the only one they’d apply. Sure, you could send yourself broke gambling, you could drink yourself into a brain embolism whenever you wanted. No one would stop you. It was your cash, your brain cells, your life.”

“But Cunningham was killing people and the Hay fellow, the son, he hurt...” Chris considered this for a moment, and his lip curled a little. “I suppose it’s a fair enough system if you don’t mind people killing themselves off.”

“They were all adults. If they were stupid enough to kill themselves off, people regretted the loss and moved on. They were probably doing the gene pool a favor anyway.”

“That’s...unreal.”

“It’s more realistic than comfortable, is the problem. Pragmatism always is.” Steve shrugged again. “You know you’re applying the principle right now, right?”

For the first time Chris took his eyes off the road to glance at Steve, completely unnerved. “We’re responding to a complaint about a neighbor. How the hell is that the same thing?”

“Why is she complaining?”

Chris shook his head. “Doesn’t matter.”

“What doesn’t matter is that she’s rich and lives on The Hill. What doesn’t matter is that it could be a waste of time. If she’s being harmed in some way does matter. It’s all that matters. Which is why I wish you’d develop some lead in your foot, Chris. Christmas will arrive faster than we will.”

Chris didn’t immediately goose the accelerator, but Steve was content when he saw the speedometer creeping slowly higher.

They were driving through Yallingup proper, heading for The Hill, when Chris spoke again. “You liked living on the station?”

“Hated it.” Steve watched the main street float by, taking note of faces, appearances, activities. It was purely automatic.

“Then why didn’t you move to Perth? That’s the complete opposite, right? Huge numbers of people. Lots of organized law.”

Steve could feel the mental brakes go on. Even though Chris had been partnered up with him dozens of times over the last year since he’d been transferred to Margaret River, they’d rarely exchanged details about themselves. Chris was still a mystery to him. He knew he’d studied law but had chosen to join the police force instead of a better paying job as a solicitor. His was the second generation of his family to be born in Western Australia. His grandparents had emigrated from India just after the Second World War. He also knew Chris found the laid-back life in Margaret River stifling. He was already plotting his return to the city he loved and his plans were filled with success and glory. Chris was an idealist and just young enough to dream big.

It was because of that, and because Steve had been the one to start the subject, that he answered the question. “I tried it a couple of times. Once for basic training, of course. The other time, my second posting. I lasted a year before I figured out why the city is exactly like living on a station.”

Chris shook his head again.

“In the city, there’s so many people, so many strangers, that after a while, you just don’t see them anymore. You have to stop registering them, or your brain goes into overload. The people you do see, the ones you notice, are the people you mix with over and over again, day after day. After day.”

Chris’s mouth opened in a silent ah! “And on the station you saw the same people day after day after day,” he added. “But that’s no different than here. No, here’s even worse.” His expressive mouth curled down. “There’s only about a thousand people in the world that could point to Margaret River on a map and they’re all surfers. Shit, no one outside Australia even knows where Perth is, much less Margaret’s. Tourists always head for the bloody east coast and all the pretty islands there. Sometimes I’d like to shoot that crocodile hunter guy for crimes against his country.”

“You’re wrong. But it took me a long time to figure out what made the difference, myself,” Steve admitted. “Margaret River’s a small town and yeah, there’s the same people day after day, but there’s also this huge ever-evolving visiting population that we have to deal with.”

“More strangers,” Chris pointed out. “Surfers.” He sniffed.

“Interesting strangers. Different strangers. Just different enough that they won’t automatically slide below the radar. You’re forced to deal with them on a conscious level.”

“Yeah, you got that right,” Chris growled. “Tourists. They all seem to be fifty IQ points short of a full deck. Remember that one the other day, the head-on collision out on the highway?”

The Canadian, when he had regained consciousness in hospital, had admitted that he’d been puzzled by how fast he had been catching up to the car in front of him. It was already too late when he’d realized that the car was really heading directly for him. He’d been driving on the wrong side of the road.

Steve frowned. “Yeah, they can be dumb, but that’s because they think just because Australia is also a westernized country, the only thing different here is the food. They get caught flat-footed.” He shook his head a little. “But if you talk to them, you figure out how different it really is. You see this place the way they do.”

Chris sighed. “You go right ahead and talk. I’m just glad that’s not part of the procedures. I’ve got enough to do.”

Steve cocked his head as a murmur of odd noise reached him through the open window. “What was that?”

“What?”

“Pull over and idle for a second, will you?”

