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  Dedication


This book is dedicated to all women and girls. I'm sorry and ashamed that your experience of the world is not as safe as mine. 






  
  Lutruwita (Tasmania)


Lutruwita/ Tasmania is 240 kilometres south of mainland Australia, where the Southern, Pacific and Indian Oceans converge and with the Tasman Sea and Bass Strait thrown in for good measure. The capital city, Nipaluna/ Hobart, is my home and sits at the foot of Kunanyi/ Mount Wellington, along the banks of Timtumili Minanya/ Derwent River. It is as beautiful as that sounds.  
Lutruwita/ Tasmania isn't an island you can stroll around in a few hours or even drive around in a few days. Lutruwita/Tasmania is the world's 26th largest island, bigger than half of the world's countries. It is rich in history, indigenous and colonial, and blessed with vast and majestic wilderness areas, historic cities and towns, and stunning coastlines. 
If the places mentioned in my stories captivate you as much as they do me, check out the interactive map at www.sjthiessen.com.au/map
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  Chapter 1


‘Commander? Sounds like something intergalactic,’ Johnno wheezed, struggling with the combined effort of keeping up and taking the piss. ‘Commander of the Spaceship Eviscerator, or one of those other crap names they come up with. You know, in Space Trek, and shit like that.’ 
Beside him, Commander Terry Stratton took great pleasure in slowing his pace to avoid leaving Johnno behind. ‘How many times, mate? Star Trek,’ he said, controlling his breathing so there was no audible trace of puffing. ‘Do we have to repeat the same conversation about my job every time I see you?’
They reached the end of the Cornelian Bay trail, a bush trail that ran between the intercity cycle path and the water’s edge, and paused for a passing cyclist as they merged onto the bike path. 
As they resumed jogging, Johnno picked up the theme as though Stratton hadn’t spoken. ‘I mean, does it apply to everyone? The Commander thing? When you speak, am I compelled to listen with reverence? Do I have to fulfil your every wish and obey your every instruction?’
‘Johnno …’
Johnno drew in a deep breath but gave no indication that he had heard Stratton. ‘It’s not the sort of thing you want to get wrong. Messing with the protocol and offending a Commander doesn't seem like a sound life strategy.’
They paused again, waiting for the stream of traffic travelling between the Tasman Bridge and the northern suburbs to clear, and then crossed to the lower car park servicing the Botanical Gardens. Johnno seized upon the opportunity to ramp up the piss taking without the inconvenience of diverting some of his resources to heavy breathing.
‘Does that make me, and your other minions, of course, Commandees? I mean, that would be disappointing on one level. No-one likes to feel subservient. But it does sound a lot like Commando.’ He sucked in his stomach and puffed out his chest, stumbling over an exposed root on the dirt trail they had reached. ‘I always thought this magnificent physique was wasted on an office job. I’d be perfect for one of those elite fighting squads.’
This section of the trail followed the highway connecting the bridge with the city and hugged the lower perimeter of the Queen’s Domain. At first, it was the Botanical Gardens to their right. Then, after half a kilometre, the Governor’s residence loomed up, an anachronism that irked Stratton and an opportunity that Johnno would not let slide.
‘Looks like suitable digs for a Commander, don’t you reckon?’
Stratton shook his head and picked up his pace just enough to leave Johnno pounding along in his wake, but not so much that the insults he called over his shoulder were out of earshot. Johnno fell mercifully silent, other than his ragged breathing, all of his energies directed at a valiant but futile effort to keep up.
When he reached the Aquatic Centre and entered the University Rose Gardens, Stratton slowed his pace. As Johnno lumbered alongside and muttered, ‘knew I’d catch you. I am stayer, not a sprinter,’ Stratton surged away again.
‘Ah, for fuck’s sake,’ Johnno muttered.
Stratton stopped and turned to face him, eyes sparkling. ‘C’mon mate. That’s eight kilometres. We’ll walk the last few blocks and cool down.’
‘Righto,’ said Johnno, a look of relief lighting up his face, as they reached the stairs leading down to the walkway under the Railway Roundabout. ‘Let me know if you need a hand down here. Old bloke like you can’t be too careful.’
