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Landyn

“Hey, Landyn, have you got a minute?” Xavier asked as he came into the serial killer unit room. I was scowling at the sea of boxes in front of me. There were so many files. It felt like a mountain that would never end. They were just the cold cases; it didn’t count all the ongoing cases, and if Xavier was in here looking for me, that meant he had a possible serial killer case. I felt my heart sink. I’d become a homicide cop to make a difference in the world, but it felt like I was trying to shovel shit uphill.

“Yeah, man, what can I do for you?” I swivelled in my seat and turned to face the young cop. He hadn’t been a detective all that long, but he was fucking amazing at the job he did. Since Xavier Cooper had been in this precinct, he’d assisted in closing out several cases, and the guy was amazingly talented.

“I’ve just had a case fall across my desk; a young Indigenous woman found dead on the Hume Highway. At first, Dean thought it could have been a suicide, but once he got her back and started the autopsy, it was apparent she’d been raped, murdered and dumped. I went through some of the cases on file and saw that you might have some similar cases.”

I hummed and nodded my head. It sounded familiar, but a dead body dumped on a highway after being raped and murdered wasn’t that rare, sadly. “What files were you able to find?” I asked as I turned back to my laptop in front of me.

Xavier pulled out his phone and sat on the desk before me. On the screen was a list of names, two that I recognised seeing. “They are the ones with the same MO, all Indigenous women, all dumped on the Hume Highway and all raped first."

"Yeah, I recognise Amany Johnson and Kande Baako; I was reading about their cases the other week.”

Xavier nodded his head. “Do you think it could be a serial killer targeting Indigenous women?”

“That’s definitely a possibility. What were you able to find out about the latest victim?”

Xavier moved to the empty chair beside me and sat down, taking his phone back and scrolling over the screen. “Dolores Abiego, she was eighteen, from the Dja Dja Wurrung mob, but she grew up in the foster system. Her best friend, Eden Cook, was the one who reported her missing. They were supposed to meet on the morning of the twelfth of January to go out for lunch, but Dolores never showed up. Eden initially thought nothing of it because Dolores often skipped out on arrangements. But when Eden couldn’t reach her, she started to worry. Three days later, she reported Dolores missing. Missing Person went to Dolores's house, but there was no sign of her. Keys, phone and purse were all missing; it was like she’d gone out and just disappeared. At first, they thought maybe she’d just taken off, but Eden was certain she wouldn’t do that. Then, this morning, her body was found.”

I glanced at the computer; the date was the seventeenth, which meant she had been missing for five days. 

“Much decomposition?”

Xavier frowned and shook his head. “That’s the weird thing. Dean reckons she had only been dead around twenty-four hours.”

I hummed and scratched at my chin. “So, either she was just missing for four days, or she had been abducted. Did she have a boyfriend?”

Xavier nodded. “Yeah. A Bodhi Gill, I spoke to him on the phone this morning. He said that he’d been in Queensland for the last week visiting his sister, which his sister confirmed. He was still in Brisbane but said he hadn’t heard from Dolores for a couple of weeks; they’d had a fight and broken up.”

“Okay, so there is a good chance it’s not him, but I’d still follow up and check out his story to ensure he is completely telling the truth. Let me review these other cases and what you have on Dolores, and I’ll get back to you.”

Xavier stood and went to walk out the door just as Derek came rushing into the room. “We need all hands on deck. We’ve got an active school shooter.”

“Shit,” I spat as I stood and grabbed my keys and phone. “Where?”

“Blackburn South High School. At least one shooter, multiple injuries.”

“Gunman still at large?” Xavier asked as we started to race toward the doors and down to our cars.

“Yeah, they are still shooting; I could hear it in the background.”

“Fuck, this is not going to be good.”
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Dolores

“Excuse me,” a voice called as I left my apartment. I was frustrated and didn’t want to stop; I was already running late. I spun to see a tall man with pale and sagging skin walking toward me. His stride was confident, yet he looked meek and mild at the same time; it was confusing. His eyes were boring into mine as he approached me. “I was wondering if you could help me.”

I couldn’t explain it, but a flutter in my gut told me I shouldn’t trust this man. Years of growing up in the foster system had created that distrust. My gut instinct had got me out of several situations growing up. It was why I was one of the lucky girls who had made it through the foster system with my virginity intact. It wasn’t until I met Bodhi that I felt like I’d found someone to give my body to. 

A feeling of pain filled my heart at the thought of Bodhi. We’d been together for two years; I’d met him when I was sixteen. He, too, had been a foster care reject, and our bond was strong from the first moment we met. Well, so I thought. Two weeks ago, I caught him sharing dick pics with another girl. I’d dumped him on the spot and hadn’t spoken to him since. 

“What do you need?” there was an edge to my voice that seemed to shock the man, but he quickly schooled his face to neutral.

“My car has a flat battery, and I need someone to turn the ignition on while I fiddle with it,” he explained.

I knew nothing about cars. “Why don’t you call RACV?”

The man sighed and shrugged his shoulders. “Times are hard; I don’t have coverage; just gotta make do with what I have.”

I sighed and glanced quickly down at my phone. I’d always prided myself on being loving, gentle and generous. I hated saying no. Bodhi said it was because I was a people pleaser and didn’t know when to set boundaries. He learned that I could set boundaries. I nodded and waved my hand toward where the man had come from.

The man smiled and turned. “What’s your name?” he asked as we walked back down the street, where I could see his car parked with the hood up.

“Dolores, and yours?”

“Archie. What mob are you from?”

