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No-one else believes there’s a murderer out there…

Grieving widow Andy Vaughn has struggled to get back to the real world after her husband’s sudden death. But her son needs her, and when a terrifying encounter with a snake reveals unknown skills, the American expat feels alive for the first time in years. She’s going to leave behind her career as a science teacher and instead start training as a national park ranger with a specialty in snake handling. There have been a high number of brown snake incidents in their small community over the last few months, and Port Matthews desperately needs an experienced snake handler on the Parks and Wildlife team.

But with two deaths and several close calls in only a matter of weeks, is the increased snake activity just an unusual spike? Or is something more sinister going on? New cop in town Dev certainly thinks something isn’t quite right, but nobody is going to believe the city cop with a chequered past. With growing suspicions that a serial killer might be out there using snakes as a weapon, Dev is going to need to find proof — and fast. Because the serial killer has a new victim in his sights, and she might just be the beautiful snake handler Dev is fast falling in love with.
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Chapter 1

He liked to watch.

More than a preference, it was his duty. His moral imperative, to bear witness. God had assigned him this sacred task and he would be faithful in carrying it out.

But above all that, he liked to watch.

Knees aching, he shifted his weight as he peered through the hedge at the back of the farmhouse. He had never minded the hours of waiting. Waiting near enough that when the moment came he could actually see the flash of realisation light their faces.

In the hour he’d been crouching here he’d remained all but motionless. Though the weeds had begun to prickle and itch, the shadows to chill, his legs to scream, he’d allowed himself no more than the barest flexing of his muscles. He would not ruin it all by revealing himself. He wasn’t a player. He just set the stage.

At last he heard footsteps from inside the house. The back door opened and the old woman stepped out onto the veranda, carrying her laundry.

Remembering how she’d laughed in his face, torn up his message, he was gripped by an impulse to rush at her and finish it himself. To feel her scrawny neck in his hands like one of the chickens that scratched in the yard.

He calmed himself. It wasn’t his place to exact revenge. Yet through his actions she would be judged.

Her white hair stirred by a gentle breeze, the woman came down the steps and walked to the wash line in the centre of the yard. He leaned aside to keep her in view, filled with a sudden rush of excitement. But she simply set her basket down and began hanging up her wash.

Frustration built. Was the old crow blind? He couldn’t have left it in a more conspicuous—

He caught his breath. She’d spotted the sack. He could see the puzzled expression on her face.

She picked it up, seemed to take note of its unexpected weight—but, thankfully, not the movement within—then opened it and reached inside.

A short sharp cry.

It was done.

She dropped the bundle and staggered back, clutching her hand. Turning for the house, she took but two steps before collapsing onto the grass. Her body arched, her legs kicked weakly, then she lay still.

Excitement faded to disappointment. Over so fast? Quicker than even he had expected. But then she was feeble. And perhaps more deserving than most.

He rose to his feet and pushed through the hedge. With his face uplifted to the sun he paused to drink in the warmth of God’s love, the unrivalled joy of knowing he had once again fulfilled his sacred role. Then he walked towards the body.

He circled around the woman’s head. As he bent to pick up the empty sack—its occupant now slithered off—he caught the slight movement of her fingers. He watched, impassive, as she opened her eyes, reached out a hand to him, then lowered her head and fell still once more.

The familiar urge to linger engulfed him, the same fascination that had kept him motionless behind the hedge for nearly an hour. No doubt he could have just set his snare and walked away; the outcome surely would’ve been the same.

But to see the wicked fall before God, the arrogant who believed themselves above his law …

Oh, yes. He liked to watch.


Chapter 2

From a bench at the edge of the ocean-side park, Andy watched Jeremy playing cricket on the lawn. She smiled at his gawky adolescent movements as he pin-wheeled the ball in his friend’s direction.

He’d changed so much in the last three years, growing from a solid seven-year-old to this tall gangly youth. But the biggest changes were beneath the surface, buried deep and far less innocuous. And, as she’d only recently begun to fear, they were ones she might be responsible for.

She turned to find Cheryl returning from the car. The woman set a plastic container on the table, then, shading her eyes, scanned the lawn. ‘You see Megan anywhere?’

‘She just headed over to use the toilet.’

Cheryl laughed. ‘Must be desperate. That kid has a thing about creepy-crawlies and those loos have been known to have spiders in them.’ She took up a knife, opened the container and began slicing the cake inside. ‘So are you going to tell me what’s eating you or do we have to play twenty questions?’

Andy smiled despite herself. She’d never been able to keep anything from Cheryl. ‘Has Jeremy seemed a bit down to you lately?’