They entered the dank tunnel and Johnno turned to Stratton, all hints of mischief gone from his face. ‘Seriously, mate. How’s the job? You weren’t loving it last time we spoke.’
After twenty-five years as a policeman, nine months earlier Stratton had accepted a promotion to the rank of Commander, maligned in jest by Johnno and in practice by a substantial proportion of the rank-and-file officers. He had rejected the opportunity on the three previous occasions it had been offered, seeing it as a step away from real policing. It was detective work he lived for, not politics. 
Eventually, he’d relented, persuaded by those further up the food chain that he would stagnate without a new challenge. As it transpired, his fears had been realised, even if he had developed a grudging and fickle respect for the challenges of upper management. He found himself out of touch, removed from the important work that people he respected were doing. It was a move into a world he had often regarded with bemusement, if not contempt, and he couldn’t help but imagine his former peers regarding him that way now.
As they paused at the fountain in the centre of the roundabout for Johnno to stretch out a cramp, Stratton said, ‘I could tell you how good it is to have real influence, and what an opportunity it is to drive positive change.’
‘But …’ prompted Johnno.
‘But that would be putting a spin on it, gold plating a dog turd, which is what I seem to spend half my time doing. I miss the excitement of working a case, the thrill of catching the bad guy, the energy of working with a team to solve a mystery.’
Johnno, an accomplished scientist who had risen through the ranks to his current executive role in a research company, snorted. ‘Let me guess. So many meetings and even more reports and papers to wade through?’
Stratton grunted in acknowledgement and they fell silent as they ascended the steps on the city side of the underpass. They emerged on Liverpool Street, a couple of blocks from Stratton’s workplace.
‘Young bloke caught up to you yet?’ asked Johnno.
‘Charlie? Caught me. Passed me. Never to be caught again,’ replied Stratton. He beat me by over two minutes in the Parkrun on Saturday.’
‘To be fair, you’re not that hard to beat,’ said Johnno, unperturbed by Stratton’s running supremacy, which had now stretched to over two years.
‘School’s a battle for the poor bugger, though. It seems to have ramped up another level this year,’ said Stratton. ‘I remember the same thing myself. It was all good until grade seven, then it went downhill from there.'
They chatted about Johnno’s family as they passed the courthouse and waited for the pedestrian light opposite the station. Johnno rested a paw on Stratton’s shoulder. ‘And what about you, mate? How are you feeling about things?’
Stratton and Ginny, his wife of two decades, had recently separated. It had been an amicable process, but one that had left them both bemused. Stratton was living in a rented house in the back streets of North Hobart and spent his time away from work hanging out with Charlie, exercising, and contemplating the vagaries of life.
‘I’m alright mate. Still trying to figure it out. I couldn’t honestly tell you what I want.’
Anything I can do?’ asked Johnno.
‘Yep. See you on Saturday morning for the usual bike ride? I’ll kick your butt. That always makes me feel better.’
Fierce rivals at club triathlons, fun runs, cycle races, open water swimming events and just about anything else that helped to compensate for their mutual love of food and wine, Stratton and Johnno enjoyed an easy friendship and trained together several times a week.
Now a frown creased Johnno’s face. ‘Maybe it’s best if I don’t come. I’d love to have a ride, but are you resilient enough to cope with a flogging?’






  
  Chapter 2


Stratton turned the hot water down, enjoying the cool stream of water that pricked at his skin. As much as he agonised over the substance of his role, he couldn’t deny enjoying some perks that came with it. The showers on the executive level were one of the premium benefits. Where the lower floors shared a bathroom with a row of shower stalls along one wall, up here in the rarefied air of the ivory tower, there were three individual gender neutral bathroom suites, off limits to the great unwashed from below. Unlike the regular showers, these all had operational taps, a shower head that provided a steady stream of water, and a supply of soaps and shampoos. 
It wasn’t just the facilities that Stratton enjoyed. Even the luxury of blocking an hour in his calendar to allow for a lunch time run felt decadent, especially after decades of front line policing with its irregular hours and unpredictable demands.
