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To all my fellow book lovers.








  
  
The collective noun for crows = A murder of crows. 



“Did you ever wonder what that group of crows did to deserve being called a murder? 

I can think of several better options.” 








  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 1 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 3 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 4 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 5 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 6 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 7 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 9 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 10 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 11 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 12 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 13 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 14 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 15 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 17 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 18 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 19 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 20 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 21
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 22 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 24 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 25
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 26 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 27 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 28 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 29 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 30 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 31 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 32 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 33 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 34 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 35 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 36
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 37 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 38 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 39 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 40 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 41 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 42 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 43 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 44 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 45 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 46 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 47
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 48 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 49
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 50 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 51 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 52 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 53 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 54
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        A note from the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Afterword
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Chapter 1 

Sunday, late morning


“Are you fricken kidding me?” Dana panted, finally cresting the hill. Sweat dripped from her chin and her T-shirt clung to her like a second skin. Her legs trembling from the strain, she eased off the bike and shoved it into the bushes. She staggered to a nearby slab of rock and dropped, wincing as her rear end connected with stone. After tossing her gloves aside, she fumbled to unclip her helmet. 
“Awesome, heh?” Matt grinned at her from his perch several metres above, the tips of his shoes overhanging the edge of rock that jutted out over the valley below. He stood like Alexander the Great must have, surveying his troops, chest out, chin up, hands on hips. A thermal rising from the valley bottom ruffled his damp hair. 
“Climb up here! The view’s amazing. And you can just make out the next section of track. Dave said this bit’s supposed to be fantastic.” 
Dana’s mouth hung open as she tried to draw in enough breath to tell him what she thought of the bloody track so far! ‘Awesome’ and ‘fantastic’ didn’t factor into it. In fact, the only thing she could possibly summon up the energy for, right that second, was to throttle Dave. The lying bastard! 
Come mountain bike riding, he said. You’ll love it, he said. The Thredbo Valley Track is easy! You’ll be fine, he said. 
Not that she could lay all the blame for this disaster at Dave’s feet if she were being completely honest. She had agreed to this trip after all, hoping to impress the dark-haired Adonis who stood above her, and whom she had recently started dating, grossly underestimating her fitness for a mountain bike ride of nearly seventeen kilometres in the process. She might breeze through back to back Pilates and yoga without breaking a sweat, but clearly mountain biking required a different type of fitness.
Not that she’d be telling Dave that any time soon. He’d given them a cheeky grin over his shoulder before powering off five minutes in, and they hadn’t seen hide nor hair of him in the two hours since. 
Dana closed her eyes and lay back on the sun-warmed rock, every muscle sighing in gratitude. She doubted her nether regions would ever recover. It felt like someone had taken to them with a hammer. And not in the sexy figurative sense! She hated to think what her shoulders would feel like tomorrow, they were protesting loudly even as she lay there. 
The heat beat down on her face like a live thing. She had never imagined the Snowy Mountains would reach temperatures as high as the late twenties in November. It wasn’t even summer yet!
“Ready?” Matt called brightly.
“NO! How much further is it? We have to be close, don’t we?” She hated hearing the pathetic whine in her voice. 
Matt jumped down from his plinth and landed lightly. 
Like a cat, she thought tartly. 
He looked at her with a frown. His face holding a hint of distaste. 
She knew her own face would be grey and sweaty; her makeup long since slipped off into the collar of her T-shirt. She could see him comparing today’s version of her with the athletic, immaculately turned-out girl he’d asked out at the gym. 
She was seriously going to kill Dave!
He shrugged. “It can’t be more than about … five kay or so. I can’t remember exactly. But we’re past Ngarigo campground, so it won’t be too much further. You gonna make it?” He frowned. 
Pride pricked at the sound of his scepticism and Dana swallowed the wince and sat up. She brushed hands across her face, took a deep breath, adjusted her sunglasses and plastered on a smile.
“Yeah.” She shrugged, trying for an air of nonchalance. “Of course,” she added, as if he had suggested something silly.
Though doubt clouded his eyes, his mouth stretched into a smile in return. 
“From what I remember, it’s a few technical turns down from here towards the river, then a reasonably straight shot to Bullocks Flat.”
Her mouth strained into a grin; she hoped it came off as enthusiastic. 
If it did then I could be up for an Oscar! she thought sourly. Swallowing a groan of agony, she eased herself to a standing position. Every muscle screamed in protest. 
What the hell was I thinking, agreeing to this? she growled under her breath, knowing just what she had been thinking: a hot, steamy weekend with the glorious Matt. Dave, her best friend, showing them the sights of the Snowy and strategically disappearing as things got interesting. As she remounted the bike, her thighs cramping at the thought of what was coming next, she doubted this weekend would be followed by many more with Matt. 
Strangely, at this point, the idea didn’t bother her that much. 
Ten minutes later, after a horror trip down the ‘few technical turns’ that would have rivalled a bungee jump with a loose rope for sheer terror, Dana screamed and squeezed the brakes as hard as she could to avoid slamming into Matt, who had stopped dead in the middle of the track on a narrow hairpin bend. 
“What the fuck are you doing? I nearly ran straight into you!” she screeched, dragging herself from the shaggy pea bush she had landed in, long past the point of caring what he thought of her. She just needed this day to end.
“Sorry,” he muttered, staring in the opposite direction. “I heard something …” he added in a whisper.
Dana stared at him incredulously before pushing him aside. The thigh-high bush on the downside of the bend was bent, its roots partially dug up, and the air held the sharp reek of broken branches. 
“Pull your bike off the track, Matt, someone’s gonna run into it,” she snapped.
He picked up his bike and threw it on top of hers. A brief thought of losing their rental bond crossed her mind, but then a long, drawn-out howl stopped her dead. 
Holy hell! Her skin crawled. 
“That’s it! That’s what I heard!” Matt wailed, his voice high and his eyes like saucers. 
“Oh, my God!” She started downward, pushing through the broken swathe of bush.
“Dana, hold up! We should get help!” Matt hesitated. 
She ignored him and barrelled ahead down the steep decline on wobbly over-exerted legs. Branches slapped her face and scratched her bare arms. 
“Oh shit! Dave!” she whimpered, pulling aside a branch next to a mangled bike to see her friend lying broken in the low scrub. His lower leg set at an impossible angle to his knee. 
It made her gorge rise. She swallowed hard. 
Picking her way forward, she crouched gently at his side.  
“Davey?!” she cried, staring into his bloodied face. 
His eyes fluttered open. 
“Dana!” His head rolled towards her. Tears started down his face.
She looked over her shoulder, Matt stood several metres away, his face ashen.
“Call an ambulance!”
Matt didn’t move, staring fixedly at Dave’s leg. 
“MATT! Call the fucking ambulance!” she screamed, and he jerked out of his trance and bounded away up the hill. 
“You’ll be okay, sweety. Help’s on its way,” she murmured, gently unclipping Dave’s helmet where it gouged into his neck, and taking hold of his hand.