‘Not that I’ve noticed. Why, you think he’s getting sick?’

‘No, I meant more … emotionally.’

When Cheryl looked over, Andy shrugged. ‘He spends more time at your place than at home. I thought you’d be the one to ask.’ She said it jokingly but there was more truth to it than she wanted to admit.

‘Well, he certainly hasn’t seemed unhappy to me. But then he’s usually off with Shawn in his room playing computer games so it’s hard to tell. What makes you think he’s having problems?’

‘Things have felt different between us lately. He seems so distant.’ Andy thought a moment. ‘Actually, maybe it isn’t all that recent. Maybe it’s been going on for a while now and I just haven’t noticed.’

‘Noticed what exactly?’

‘We never talk, never do anything together anymore.’

‘Sounds like why I split up with Liam.’ Cheryl licked the icing from her finger then plunged the knife in for another cut. ‘You’re doing something with Jeremy today though, aren’t you.’

‘He only came because you brought Shawn. He never tells me anything, Cher. What he’s doing, what he’s feeling.’

‘Ten-year-olds aren’t real big on that, especially boys. Even if there’s something they want to share, words don’t come easy.’

‘Yeah, I know, but … somehow I sense it isn’t that.’ Andy sighed. ‘To be honest I think it’s me.’

‘Why, what did you do?’

‘I’m afraid it’s more what I haven’t done.’ Andy dug her thumbnail into a crack in the table’s surface. ‘I’ve been thinking about things a fair bit lately and … Well, looking back, I have a feeling I mightn’t have been there for Jeremy as much as I should’ve been. Oh, I fed him, made him brush his teeth, do his homework. But I wasn’t always there. If you know what I mean.’

Cheryl blinked at her. ‘Shocking. The minute I get home I’m calling Social Services.’ When Andy didn’t smile, she set down her knife and slid onto the bench across from her.

‘So what are we talking here?’ Cheryl said. ‘You’re passed out drunk every afternoon when he gets home from school?’

‘No, of course not.’

‘High on drugs. Bringing home a different bloke every night.’

‘Cher, for God’s sake—’

‘Well, then what?’

‘I don’t know. It’s just that as I look back now I’m starting to realise I cut myself off from so many things. I quit my job, stopped going out. For a while there I hardly saw anyone, even you. I’m just afraid that, without ever realising it, I might have cut off from Jeremy as well. And now …’

‘Now what? He hates you for it? Come on, Andy. So you aren’t the perfect parent. So you had issues you had to deal with and sometimes it meant he got less attention. It doesn’t mean you ever stopped loving him, and Jeremy would bloody well know that.’

Andy shook her head. ‘When I look back on the last three years, it’s as though I’m seeing them through a fog. Everything I did … It was like I was simply going through the motions.’

‘It’s called grief, kiddo. Maybe with some clinical depression thrown in. And after what you went through it’s perfectly understandable. And forgivable.’

‘Maybe it is. But it still changed things.’ Andy looked over at the boys again. It was the first glorious day of spring—the sun was shining, the air filled with the scent of acacia and almond blossom. Yet all she could see was the child she had lost.

‘He won’t let me touch him, Cher,’ she whispered. ‘I try sometimes and he pulls away.’

‘You don’t think that’s just normal adolescent behaviour?’

‘I can’t remember the last time I hugged him.’ Andy swiped at her eyes.

They were silent a moment, then Cheryl sighed. ‘All right look, I’m no shrink but here’s how I see it: you loved your parents and you lost them; you loved Greg and you lost him. Each of those things would’ve been hard enough to deal with on their own but they happened less than six months apart.’

Andy cocked her head at a whisper of sound wafting towards them across the lawn.

‘Three years later,’ Cheryl went on, ‘you’re finally getting over the worst of it when it suddenly hits you—I still have Jeremy, I still love him. And that’s when the panic starts to set in. You see what I’m getting at?’

Andy frowned. The sound had stopped, but Jeremy and Shawn must have heard it too—they were standing frozen, looking towards the toilet block. ‘Cheryl, wasn’t that—’

‘Suddenly you have this desperate need to hang on tight. The need to make sure Jeremy is safe every second of every—’

Andy reached out and grabbed her arm. ‘Cher, listen.’

In the silence that followed the sound came again. A thin high-pitched scream, floating on the wind. Cheryl’s head turned.

‘Isn’t that—’

‘Megan!’


Chapter 3

The screaming had stopped by the time both women reached the old stone building.

Jeremy, who had gotten there first, turned to them as they came up behind him. ‘There’s a snake in there with Megan. It’s between her and the door and she can’t get out.’