Back in his office, Stratton opened the window, allowing the breeze to cool the room, stuffy under the gaze of the mid-summer afternoon sun. He wasn’t senior enough to command a view over the city with Constitution Dock and the river beyond it. Stratton’s office, at the rear of the building, faced the top floor of the office block next door. He and the occupant of the opposite office exchanged waves, as they did several times each week.
Stratton gazed around the room, his desk, chair and single filing cabinet looking lost in the space. He was used to working in open plan spaces or, when he was very fortunate, a fishbowl office created by erecting a few walls in the corner of a larger room. He had no need of this much space, nor the furniture and effects with which to fill it.
In truth, he felt like a visitor here, like a guest in a hotel room, much as he did in his rented accommodation. Perhaps that, rather than the lack of possessions, explained the austerity common to both.
Sighing, Stratton wiggled his mouse and brought his screens back to life. He had resisted the multiple screen set up for a month, but the weight of reports to read and write, emails to reply to, and documents to approve had worn him down. Now, he couldn’t imagine life without two screens and was even contemplating a third.
As Commander of the Southern District, Stratton was responsible for the operations of the five divisions comprising that region. He had oversight of their overall investigative performance, without being close enough to gain vicarious satisfaction from them.
He had just re-read the opening paragraphs of a report detailing demographic trends in violent crimes across Tasmania, coming no closer to comprehending it, when a tap on the door and the clearing of a throat drew his attention. Despite the identity of the visitor, whose rank still alarmed him despite their amiable relationship, he turned away from the screen with relief.
‘Deputy Commissioner. Do you, ah, do you want to come in?’ he said, feeling foolish at the words. As the Deputy Commissioner, she could do pretty much what she wanted, although that wasn’t the way she acted with colleagues.
‘Terry,’ she said, crossing to the seat on the other side of his desk, ‘I’ve told you we don’t need to be so formal up here. Rachel was good enough when we were peers, and it’s good enough up here. Let’s save all that Deputy Commissioner stuff for when we’re in public.’
With the Commissioner effectively a political figurehead, an advocate and ambassador for the force, Anders was the most senior operational officer in the state. She and Stratton had been inspectors together. While they had worked in different regions and had never been close, their relationship had evolved based on a strong mutual respect, and they had always greeted each other warmly when their paths crossed. A decade older, Anders’ regard for Stratton’s integrity and passion was clear, as were her reservations over his ‘ask forgiveness rather than permission’ methods.
‘How are you getting on, Terry?’
He hesitated a moment too long. ‘Oh, you know. It’s good to have an opportunity to drive positive change.’ He tapered off, lacking the energy to maintain the facade.
Anders smiled at him. Stratton had always found her captivating, one of those people who drew your attention through their sheer presence and energy. Today, the energy was subdued. She seemed preoccupied.
‘But you miss real policing? I was the same for many years, still have a twinge of envy now and then on the rare occasions I interact with a team in the field.’
Stratton knew this was true. There were some on the executive floor who had never really been proper coppers. They had gone through the ranks purely as a means to an end, an unfortunate but necessary process required to advance to the level they felt entitled to. Anders had been like him. Promotion was accidental, a by-product of doing the job well rather than something they had strived for. In Anders’ case, her all too apparent abilities and track record had made progress inevitable. Even so, telling your boss that you missed your old job was bound to create concerns about your current performance and commitment.
‘It’s in our blood,’ Stratton finally replied.
‘Always will be,’ she agreed. ‘So you might enjoy a project I would like you to take on. I’ll give you the details and then you can tell me if you’re interested.’
‘You’ve got me intrigued,’ he said.
‘Anything has to be better than all those reports?’ she replied.
Stratton grinned in acknowledgement and waited for her to continue.
Anders placed a file on the desk but left it unopened. ‘I’ll leave this with you to look over, but I’ll give you an overview. Thirteen years ago, I was the Inspector in charge of the Bridgewater Division, before they moved me into the city, and then up here,’ she said, flicking a hand over her shoulder to take in the executive floor behind her.