They were just on the edge of area that was known as The Hill. Chris pulled the sedan over onto the gravel and dropped it into neutral.

The strange murmur became more distinct. Steve made out regular beats, then the higher tones. “Bloody hell,” he murmured, awed. “That’s AC/DC.”

Chris nodded his head in time to the familiar beat. Dirty Deeds Done Dirt Cheap.

“Yeah, but to hear it from here...” Steve shook his head, amazed. “Bet that’s coming from the same street as our complaint.”

Chris put the car back into gear and tackled the roads that took them higher into the gently sloping hills area. The houses were luxury executive homes, many of them rented out to travelers at inflated prices, but a good number of them were home for year-round residents who valued their privacy and the peace and quiet to be found here. It was a sparse area. This close to the coast, there were big clumps of saltbushes, the spinifex that would grow anywhere, acres of pigweed and virtually no trees. The houses were well apart. A world-class cricket player could field a ball and maybe hit the side of the nearest house. Maybe.

They followed the music. Chris was more familiar with the winding bitumen ribbons than Steve and the sound gradually got louder and louder, until they were beside a two-story art deco-inspired house, featuring stainless steel and smoked glass balconies, perched at the top of a crest. Steve winced at the throbbing bass beat that boomed through the window. He could almost feel the displaced air pulsing around him.

The song ended and the total silence that replaced it was unnerving. From one of the cultivated garden trees across the road, a kookaburra rattled off an unexpected laugh.

Just as the next song kicked in, Steve heard surf from the other side of the hill. Then the B-52’s began to scream about roaming.

“At least whoever it is has some taste,” Steve said.

“What?” Chris was wincing.

Steve jerked his head toward the house, instead. They got out and looked up the steep drive at the house perched above. There were windows from one end to the other. Big, rolled-glass frames. Some of the frames were doors, for at least half of them had been slid open to coax the morning breeze in. Steve could see blue sky through a few, and knew that the other side of the long house would have corresponding windows looking over the ocean.

He put on his cap and briefly considered using the radio to check in with Borelli. No one would be able to hear him over the racket, though.

They strode up the sloping brick drive and climbed the steps to the front deck. The deck ran the length of the house. A third of the way along there were two big tubs of geraniums and a mat marking the official front door. They moved to the wide-open doorway and peered inside.

“Hello?” Chris called.

It wasn’t possible for anyone to hear them. The music, this close, was almost a physical pounding.

Steve took in the room beyond the door with a sweeping glance. The furniture was avant-guard eclectic, the expensive type that came with designers’ names. Lots of low-slung couches and chairs that looked less than comfortable, but probably weren’t. Glass tables, chrome, black leather and stonework.

The floor was black slate and littered with six partly empty beer jugs that Steve could see, dozens more used glasses and at least five comatose bodies—all male—sprawled in the completely relaxed limbs-anywhere state that only the truly drunk could manage. With this noise, it was a fair bet they were passed out and not simply sleeping.

Plates of abandoned party food dotted the glass tabletops and a striped tomcat hunched over one of them, licking at a slice of Pavlova. He blinked at Steve and went back to his treat, shuffling around so that he could keep an eye on the newcomers at the same time.

The big room stretched across the full width of the house. The doors on the other side were also open, and the moisture-ladened breeze that wafted through was highlighted with stale beer, cigarette smoke and the unmistakably rich, musky green smell of pot.

Chris jerked his head backwards, coughing a little and waving his hand across his nose.

The music was coming from the other side of the house and Steve carefully stepped his way over to the doors there. The balcony on this side was deck-width, and the wreckage out here equaled the carnage inside. On two corners of the deck railings were bolted two black, professional concert hall-sized speakers, madly vibrating. In the third corner was a chin-high Wurlitzer jukebox. There was a good chance the thing wasn’t a replica.

Chris strode over to it and started hitting buttons, pounding hard.

Instead, Steve bent over and flicked the on/off rocker switch on the power plate imbedded in the wall beside the door.

The silence that cut in was almost surreal.

As Steve’s hearing adjusted, he picked up distant cheering and clapping and looked around. The next house on the hill was thirty yards away and there were five people out on the deck, leaning over the railings towards them. They were waving and virtually dancing on the spot.

Steve hid his grin. “First standing ovation I’ve ever got for police work.”

“You’ve had standing ovations for other things?” Chris asked, digging his forefinger into his ear and wriggling his jaw to restore his hearing.