      [image: ]“On three,” the paramedic said firmly. He held the spinal board carefully against Dave’s side. “One … two … three!” he called. His partner and two national park rangers, Wes and Phil, rolled their patient as one and he slipped the board under Dave’s body. 
Dave’s immediate screech of pain made them all flinch. 
“Sorry, mate,” the paramedic patted Dave’s shoulder. He quickly adjusted the IV in his arm and tucked it by his patient’s side.
The stretcher was passed to the line of waiting rescuers who hoicked it hand to hand up the hill towards the track.
As the stretcher left Wes’ hands he folded over, hugging his abdomen.
“You right, mate?” Phil said with a frown, looking over at him.
“Bad gut!” Wes grunted. “I reckon it was that chicken wrap I had for lunch.” 
Phil winced in sympathy. 
An ominously loud grumble had Wes looking around desperately, sweat popping out on his forehead.
“I’ll wait for ya. Do what you need to do,” Phil said, giving a hard chin thrust down the hill.
Wes raced away slightly hunched over, clutching his middle. Phil hoped he’d make it. He didn’t fancy driving him home with shitty undies.
The noise from the track above started to fade as their patient moved on his way. It would be a couple of hours more before he made it to the hospital. Poor bugger! It would be a long recovery judging by that leg.
Phil stood, face up, soaking in the rays of the warm, spring afternoon. The heat was just starting to bleed out of the day. 
A snapping of branches made him open his eyes and look down the hill. Wes staggered out from behind a gorse bitter-pea bush. Its tiny orange flowers made small splashes of colour against his navy blue shirt. His face was white-grey and his hand gripped pants that hung at half-mast. He looked ready to pass out.
Phil started down the slope. “Geezus, Wes! You okay?” he cried, taking his mate’s arm and steadying him. 
Wes shook his head violently. He swiped a large hand across his mouth and heaved a big breath. “There’s a dead body down there,” he croaked, swallowing a gag. 






  
  Chapter 2

Sunday noon


As her car bumped down the drive, Anna spotted Dee in one of the enclosures at the side of the house. Her patchwork-quilted jacket stood out amongst the whites and browns of the goats clustered around her. 
Her sister looked up, shading her eyes against the noon-day glare.
Anna sighed, knowing she wasn’t going to escape the inquisition. Normally, she stayed at Cameron’s until at least mid-afternoon on a Sunday before she left for the two-hour drive home from Canberra. That she was home at midday signalled an issue, Dee would know something was wrong.
“You’re early. What’s happened?” Dee said, eyebrows cocked, hands on hips, as Anna swung open the car door. 
Anna’s mouth turned up in a wry smile, Dee never minced words. 
“Long story,” Anna said, pulling her small carryall from the back seat.
“Oow, the best kind!” her sister said facetiously, eyes bright. 
Anna shook her head. 
After throwing her overnight bag onto her bed, she joined Dee in the kitchen. Two wine glasses and a bottle of red sat on the old, battered wooden table. 
“To grease the wheels of memory,” Dee said, pouring the wine.  
Anna rolled her eyes. “It only happened last night.”
“Well then, it’s to make sure you don’t leave out the good stuff,” Dee quipped, taking a large slug of wine and smacking her lips appreciatively. She smoothed her long, light-brown hair back from her face and turned to the pantry.
“Scones?” she said over her shoulder.
“Hmm, sounds perfect,” Anna replied, suddenly aware how hungry she was. A brief memory scuttled through her mind. Cameron suggestively squeezing her bum cheeks several weeks ago and looking down at her with those smoky grey eyes. ‘I think Dee’s cooking is finally making a difference. I do believe there is more of you to love!’ 
She had swatted him playfully and he’d twirled her around until they fell onto the bed in a tangle of arms and legs. A flush of heat rose in her cheeks at the memory of what happened next. 
She frowned. Though they had slept in each other’s arms, last night had been the first time she had felt a sense of … separateness in his company since they first met six months ago. 
Her gut churned. Their morning together held an underlying distance that she had never thought she would feel. That she had made an excuse to leave early, made her feel terrible, guilty for running away like a coward. The drive home had been agonising. 
Anna felt Dee watching her out of the corner of her eye as she measured flour, lemonade and cream with practiced hands. Anna brushed a hand across her short, dark red cap of hair, feeling her sister’s anxiety. It matched her own.
“Drink up and tell me what happened,” Dee said, smacking flour off her hands.
Anna took a sip. “You’ll remember I mentioned that we were going to have dinner with Cam’s daughter last night?”
Dee nodded. She picked up her glass with a sticky, floured hand and took a long gulp.
“Well …” Anna grimaced. “It didn’t go quite as planned.”
“Tell me again … she’s how old?”
“Rachel is twenty. Studying media and communications at Melbourne Uni.” 
Dee grunted, wielding the rolling pin with more force than usual. Anna had no doubt Dee’s thoughts ran along the lines of old enough to behave herself.
Anna twiddled with the stem of her wine glass. “We met her at the restaurant … an Italian Cameron and I’ve been to a few times before. As soon as she clapped eyes on me, I knew it wasn’t going to be the night he had envisaged. Not that she said anything … then.”
Dee used a small drinking glass to press out the scones and transferred them to a baking tray. She banged the oven door open, slid the tray inside and banged the door shut again. 
She sat down at the table opposite Anna, and leaning forward with still mucky fingers, took her hand.
“What did that little so-and-so do?” Dee said, her mouth pinched whitely.
Anna squeezed her sister’s hand. Despite being the younger sibling by two years, Dee was by far the more volatile one. And very protective of her older sister.
Anna pressed her lips together briefly, and said, “She waited until Cameron left to go the restroom, then she let loose.” Her skin flushed hotly at the memory of Rachel’s face turning towards her. 