‘Oh, my God!’ Cheryl rushed to the only window and called through the opening a foot above her head. ‘Megan, can you hear me?’

‘Mummy, it’s a snake! Get me out! Get me out!’

‘You stop that right now and listen to me!’ Cheryl scolded. ‘Have you been bitten? Did the snake bite you?’

‘No.’ The child’s voice was pitifully contrite.

‘Thank God.’ Cheryl slumped against the wall then raised her head again. ‘All right, baby, Mummy’s here. You just hang on while we think what to do.’ The woman looked around with panic in her eyes.

‘I called the police,’ Andy said pocketing her phone. ‘They’re on the way.’

‘You don’t understand.’ Cheryl took her arm. ‘There’s no time. Megan’s absolutely terrified of snakes. If that thing gets anywhere near her she’ll run right over it.’

‘Okay, hang on.’ Andy stepped to the window. ‘Megan, it’s Mrs Vaughn. Can you tell me where the snake is?’

‘He’s in front of the door.’

‘Is he moving or is he keeping still?’

‘He’s not moving now, but he was before.’

‘Okay, sweetie, and where are you?’

‘I’m standing up on the toilet seat.’

‘Good girl. You stay right there and we’ll have you out of there in a tick.’ She turned from the window and whispered to Cheryl. ‘Talk to her, keep her calm. I’ll go around and see if I can get the door open.’

But a moment later, as she stood before it, Andy held little hope of gaining access that way. The door was locked and mounted from the inside so lifting it off at the hinges was impossible, the gap beneath it too small to crawl through.

Andy squatted and peered through a knothole.

The snake lay motionless near the far wall. A large brown, six feet by the look of it, its black eyes glinting in a pin-point of light. She went back to report her findings.

In her absence the boys had dragged a picnic table over beneath the window. She climbed up on it and joined Cheryl, who’d been leaning in through the narrow opening.

‘Shawn thought we might be able to pull her out this way but the seat’s down the other end and I can’t reach her.’

Andy conveyed the bad news about the door. ‘But Megan’s in no immediate danger. She’s up out of the way and the snake isn’t moving around at the moment. Even if we do nothing, it’ll come out on its own eventually.’

‘I guess you would know—an ex-biology teacher and all.’ Cheryl seemed desperate to cling to that hope.

‘Mum, you kept snakes for pets as a kid back in America. Why don’t you just catch this one like you used to catch them?’

Andy nearly laughed. ‘Jeremy, those were harmless garter snakes. Not like a brown which is highly—’ She cut herself off too late. Seeing the horror return to Cheryl’s eyes, she cursed herself for her stupidity.

‘It’s a brown snake? In there with my baby? You saw it?’

‘As long as Megan stays calm she’ll be fine.’

The woman’s eyes had glossed with tears. ‘How long do you think—?’

A scream erupted from the cubicle behind them. ‘It’s moving, Mummy! It’s coming to get me!’

Andy thrust her head through the window first. Adjusting to the gloom took terrifying seconds but then she saw them—the little girl balanced precariously on her toes, the snake on the floor still in front of the door.

‘It’s coming closer. It’s coming to get me!’

‘No, Megan, he’s not going to get you. Snakes don’t go after people, honey, they try to avoid us as much as possible. This one just came in here by accident. He didn’t even know you were here.’

The girl stopped screaming but Andy could hear how fast she was breathing. Cheryl was right—much more of this and the kid would bolt.

She pulled her head out. ‘Jeremy, go find me a stick about the size of a broom handle. Shawn, take off your shoelaces and give them to me. Quick!’

Jeremy charged to the nearby scrub. Shawn dropped to the ground and ripped off his sandshoes.

‘You have an idea?’ Cheryl pressed closer.

‘What we need is like what a dog catcher uses. Something to immobilise the snake and hold it at a safe distance.’

‘Immobilise? But how—’

Jeremy came running back with a branch. ‘Straightest I could find.’

‘No, this is good.’ Andy grabbed it, snapped off its twigs, then accepted the shoelaces Shawn passed up to her.

She tied the laces together and made a small loop three inches from one end. Securing this section to the end of the stick, she passed a second loop of lacing through the first.

‘Andy, are you sure this will work?’ Cheryl said.

‘If the snake feels threatened it’ll strike at what’s moving. Hopefully that should only be me.’ Andy looked up, reading the terror in her best friend’s gaze. ‘I’ll wait if you want me to.’

‘Mummy?’ came the small voice from inside the toilet.

Cheryl looked out over the park, clearly hoping that someone with knowledge of what to do had suddenly, miraculously arrived on the scene. No sign of the police, no sirens in the distance.

‘Mummy, he’s coming. No, get away!’