“Well, there was a thing with a wallaby and a bottle of week-old one hundred proof, but—”

“Bloody hell!” The exclamation came from behind him. He whirled, to find a huge man standing in the doorway, a bowl of Coco-Pops and milk in one giant hand. Steve judged him to be in his mid-thirties, even though he looked older than that right then. The booze had left the man’s eyes completely bloodshot. His shirt was stained down one side with what looked like tomato sauce. He held a spoon in his free fist, in mid-air, as if he’d been about to scoop up the cereal where he stood.

Chris gave a low curse, surprised into it.

“You were in the house all this time?” Steve asked.

“Uh...bathroom.” The man looked sheepish. “Think I drank too much last night.”

Steve could almost feel Chris’s quiver of silent laughter.

“You didn’t hear us call?” Steve asked.

“I was listening to the music,” the man said. “I came out to the kitchen to get something to eat, then heard the music stop, so...” He frowned. “Is there a reason you came around?”

“A neighbor complained about the noise,” Chris said.

“Noise?” His frown deepened. “We turned it down after midnight and we invited all the neighbors, anyway.”

Steve didn’t bother explaining that the neighbor was nearly a kilometer away. “This is your house, then?”

“Yeah.” Then the guy blinked and shoved his spoon into his cereal, brushed his palm off on his jeans and held it out. “I’m Patrick O’Neil.”

Chris folded his arms, refusing the offered hand, but Steve shook it. “Quite a do you’ve thrown. Bachelor party?” It was an easy guess. There were only male bodies to be seen.

“Yeah! Hey, that’s good!”

“You have a permit for the kegs, right?” He nodded his head toward the tapped barrels in the other corner of the deck. The wooden decking around them was dark with the spilled beer it had soaked up.

“Uh, yeah, sure.” Patrick frowned. “Somewhere around here. Bought it last week in Marg’s. Hey, am I in trouble for somethin’?”

“Only with your neighbors.” Steve adjusted his hat. “Just don’t turn the music on again, okay?”

“Yessir.”

Patrick escorted them to the front door, the obliging host, shoveling spoonfuls of the cereal into his mouth as he went. Milky drops trailed after him, but he didn’t seem to notice. Neither did the sleeping bodies on the floor.

When they reached the car, Chris chucked his hat onto the back seat and leaned his arm against the roof, sniffing the air. “Fresh!” he said, pleased.

The radio buzzed. “Scarborough, y’there?” It was Borelli, at the station. Steve pulled the handset out of its holder. “Yeah, here.”

“You still in Yallingup?”

“Yeah, just finished dealing with the neighbor complaint.”

“Anything?”

“A never-ending stag party. It’s shut down now. Something up?”

“Just got a call from the local emergency coordinator. There’s been a call from The Bommie. You’re closest.”

Chris started the car and shut his door.

“We’re leaving now,” Steve assured Borelli. “Ten minutes, tops.”

“Five,” Chris murmured and peeled away from the curb, the tires spitting blue metal chips.

When Steve stared at him, Chris shrugged self-consciously. “Someone’s in trouble, right?”

“True.”

Chris kept his eyes on the road, concentrating on driving. But after a minute he glanced at Steve quickly. “The Bommie. Isn’t that where your beach-bum girlfriend hangs out?”

Steve sighed. “Just drive, will ya?”




 

Chapter Four

Montana sat on her board, her legs suddenly shaky now she was safe, and let the adrenaline take her. She hung her head, breathing deep, pulling in oxygen.

A hand rested briefly on her shoulder. Squeezed. Then it was gone.

She lifted her head. One of the Australian guys, a short, mouthy redhead...Bruce, that was his name. He stood with his hands on his hips, resting on the waistband of his long board shorts. “Slick trick, Yankee lady. Gutsy move.”

She nodded. She had no intention of speaking because the adrenaline would either make her voice shake, or make her cry. She didn’t want to do either in front of him.

He smiled at her. “I think they’ll wanna chuck a party for what you did. You’ll come, right? Greg’ll wanna buy you a drink at the least.”

Montana hid her surprise. They were asking her? “Sure, that’d be great,” she told him, deliberately using the phrasing and inflections that Bruce himself might have used. She didn’t ape the accent, though, because everyone here knew she was American. The words emerged without a quiver, to her relief.

He smiled, pleased. “Great. Tonight at the Pink Galah. ‘Kay?”

She nodded.

Bruce gave her a tiny wave goodbye and tramped back up the beach to where the rest of the group stood about, discussing Greg’s close call. A few of them standing around in the group also lifted their hands, acknowledging her. Some smiled
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