      [image: ]“Just what the hell do you think you’re doing?” Rachel had hissed, eyes glaring, her finger jabbing the table. 
Though Anna had suspected Rachel had things to say, she was still taken aback at the fury that simmered in the girl’s voice.
Anna sat back and regarded her coolly.
“Why don’t you get it off your chest, Rachel? Your dad will be back shortly,” she had said with only a hint of sarcasm.
“Why are you doing this? This can only end in more pain for my dad. He’s been through enough! Don’t you care about him at all?” 
Anna regarded her dispassionately. She was a pretty girl, with the clear skin, brown shiny hair and grey eyes of her dad. But there the resemblance ended. Cameron was a gentle soul, easy-going and considerate. His daughter, on the hand, seemed much more reactive, wearing her emotions, good and bad, just below the surface, ready to spill at any moment. And it seemed this was the moment.
“I love your dad,” Anna said, though she knew in her heart anything she said would be futile.
Rachel’s eyes narrowed and she leaned even further forward. “Well, I don’t know what you understand by love. But what you’re doing is not from love. If you cared for my dad, at all, you would never, ever, have dragged him into this relationship.”
“Your father is a grown man, Rach—”
“Don’t give me that! You’re going to die soon and he’s going to be left heartbroken. Again! How the hell can you do that to him?”
Anna blinked at the blunt comment, though she couldn’t fault the logic. She had said pretty much the same thing to Cameron at the beginning. But he, more than anyone, knew the odds. He had been her oncologist. That was how they met. Stage four inflammatory breast cancer held no surprises for him. And if that hadn’t been enough, the evidence of a double mastectomy and the buzz cut that she sported at their first meeting would have convinced him. It was the reason she had transferred from Sydney to Jindabyne, her home town, and moved in with Dee, to ensure her son, Riley, would be taken care of, if, or when, anything happened to her. 
Rachel’s eyes shifted over Anna’s shoulder, she sat back. 
Cameron slid back into his seat, taking Anna’s hand. 
“What are you girls talking about?” he’d said chirpily.
“Nothing.” Rachel smiled. 
“You,” Anna said in the same moment.
“What?” Cameron’s face dropped and he glanced from one to the other. Anna looked back at him calmly. He frowned and turned towards Rachel. His daughter’s face held a look of barely disguised disgust.
“Rachel is very worried about you,” Anna said. 
Rachel huffed and said in a clipped tone, “Okay! If that’s the way you want to play it, let’s have it out. Dad”—her voice softened—“I think this … relationship is a very bad idea. No, let me finish.” She held up a hand as he went to interrupt.
“You’ve been through a lot in recent years … with Mum walking out. And I really feel this”—she waved a hand towards Anna—“is a huge mistake. It will just lead to more heartache for you.” She sat back.
Anna squeezed Cameron’s hand under the table. He turned to her, his face strained. She gave him a small smile before pushing out from the table and standing.
“You have things to talk about.” She leaned in and kissed him. “I’ll get an Uber and see you back at your place.”
“Anna! No, stay!” He held her hand firmly.
“I think it would be better, and easier, for Rachel to explain how she feels without me here. Don’t worry!” she added softly, seeing the look of concern that clouded his eyes. “I’ll see you back there.” She pulled her hand from his grip and walked away.