Cheryl swiped her tears with a trembling hand. ‘Go,’ was all she managed to say.

Andy passed the noose through the window ahead of her. ‘Well, Megan, are you ready to come out of there?’

‘I want Mummy.’

‘I know you do, sweetie; she’s right outside. You’ll be with her very soon, I promise.’

Andy peered down into the shadows. With her body filling most of the window, the only source of light had been cut to a fraction.

‘I wanna go home.’ The little girl’s voice was shrill with hysteria.

‘All right, Megan, here’s how we’ll do this. You see the loop on the end of this stick? Sort of like a lasso, isn’t it? I’m going to put this over the snake’s head and pull it tight. Once I’ve done that he won’t be able to move and you can get down and walk to the door. Okay?’

‘Okay.’

At last her eyes adjusted to the gloom. She could see the snake directly below her, calmly probing the leaves with its snout. ‘Now I need you to stay absolutely still until I tell you to get down. Can you do that for me?’

A sniffle. ‘Yeah.’

‘Good girl. All right, here we go.’

Andy began inching her contraption lower. For the moment the snake seemed oblivious to them both. As long as her movements were slow and unthreatening—

She stifled a gasp. Shifting her weight across the sill dislodged a flurry of debris. Dirt and grit rained down over the snake. It pulled its head from the litter and froze.

Andy became a living shadow. If the creature looked up would it see the stick? The noose gently swaying despite her efforts to keep it still?

Snakes are not normally aggressive by nature.

She seized on the thought, repeating it to herself like a soothing Zen mantra. But another fact, unsummoned and unwanted, skipped through her mind and pushed it aside. Something she’d read once and now wished she hadn’t. Brown snakes can lift two-thirds of their length off the ground when striking.

Two-thirds. Of the six feet she estimated this specimen to be …

She swallowed hard. Her hands were well within that four-foot range, her trembling now coursing the length of the stick to the noose dangling inches above its head.

Its tongue flicked the air. Once. Twice. Then it calmly resumed its search for food.

She let out her breath. Tears of relief stung her eyes but she blinked them away. This could still work. Her quarry was alert but not yet alarmed.

She bent a bit lower … positioned the noose …

The snake raised its head. Andy lunged. But the narrow loop merely side-swiped its target. Again the snake froze, this time in response to the object brushing past its head.

Megan’s gasp from the end of the room told Andy the girl had been watching her closely. ‘You touched him!’

‘It’s all right, Megan. Just stay where you are.’

‘But Mummy said never to touch a snake.’

The brown had decided it was time to move on. Though still not in panic, it was turning away from this unknown thing that had dared to touch it, and towards the girl. In another few heartbeats it would be out of reach.

‘No! Get away!’ Megan screamed, pulling back. Her foot slid off the edge of the seat. She caught herself with a hand to the wall. ‘Mummy! Mummy!’

Andy bent lower, dropping the noose in the reptile’s path. The brown slid its head through the opening and stopped. With the laces positioned just behind its neck she yanked them tight.

‘Okay, Megan, now. Go for the door.’

‘I can’t, he’s moving!’

The snake was struggling to pull itself free, coiling its body for better leverage. Andy could feel its resistance growing. ‘Don’t worry, I’ve got him. Just go. Now.’

Megan sank to a squatting position and gingerly stretched one leg to the floor. The brown chose that moment to throw a large coil of itself in her direction.

‘No! Get away!’ She pulled back her foot.

‘All right, Megan, stay where you are. We’ll do this another way.’

The snake, now clearly in panic mode, was fighting with all its considerable strength. Hand over hand Andy began pulling up the stick, trying to bring its head within reach.

As more of its body left the ground, its struggles diminished. But the noose had slipped to the back of its head. All that weight held only by the tiny bones of its jaw!

With a last frantic stretch she grabbed for its neck. Corded muscle slid through her hands, twisting, fighting. So much power. Power now safely within her control.

‘Okay, Megan, you can get down now.’

Andy pulled her head back through the window and turned to the woman on the table behind her. ‘It’s over. She’s fine, she’s coming out.’

Cheryl jumped down and ran around the building.

As she listened to the sounds of their tearful reunion, Andy, still gripping the snake in her hands, sank down to sit on the table. Her contraption still hung from the creature’s neck so she settled its body across her lap, loosened the noose and dropped it aside.

After that, she discovered she just couldn’t move.

The breeze, so gentle and warm before, now felt cold on her sweat-bathed skin. The hair on her neck and arms was bristling, her breathing shallow, heartbeat rampant. Yet she sat transfixed by the glinting black pools of the brown snake’s eyes.