I frowned as I glanced over at him. “Are you Indigenous?”

Archie shook his head and gave me a sly smile. The smile was slimy and filled my stomach with dread. “Nah, I just have an interest.”

“Right,” I responded but said nothing more. Another lesson I learned in foster care is not to give anything to anyone. “Is that your car?”

I pointed toward the black sedan that was parked. It looked beat to hell, and I was surprised it could even start. It wasn’t a car I knew. Not that I knew a lot about cars. But this one looked like it was straight from the nineties and had been not well looked after. Archie nodded his head. “Yeah, jump in the front seat; the keys are in it.”

I opened the driver's door and saw that the car had a bench seat that didn’t quite look like it was supposed to be there. It was like it had been placed in after market; glancing around, I wondered how old the car was. Archie watched me around the side of the bonnet until I was seated behind the steering wheel.

“Alright, give it a turn,” he called.

I grabbed the keys and turned them; the car attempted to crank but gave a spit before ending. Archie fiddled with something under the hood again before yelling at me to turn the key again. This time, it revved to life before it fell silent once more.

Archie slammed the bonnet and came around to the driver's seat. “Shove over, I’m going to fiddle here, and then I’ll get you to give it another go,” he explained as he moved in behind the wheel as I slid across to the passenger side.

Before I could catch up with what was happening, he started the engine, and we were peeling away from the curb and down the road.

“What the fuck,” I screeched as I reached for the passenger door handle. My heart sank as I discovered there was no handle. I slammed my fists against the glass and screamed for help. No one was on the street, and I wasn’t sure anyone would hear me.

“Settle down,” Archie growled. I turned to glance at him only to be confronted with the cold barrel of a gun. 

Tears burned in my eyes as I stared at the man. I should have listened to my gut; why didn’t I listen? My tears broke free and started to trek down my cheeks. I pulled my knees up to my chest and hugged them as I went over how to get out of this. Was there even a way out? I wasn’t sure there was. For all I knew, this would be my last day on earth. How ironic, beaten by a mother who hated me, sold for drugs, end up in the welfare system only to be abducted and killed by some white lunatic.
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Landyn

The school was chaos. I’d never seen so much blood in all my years in working homicide. All in all, there had been a total of nineteen kids and teachers killed. The shooter had killed himself. Parents stood out the front of the building with their crying children. The same question floated through the air. “Why?” I had no answers. I didn’t understand why anyone committed murder, but on such a mass killing, I really couldn’t understand. 

“They are moving the parents and children that survived out to Burwood Tech, where Maverick and Derek are going to hold a conference,” Harris explained.

I sighed and nodded my head. “How many kids were taken to the hospital?”

“Twenty-seven, eight of those are critical and may not live; the rest are considered stable and due to be released over the next few days.”

I sighed and nodded, staring at the families getting onto the buses. The cries of anguish echoed through the building. The parents of the children who were dead stood with pale faces, clutching one another with cops of all departments as they tried their best to console them. There was going to be no consoling. This was nothing more than a senseless act of violence.

“Mav and I are going to take on this case, so it will free you guys up to keep going with what you have going on.”

I nodded again as I briefly thought about the case Xavier brought to my attention that morning. “Yeah, Xav brought a case in this morning that could be the work of a serial killer.”

Harris groaned. “That’s all we need now. Don’t let it slip through the cracks; the victims need as much attention to them.”

I agreed. It often happened when a big case like this one hit; the police resources for the more significant case needed meant that some cases fell through the cracks and weren’t investigated properly. 

“Landyn, can I get you to help Dean and the forensic teams orchestrate moving bodies and filming?” Maverick asked as he walked toward me.

My stomach rolled with nausea as I thought about it. Usually, I was pretty cool with dead bodies. For as long as I’d been a cop, I’d got used to seeing any number of shit. But kids always fucked me up. I hated it.

“Yeah,” I mumbled as I turned away to where Kelly and Dean from forensics were standing by the door of the gymnasium that held the majority of bodies. As it turned out, the shooter had waited until the kids were at an assembly before he started shooting. He wanted to take out as many as possible, and he succeeded.

“Hey, Landyn, thanks for your help; this is a bit of a nightmare,” Dean said with sadness. “So many kids and so fucking young. Seems like such a waste of life.”

“I agree,” Kelly responded. “Do you know anything about the shooter?”

“Only what Maverick was able to find out from the principal. His name was Justin, and he only graduated from here last year. As yet, I don’t know a motive.”

Kelly sighed. “I wondered if he was bullied.”

I shrugged my shoulders. There has been so much research put into the psychology of school shooters. Since the massacre at Port Arthur in Tasmania during the nineties, Australia hadn’t really experienced mass murders on a large scale due to the government banning semi-automatic weapons. Knowing that meant Justin had to have bought one underground.

“Did you get the weapon?” I asked as I thought about where the hell a kid could get a semi-automatic weapon.

Dean nodded his head. “Yep, he shot himself in the head with it. AR15. Fucked knows where he managed to get it. We are going to investigate that further.”

I sighed again, pulling the door open and stepping over the threshold. My stomach revolted, and I had to swallow hard at the sight and smell of the gym. There were literally bodies everywhere. Blood pooled across the wooden basketball court. The scent of copper assaulted my every sense.

“Shit, it’s worse than I was expecting,” Kelly groaned.

I nodded. It wasn’t like anything I’d ever seen before. Bodies of students and teachers lay strewn across the floor.

“Medics checked them all for life?” I asked.

“Yeah, unfortunately, they are all dead. If you operate the camera, Kelly and I will start
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