      [image: ]“The bitch!” Dee banged her wine glass on the table, bringing Anna back to the moment.
Anna grimaced. “Not really, Dee. She was just worried about her dad.”
Dee breathed heavily through her nose, clearly making an effort to remain calm. She nodded. “Fair enough. But why … the hell … not speak to him beforehand? Why take it out on you … in a fricken restaurant, for Pete’s sake!” 
Anna shrugged. “She’s young and she didn’t want to upset her father.”
“But she was happy to tear strips off you … the little cow,” she said this last under her breath. “How was Cameron when he got home?” she added, her eyebrows drawn together into a sharp vee. 
Anna swallowed, feeling like there was something stuck in her throat. “He apologised for Rachel, but—”
The oven binged and Dee jumped up. She grabbed oven mitts, crashed the oven door open, whipped the tray out, slammed the door shut with a hip, and thumped the tray down on the stovetop.
“You’re gonna break that oven door one day,” Anna muttered.
Dee threw down the oven mitts, sloshed wine in her glass and sat down again, her face white. “But what?”
“But it was clear that Rachel’s objections to me had … hurt him,” Anna said with a wince.
“As they should—”
Anna flapped a hand. “But it’s not just that! His daughter is important to him! Her opinion is important to him. She hates me! It puts him in an impossible position.”
“What position?” Dee shook her head with a fierce frown. “The bloody position is no different than it was yesterday! Just because this little bitch swans up and decides she needs to protect her dad—six months after that fact, I might add—doesn’t mean everything has to change.”
“It does, you know. His daughter’s opinion is very important to him as Riley’s was to me! If he had hated Cameron when they first met, then I wouldn’t have seen Cam again.”
Dee looked down into her half-full wineglass. 
Anna could almost read her mind. She was pretty sure it ran along the lines of wanting five minutes alone with Rachel to sort her out. 
A small part of her wished that was possible. Dee was good with people. She sounded fierce, but she was soft-hearted, intuitive and the shoulder everyone cried on. Though Anna’s expertise as a detective was reading people, digging out hidden motives and detecting lies, it didn’t run to dealing with people on an emotional level, especially when it was personal. Her sister outshone her there in spades.
“This is Cameron’s issue, Lina.” Dee nodded finally, using a childhood nickname, a shortened version of her real name, Annabelina. A name Anna loathed. 
“You told me, way back, that Rachel had been particularly ugly with her mum following the split.”
Anna nodded. “Yeah. She apparently blamed her mother for the divorce, because she had moved on with a boyfriend. But Cameron said he and Juliet had already separated emotionally long since, and he wasn’t that bothered by it. In fact, he was happy for her. But he couldn’t convince Rachel of that. She continued to blame her mum for the split and was furious with her for several years.”
“Well, that sorts it,” Dee sighed, a smug look on her face.
“What’s sorted?” 
Dee opened her hands as if the answer were obvious. “Rachel doesn’t deal with change. She blamed her mum for moving on, even when both parents were okay with it. Now she’s blaming you for potentially hurting her dad. Ignore it!” She picked up her glass and took a long swallow.
“I can ignore it all I like, but it doesn’t change the fact that Cameron values his daughter’s opinion!” Anna snapped. “And on top of that, Rachel has a god-damned point!” she said, her voice rising.
“What point?” Dee cried. 
“I’m sick! My chances of being around beyond five years is minimal. And I’ve chewed up eighteen months already. You know that, Dee!” 
“And so does Cameron!” Dee yelled, sloshing wine across the table in her vehemence. “Oops, sorry about that,” she murmured, dragging a tea-towel off the bench behind her and mopping the table. 
Anna reached out and grasped her sister’s hand as it swirled past. Dee stopped cleaning and looked at her.
“Rachel has a point!” Anna repeated with soft vehemence. “If Cameron chose to ignore it before, I don’t think he will now.”