Stratton remembered her move to the Hobart division. It was a sideways move, from an inspector of one division to the equivalent role in another. But being allocated to the key Hobart division, under the nose of the ivory tower, had been a clear indication that Anders was destined for greater things. In Stratton’s view, that was well deserved. The Bridgewater division, a northern outpost in the greater Hobart area, was a tough assignment. High unemployment, rampant drug use and petty theft, and multiple nightly incidents of domestic violence and assault were enough to contend with. The division’s reputation as a rabble with a track record of low closure rates and ill discipline amongst the officers made the job harder. Within a few years, Anders had turned Bridgewater into the envy of the state.
‘I remember,’ Stratton replied. ‘You left the division a lot better than you found it.’
‘Thank you,’ Anders replied. ‘A year before I transferred, we received a call from the Oatlands station. They had a skeleton staff, just a probationary constable and sergeant who had been there for decades, which was pretty much what most of those rural stations had. They weren’t equipped to deal with serious cases.’
She paused and frowned, gathering her thoughts. ‘A 26-year-old man, Matthew Preston, was killed in an apparent burglary gone wrong. His mother, father and sister arrived home and found him dead in their living room, struck across the head with a poker that was lying beside the body.’
‘An apparent burglary gone wrong?’ asked Stratton, picking up on the qualifier.
‘Right to the heart of it, Terry,’ she said. ‘It had all the appearances of a burglary. They were a wealthy farming family, well known in the area. The property was ten minutes outside of the town, closer, in fact, to Parattah, where many residents were less affluent and more inclined to dishonourable pursuits. The Preston farm house was crammed with family heirlooms and valuables, and most people in the district didn’t even bother locking their doors. It looked like Preston had either arrived home and disturbed the burglar, or been in the house all along when the burglar entered.’
‘What did you find when your team arrived?’ asked Stratton.
‘Exactly what we would expect to find in those circumstances,’ Anders replied. ‘Our investigation turned up a few other leads that we followed up, but they all fizzled out. In the end, we concluded it was what it looked like. It was just bad luck that Preston was in the house.’
She fell silent, and Stratton waited her out. Anders stood and walked to the window, forcing him to swivel his chair. ‘You know what it’s like, Terry. Your intuition tells you there is something more, but the facts are all pointing in one direction. In the end, we couldn’t ignore what the facts were telling us, although we could never identify the burglar.’
After a pause, Stratton prompted, ‘but now something has changed?’
She nodded, a silent decision made. When she spoke, the hesitation was gone. ‘The farm is now run by Matthew’s sister. She’s having some work done on the farm, building farm stay units and the like. The regulators insisted they tidy up some old infrastructure that they considered dangerous, which included a disused well. The crew, preparing to fill it in, found two sacks of valuables.’
‘The stolen items,’ murmured Stratton.
Anders nodded in confirmation. ‘The sister, Amanda, recognised them and called us. She was the one family member who was unconvinced by the burglary angle.’
Anders returned to her seat, her eyes meeting Stratton’s. It was her turn to let the silence stretch as Stratton gathered his thoughts. He wasn’t the political type, but even he could see the pitfalls of finding fault in the work of the force’s senior operational officer.
‘So now you want me to review the investigation? See if there could have been more to this than theft?’
She read the question between the lines. ‘I’m happy for you to take this wherever it needs to go, Terry. Without my interference. I will not tell you what conclusions you should be reaching.’
Stratton drummed his fingers on the desk. ‘What if you were wrong?’
Anders leaned forward, meeting his eye and holding it. ‘Have you considered why I am asking you to do this, Terry? Rather than one of the divisions?’ She continued without waiting for his response. ‘They would feel pressure to tow the party line, to protect the force. I’m asking you because I know you will let the evidence lead where it leads. I’m not so out of touch with policing that I fear the truth.’
Despite the potential minefield, the opportunity excited Stratton. It would take him back into the field, allow him to grapple with a genuine case rather than poring over statistics and massaging reports. But first, he had one other question.
Before he could ask, Anders beat him to it. ‘Why haven’t I asked Assistant Commissioner Morton to take this on?’ she asked, glancing back at the open door and lowering her voice. ‘There’s no doubting his administrative capabilities, but when do you think he last got his hands dirty?’
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