  
  Chapter 3 

Sunday afternoon


Anna’s phone bleated loudly, and Dee turned away with a muttered curse. 
“Farrow,” Anna answered flatly.
“Boss. Body found on the Thredbo Valley Trail just passed Ngarigo, been dead awhile apparently,” her Sergeant, Margot Lissoni said, in a voice full of suppressed urgency.
“Have you notified the pathologist and crime scene team?” 
“Yep.”
“Okay. Call Jake and get him to—no, actually don’t do that! He’s still sick. Call and let him know the status but tell him to stay at home. We’ll keep him posted. I’ll be there as soon as I can get a ride. Get the area closed off and head out there now, Margot. Locate the nearest access point. I’ll call you when I’m close.”
“Righto.” Margot ended the call.
Anna looked up at her sister. 
“You have to go,” Dee stated dully. 
“Reality calls.” Anna gave her a one-shoulder shrug. “Save that for later.” She pushed her nearly full glass of wine across the table. Luckily, she hadn’t drunk it.  
She organised a ride and went to the bathroom to freshen up. 
An hour later, Anna pushed open the door of the patrol car and stepped out. She turned and bent to look back through the car window. “Thank you for driving me, Roger. Can you report to Sergeant Egan. I’m sure he’ll appreciate an extra hand!” She smiled and turned away, missing his answering smile. 
Anna made her way along the narrow bush track. The heat of the afternoon had brought out the warm, papery, and slightly citrusy smell of the bush. She took some deep breaths wishing they made her feel better, but a sense of unease dogged every step. Bloody Rachel!
“Inspector!” Margot hailed, catching sight of her.
Anna came alongside of her, panting lightly, and throwing a quick wave to another officer standing nearby. 
“The body’s down there.” Margot indicated with a nod to the sharp descent to her right. “The going’s pretty rough.”
Anna looked down the steep slope and grimaced. Though the neuropathy that had plagued her in the early post-treatment phase had improved, and she was slightly more steady on her feet, it had not disappeared entirely. 
“Would you like a hand?” Margot held out her arm. 
“Yeah, thanks.”
Margot pushed aside the broken grevillea bush that marked Dave’s high-speed exit from the bike trail.
They worked their way down, Margot doing her best to find the safest footholds and bracing Anna’s steps. 
“Rodney here yet?” Anna puffed as they paused mid-way, referring to the pathologist, Dr Rodney Marchand.
“No, not yet. Just the Scene of Crime Officers. Oh, by the way, one of them gave me this.” She pulled a small jar of Vicks VapoRub from her jacket pocket.
“Oh, like that is it?” 
“I don’t know yet.” Margot wrinkled her nose. “I haven’t gotten that close. The SOCO said the body wasn’t too bad as it was, but when they move him, it could get a little … pungent.” She shuddered. 
“Oh, goody,” Anna muttered dryly.
The sound of voices rose as they neared the river, and the slope began to flatten out. A few steps further and a head popped out from behind a screen of low bushes. 
“Marty!” Anna called, recognising the Scene of Crime officer, despite the head-to-toe bunny suit he wore. 
“Hey, Inspector. Nice to see you.” He raised a hand in salute. 
“You know Margot, Sergeant Lissoni?” 
Marty smiled. “Yeah.” He nodded at Margot, a little shyly. 
She smiled back.
“Our body is over here. Been dead awhile.” He backed up. 
Anna paused. “Shoe protection? Or is there a marked path?”
“Not necessary.”
Anna looked at him, intrigued, then closed the remaining few metres to where he pointed. The body came into view. A faint smell wafted towards her on an updraft from the river that burbled only a couple of metres away. The odour wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t bush either. She was extremely thankful their body didn’t have the greasy, putrid stink that accompanied bodies a few days old, which clung to the back of the throat and seemed to hang in her clothes for days. 
“Just waiting on Dr Marchand before we move him. We’ve taken all the location shots, and a search of the immediate area is underway.” 
Anna looked around. She could make out the bright white overalls of the SOCO team dotted amongst the olive-green bush along the river. “Though I’m not expecting to find anything,” he added, watching her with interest.
Anna looked back at the body. It was face down and wrapped around the base of a small tree that stood no higher than her shoulder. Leaves and debris were pushed up against the body’s back. She looked upriver and back to the body. “He washed down the river and got caught here.”
Marty grinned and nodded.
Flood water had swept through the area, beating down the long grass and leaving all the small bushes bent in the same direction. Debris clung to branches a foot or more above the ground.
Anna looked up at the sound of a short cry and someone crashing down the slope. 
“You okay, Doc?” Marty called.
Rodney appeared a moment or two later, adjusting his glasses and beating dirt off the back of his pants. “Yes, I’m fine. No injuries, unless you count my dignity,” he laughed. “Hello Anna! And it’s Margot, isn’t it?”
“Yes, that’s right.” Margot smiled back. 
He walked forward and took in the surroundings quickly. 
“Washed down the river … hmm,” he grunted with a nod. “Well, that’ll make it a little more challenging. Let’s see what we’ve got.” He stepped forward and crouched next to the body with a brief wince. He examined it carefully without touching it for several minutes before pulling gloves from a pocket and snapping them on. After conferring quietly with Marty, they took several soil samples from around the body. 
“Let’s pull him out and turn him over,” Rodney murmured. 
He and Marty worked together to dislodge the corpse from under the small, half-dead tree it was caught in. A thick cheesy smell rolled out like a physical wave from the body when they finally dislodged it.
Margot jammed a fist to her mouth, her face chalk-white.
“Time for the Vicks,” Anna said out of the side of her mouth, her focus all on the body.
Margot fumbled out the small jar from her pocket and swiped a good amount under her nose. The strong smell of menthol quickly spread, obliterating every scent within several metres. She held it out to Anna, but she waved it away. 
Seeing the body laid out, Anna judged him to be at least two metres tall. He was dressed in faded black jeans. One foot was clad in a well-worn brown leather boot. A ragged black sock hung off the other foot, covered in bits of leaf and twig. A green and black check flannelette shirt covered the torso and a brown, oiled-canvas jacket hung askew on his flattened frame. The face was desiccated, with the look of an Egyptian mummy. 
“Well, he’s not a mountain biker or a hiker dressed like that,” Anna said. 
Marty quickly plucked several beetles from the blackened face of their victim before they all scuttled away into the dark crevices. The larvae were slower and much easier to pick off and add to the specimen jars. Several tiny white oval eggs followed. Rodney pointed and Marty responded until they were both satisfied they had enough samples to help map out their corpse’s passage of decay.  
“It must be about five or six weeks ago that we had all that rain, wasn’t it?” Margot asked.
“Hmm,” Anna murmured with a nod. “We’ll need to check with National Parks; they’ll have monitored the situation.” She sighed heavily. “So, he started his journey upriver, somewhere between here and Thredbo. That’s got to be close to twenty kilometres or more.” 
Marty grunted his agreement. “And the chances of finding where he went in, may be pretty difficult. The flood waters will have washed away a lot of evidence along with this guy.”
“Well, let’s hope he gives up enough information for us to get started,” Anna said, dragging her eyes away from the sightless black holes and toothy grimace of their body. There was nothing to be gained from dwelling on the uglier aspects of death. After all, he was not a person anymore, just an object to be studied. What mattered now was finding out what happened to bring him to this place.
“I think I have a wallet!” Rodney cried triumphantly. 
Anna’s eyes brightened and she pulled on latex gloves.
Rodney undid a button on the inside pocket of the jacket and pulled the wallet free. He held it out and Marty took several photographs before Rodney passed it over to Anna. 
It seemed rather lightweight. She unfolded it. It contained only a couple of credit cards, and roughly twenty-five dollars in notes and a few coins.
“Dodd, Joshua Dodd, aged thirty-one, from Dry Plains Road, Wambrook,” Anna read from the driver’s licence. She slid her phone out from her back pocket, scrolled through it briefly and hit connect.
“He’s not registered as missing,” Margot said a moment later, looking up from her phone.
Anna nodded, acknowledging her comment while listening to the dial tone. 
“Boss,” Jake croaked nasally.
“Hi, Jake. How are you feeling?”
“A bit better.”
“Got a couple of minutes?”
“Sure. Lil’s out, so I’m sitting here doing jack shit. Whatcha got?”
“Need next of kin on a Joshua Dodd, D-O-D-D, aged thirty-one of—”
“Dry Plains Road,” Jake cut in flatly.
“You know him?” 
“He lives near my parents.”
“And?” Anna prompted, hearing a faint edge in his tone.
“Nothing really. Just they’ve had some run-ins with him over the last couple of years. Nothing major.” 
Anna could almost feel his shrug. “Do you know if he lives alone?”
“I’m pretty sure he does. Or did, last I heard. I’ll check with Mum.”
“Okay, see what you can dig up, we’ll want to notify his family tonight, if possible.” 
“I’ll call you back,” he said in a choked voice before coughing and disconnecting. 
Anna checked her watch; it was close to three-thirty. 
“It will take about an hour and a bit to get out there from here.” Margot frowned, divining her thought.
“Nothing else in the pockets,” Rodney called, rising with a groan and massaging his knee.
Anna looked over at him. “Any idea how he might have met his maker, Rodney? Natural causes? Suicide? Homicide?” 
He wrinkled his nose briefly. “Not at this stage. He’s got quite a few injuries but a lot of those might be from his trip down the river. I’ll autopsy him tomorrow morning and give you a call.” He looked up to the sky. “Given the time, I think we might need to get started on packaging him up.”






  
  Chapter 4 

Sunday afternoon


Shadow crept across the fire trail as Anna and Margot walked back. The sun finally slipped below the valley wall, and without its rays, the temperature dropped quickly. 
Anna shivered. 
“It’s only another five minutes or so from here,” Margot said, buttoning her jacket.
They walked on. The only sound, the whisk of grass against their boots and the occasional crack of a twig. Margot jumped as Anna’s phone suddenly smashed the silence. She put a hand to her chest and laughed at her startlement.
“Jake,” Anna answered, smiling at Margot’s reaction.
“Got some info, Boss. But it’s not much,” he croaked.
Anna frowned and stopped.  
“Mum says he lives alone, though she did say that she hasn’t spoken to him for quite a few months now, so his situation might have changed. There’s no record of a marriage. His dad is in Ainsley Park Nursing Home.”
“Ainsley Park?” Anna echoed in a confused tone. “How old is he?”
“Fifty-six. Early onset dementia apparently. I spoke to the staff there and explained the situation. They said he really isn’t capable of understanding the news. They also confirmed that according to their records, Dodd is an only child, so there are no other siblings. 
“There is a mum somewhere, but I can’t get a handle on her at the moment. She and the dad divorced about three years ago and she remarried. I’m still trying to trace the right ‘Smith’. But there is an aunty apparently. Mrs Fiona Bourke. She lives in Berridale.”
“Thanks, Jake. We’ll take a run by Dodd’s property first to make sure there’s nobody there. But message me the aunty’s address, will you?” She disconnected. 
They continued on down the fire trail in silence. Each turn on their way seemed to swing Anna’s thoughts from their dead body to last night’s debacle with Cameron and his daughter. Until then, the fairy-tale romance had stretched out in front of her, shimmering brightly, if you forgot the small matter of her cancer hanging over head. But now this! It felt like a giant chasm has suddenly opened up in the path, with no way across. 
Her thoughts turned back to Dodd. He was someone she could deal with. She knew her way forward there, one step after another. If only she had some way to navigate the situation with Rachel. She was at a loss, and heartily sick of the whole mess by the time they reached the small pull-out where Margot had parked. 
Anna stopped short. “You have a new car!”
Margot smiled, clicking the unlock. “Yeah! I got it yesterday! I was thinking about it for a while”—a fleeting look of … something crossed her face—“then I went to Cooma, saw this, and just had to have it.”
‘It’ was a three-year-old, blue Subaru Outback with beige leather seats.
Anna pulled the passenger door open and sat inside. She looked out at Margot. “Nice!”
“I thought it would be a good idea to get an all-wheel drive and something I could transport stuff in.” Margot waved a hand to the roomy rear end. “Now that I’m based in Jindy it made sense to have a car built for the roads here. My little Mazda was great for zipping around Cooma, but down here it didn’t go too well on the dirt roads.”
Anna nodded. “Good choice.”
As Margot pulled out of the parking area, Anna settled back into her seat. Her mind immediately put aside any thoughts of Dodd, he would have his time, and she circled back to her earlier discussion with Dee. She knew the conversation with her sister had not ended yet. Dee was like a dog with a bone when it came to family matters, and particularly their happiness. Dee’s last comment stood out: ‘Rachel doesn’t deal with change.’
Was she right? 
Anna frowned; her eyes fixed on the passing countryside but taking in nothing. She would love to think that was all there was to it, but she couldn’t fail to concede Rachel’s point. Bluntly made, but no less accurate for that. Her chance of dying in the next few years was high. While her results had been excellent over the last six months, she knew that cancer lay in wait in the small dark corners of her body, primed for its moment in the sun. Only vigilance and a hefty amount of good luck would see her pass the five-year survival mark. 
Her mind churned, arguing Dee’s side first and countering with Rachel’s, back and forth.
A half hour later, her mind still circled through the same arguments. It wasn’t like her to be so divided. She shook her head, annoyed with herself and sat up straighter. 
Enough! This was going nowhere.
“How far now, Marg? I haven’t been paying attention,” she admitted, looking out at the narrow country road they were travelling on. 
“’Bout twenty minutes or so, I think.”
“So,” Anna said firmly, intent on pursuing a different train of thought. “How is your new guy going?” she asked, even as the thought popped into her mind that six months ago, she would never have considered asking any member of her team a question like that.
Anna had always kept her distance. Not that she was unfriendly, though people had often accused her of that. But she’d always taken a rather formal approach to her work and … if she were honest with herself, she had always been a little … reserved with … well, with everyone. 
She had no doubt that was in part due to her school years. Which she spent largely on her own with no real friends to speak of. Not that people were horrible to her, well, with only a couple of memorable exceptions, it was just that she didn’t gel with her peers. And perhaps that was her fault. That she hadn’t made enough of an effort. 
She and Dee had been brought up a little differently. Her parents were alternate lifestylers, hippies of a sort, which meant they didn’t fit in. Second-hand clothes, lentils and tofu instead of vegemite sandwiches; no toys, no bikes, no television. They were different, they didn’t fit, in a world that very much expected you to.
Anna had carried that reservation, that others often mistook for coldness or lack of interest, into her adulthood. Not that she didn’t have friends. She did. Just not that many. In fact, truth be told, they counted on the fingers of one hand, and even then, it included Dee!
On the work front, with the single notable exception of her mate, Nick Dracos, who now worked for the feds, she had made no friends. Keeping everyone at a comfortable, manageable arms length. But not long after her arrival in Jindabyne, the body-in-the-lake case had thrust her, and her two very junior and inexperienced sergeants, in the deep end. And after quite a rough start, they had shown their metal, and her protective coating had cracked. She let them in. In hindsight, she could never quite pinpoint the precise moment. But they were in her inner circle now. A close team. Though Anna would be the first to admit she still struggled with opening up and interacting with them on a personal level. That wasn’t a trust issue, that was her inexperience.
Margot sighed and gave a small shake of her head.
Anna winced, wondering if she was about to hear the reason for the ‘look’ earlier.
“He dumped me last night,” Margot said to the windscreen after a pregnant pause.
What the hell? Was there an evil omen swirling around last night? Anna thought. “I’m sorry. That must have been difficult,” she offered quietly.
Margot shrugged. “Not the guy for me, apparently,” she responded in a clipped tone.
Anna looked at her. Margot stared fixedly ahead. Anna could see that she was putting on a brave face. But she also sensed an element of calm … or was it acceptance? in the way her sergeant held herself.
“You seem … okay with it,” Anna ventured carefully, a question in her tone.
Margot glanced over and nodded. “Yeah. I think I am … in fact, I’m sure I am,” she continued in a firmer tone.
Anna brightened. “Good on you! Most people get sucked up in the moment and forget reality.”
Margot cocked an eyebrow and squeezed out a smile.
“You know … oh my God, he dumped me! I am so devastated!” Anna waved her hands around dramatically. “But in reality, they’ve spent weeks agonising over what a complete arsehole they were going out with and wondering how they could get rid of him!”   
Margot laughed so hard it ended up in a snort. Anna was happy to have made her smile.
“You are so right! I’ve spent weeks thinking about ending it and questioning why I was hesitating. And then he does it, and I’m completely thrown!”
“Yeah. It does that. I’m guessing you’re probably most upset by the fact that you didn’t get to say it first?!”  
Margot shot her a look, a rueful smile turning up the corners of her mouth. “Right again! It really shits me he got in before I did!”
“Aren’t we strange? Humans, I mean. We get so caught up in the twists and turns of the journey we sometimes forget we’ve arrived where we wanted to be.”
She hesitated, feeling more was needed from her. She cast around for a thought, and it came to her, what would Dee do? 
She reached out and squeezed Margot’s arm. “It’s a good outcome by the sounds of it, Marg, and it saved you from being the bad guy!” 
“True,” Margot agreed, though it was clear it still didn’t sit well with her.
“But?” Anna gave her a side look.
“But I’m mad at myself.” Margot thumped the steering wheel. “I should have taken the bull by the horns weeks ago! This is not who I want to be. I need to be more assertive and take the front running.” 
“Don’t beat yourself up about it. It’s not always possible to be out in front. We all get blindsided sometimes. What matters is that when things happen you make the best of it.”
“When life gives you lemons, you make lemonade?” Margot said, her tone slightly flat.
Anna gave a one-shoulder shrug. “More like when life gives you lemons, take what you need, throw the rest back and go get some oranges!”
Margot laughed. 
As they turned onto Dry Plains Road, Anna pulled out her phone. “Doesn’t look like Dodd has cleared his property, which means he doesn’t run cattle or sheep. That’s assuming I’m looking at the right place on the app.” She squinted at the screen. “What do Jake’s parents do, do you know?”
“Um, I think they have cows, but don’t quote me.
“Argh! They really need to grade this road,” Margot added in a growl, easing her car through a particularly bad patch of potholes. She weaved left and right to avoid the biggest pits, but they were jostled violently traversing through those she couldn’t.  
Anna checked her phone. “It should be coming up on the right. There!” She pointed. A gate appeared in a shallow divot in the scrub that bordered the road. Nothing else marked the place. No name. No number.
They pulled to a stop in front of the gate: four metal bars suspended on hinges, attached to a chest-high wooden post and secured with heavy chain.
Anna got out of the car and examined it. Fortunately, the chain was just wrapped around the post and held closed by nothing more than a large hook slipped through a chain link. 
She levered the hook free, undid the chain and pushed the gate open. Margot drove through and stopped. Anna closed the gate, re-hooked the chain and got back into the car.
“I’m so glad I don’t have to do gates every time I come and go from the house,” Anna said. Though Dee farmed goats, she had several extensive purpose-built enclosures adjacent to the large barn at the back of the house, none of which impacted on her coming and going.  
“Me too. A total pain in the arse if you ask me.” Margot drove slowly, the going even rougher than before. 
“Shit!” she swore under her breath; her hands white-knuckled on the wheel. 
Anna’s head felt like it was about to roll off as the car bounced violently through a huge washout. 
“Who the hell would live here?” Margot shook her head. 
After nearly a kilometre of rough going, they rounded a bend, and a small barn appeared in a clearing. They pulled to a stop in front of a wire-fenced enclosure on its right.
“Well, it doesn’t look like anyone’s at home, or has been out here for a while,” Anna said, noting the ankle high grass in the tyre-tracks that ran up to the side of the barn.  
“Yeah, it looks like—ahhhh!” Margot screamed, throwing herself sideways as a dog suddenly launched itself at her car door. It hurled itself again and again, battering the door and window, snarling and slavering. 
“It’s okay! You’re okay!” Anna cried, pulling Margot to her, and flinching at each assault. 
Leaning almost into Anna’s lap, Margot sucked in several big breaths. “Holy crap! That thing is demented!”
The dog bounced off the door again, leaving a large smear of pink-tinged saliva on the window.
“I hope the glass holds!” 
“It will,” Anna murmured, hoping she was right. “We’ll call the council and see if they have a ranger who can take our”— she winced as the dog threw itself against the car window again—“friend into care.”
“Care?” Margot flinched at the next assault on her car door.
Anna pointed at the small wire-enclosed pen that sat directly in front of them. “I’m not one hundred percent sure, but that looks like another dog lying over there. I’m guessing our friend has had to watch their mate die and they’ve had to fend for themselves for a few weeks, and their temper hasn’t improved in the process.”
The call for assistance made, they settled back into their seats. The dog made several more assaults on Margot’s car door before retreating a few metres and slumping to the ground. Anna could see it clearly for the first time. It was stocky, with a huge head, largely white, with a few tan-coloured patches across its back. It kept a laser focus on their car, issuing a deep-throated growl in warning every few minutes. It worked. They weren’t going anywhere.
Anna’s phone toned brightly, and the dog leapt to its feet, a muted growling rumbled from its chest.
“Just a message from Jake. He sent the aunt’s address,” Anna said, after checking her phone.
It was more than an hour later when the dog suddenly leapt to its feet again and howled, sending a shiver down their spines. It raced off down the track and disappeared. The sounds of its enraged barking eventually fading. 
“God, I hope whoever opened the gate makes it back into their car before Cujo reaches them,” Margot said with a grimace.
They waited. Eventually, the barking returned and they peered through the rear window. The faint sounds of a car engine could be heard in the gaps between the dog’s furious objections. 
“They’ve survived this far, that’s a good sign,” Anna murmured. 
A big white van with RSPCA in large capital letters next to green paw prints emblazoned on the side, rounded the bend and rolled slowly towards them. The dog ran alongside, snarling and snapping at the driver’s front tyre. The van pulled to a stop next to them. The passenger side window wound down a third of the way. 
Margot, leaning hard to her left, downed hers a bare centimetre in reply.
“Hi there,” a voice called from the other vehicle. It was male and older judging by the voice. Their car windows were so fogged they couldn’t make out anything more. 
“Hello! Thank you for coming! I’m really hoping you’re going to be able to deal with our canine friend,” Margot called. “His owner, or we’re presuming he was the owner, was found dead this afternoon.”
“Oh! That’s terrible! I’m sorry,” the voice from the van said. “But don’t worry, I’ll take care of her. You guys just stay inside!” he added unnecessarily.
Nothing happened for several minutes. No sound, no movement. Then suddenly the dog, who had been standing guard a few metres in front of the bumper bar of the van, raced away. 
“Did he get out?” Anna said, swiping the side of her hand around on the windscreen trying to clear a hole in the fug. 
Margot shook her head, scrubbing her side window. “I didn’t hear him get out, but he’s gone from the driver’s seat.” Her head dodged left and right, and her eyes squinted, trying to make out what was happening inside the other vehicle. 
She screamed. A large figure had suddenly materialised next to her window.
“Sorry!” came the man’s voice. “Didn’t mean to scare you. But just wanted to let you know the dog’s contained.”
Margot’s window whirred down. The ranger’s face appeared, leaning sideways. It was thin, very tanned and topped with a brush of grey bristles. 
“You’ve got the dog?” Margot peered down around his feet.
He nodded with a grin and thrust a thumb over his shoulder. “Yep. She’s in the back, chowing down on a bone as we speak.”
“Holy cow! How the hell did you do that so quickly?!” Margot said, opening the door hesitantly. The ranger stepped back; he was very tall with blue eyes encased in a sea of wrinkles. 
Anna upped her original estimate. From the voice she had thought he was in his sixties, looking at him now, she was sure he was closer to eighty. He must be a volunteer.
“It’s safe!” He smiled reassuringly.
Margot pushed her door open fully and got out. “I didn’t even see you get out of the car!” she said, looking up at him and shaking her head in amazement.
“I didn’t.” He grinned. “I just went in back, put some food in the cage and then swung the rear door open. Then I got the hell out of there. I was hoping she’d be hungry enough to jump in. She was. Once she was in, I shut the cage door—I’ve got a line set up that enables me to close it from the front … and ta-dah! She’s done!”
“Wow! That was impressive!” Anna said, joining them.
The ranger nodded but then his face clouded over. “Well, perhaps not that impressive. I saw that”—he pointed at the body lying in the enclosure—“and I thought she must have been here for a while without proper food.”
Anna waited a few seconds to let that
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