Many would have said they were lifeless eyes. Cold and sorrowless like those of a shark. But looking this deeply they seemed, to Andy, more impartial than menacing. More inviting than fierce. Just at that moment she could almost believe in the creature’s mythical power to hypnotise.

Snake. She had always been awed by this wonder of nature. Nearly blind, nearly deaf and with no claws or legs, it had thrived on the planet for millions of years. There was something serenely beautiful in its form. Its cool dry skin, its fluid movement. Yet the one she now held had the power to kill.

Am I afraid? she wondered, for in fact she couldn’t tell. It seemed she had transcended that simple emotion to something higher and beyond her experience. Her entire body hummed with awareness. Colours were brighter, fragrances sharper. The whole world had suddenly sprung into focus.

For three years she’d been enshrouded in grief, her senses and emotions deadened by pain. Now, for the first time since Greg had died, Andy felt wholly, vibrantly alive.



Chapter 4

After releasing the snake in some scrub, Andy kicked her way back up the beach, the white sand warm against her bare feet. An offshore breeze raised the brim of her hat and sprayed brine-scented mist across her skin.

She pushed past a prickly briar of salt bush, raising a flurry of red-brown butterflies. She shivered as the gossamer wings brushed her face. Butterfly kisses. Just like the ones she used to give Jeremy with her eyelashes. When he was little. In the days when he would let her close to him.

She hurried on. She’d taken her time returning to the park hoping to make sense of the feelings she’d experienced in her encounter with the snake. Feelings which, so far, had defied all analysis. Now she needed to get back to Cheryl.

Zigzagging through a cluster of rocks, she looked up when the park lawn came into view. A police car and an ambulance were parked in the lot beside the swings, lights flashing. Her heart did a freefall inside her chest. Where was Jeremy? What had happened?

Then she remembered. She’d called the police herself on her cell when all this had started. Nearly an hour ago now, she saw by her watch. They’d certainly taken their time about getting there.

She slowed and took a few deep breaths. Amazing how quickly her facade could crumble where Jeremy was concerned. How the fear ever-present below the surface could rise up and pounce without any warning.

Was that fear just of losing the one person she had left in the world? Or was it more than that? Was it what psychologists called compensation? A fear born of knowing that in the three years she’d been crippled by grief, something could have happened to him?

She would love to believe, as Cheryl insisted, that if Jeremy had needed her in that time she would have seen it. But the more she thought about it, the more she feared a different truth might eventually emerge.

Andy started up the lawn towards the playground. She could see Jeremy now, once again throwing the ball to Shawn as though nothing had gone amiss with their day. Cheryl was standing beside her car engrossed in conversation with a lean lanky officer as a paramedic looked Megan over.

Andy sighed at the sight of the second policeman waiting to intercept her near the picnic tables. She didn’t feel like talking about what happened but supposed she had to give some kind of statement.

‘Hey there,’ the officer greeted, stepping forward with his thumbs hooked casually through his belt. He was tall and straight with axe-handle shoulders and an athlete’s build.

Andy moved around him into the shade then turned to look up at his shadowed face—what little she could see of it with his hat brim and sunnies guarding all expression. ‘Hey,’ she echoed.

‘Sounds like you had a pretty close call. You feeling okay?’

‘Yes, I’m fine.’

‘Care to share details about what happened?’

‘There’s not much to tell really. We encountered a snake and we got rid of it.’ Andy returned the wave Cheryl sent her. She held up a forefinger—be there in a minute—then looked back at the faceless cop.

He stood peering down at her, oddly silent. His square jaw worked as he considered his next words. Or had he simply been waiting for her full attention?

‘So you actually picked up a six-foot brown snake,’ he said at last.

Andy strained to see his expression. Was it wonder or challenge she’d heard in his tone? ‘That’s right. It was in the outhouse with my friend’s little girl.’

He was silent again. Digesting, debating. ‘You are aware they’re highly venomous?’

She stifled a laugh. ‘I had heard that, yes. Which was why we figured we better get it out of there.’

‘By picking it up? You couldn’t have moved the girl instead?’

Andy felt the first prick of irritation. ‘We tried, believe me, but the door was locked and we couldn’t get to her.’

The corner of his mouth lifted slightly. Was he questioning her word now as well as her method?

‘Look maybe you didn’t get all the facts,’ she said. ‘I’m telling you there was no other choice.’

‘We got your friend’s account of what happened. Seems to me you could have handled things differently.’

‘Is that right?’ Annoyance was edging towards outright anger—the adrenaline lingering in her system perhaps. ‘Without even being here you can make that assessment?’

One dark eyebrow arched above his glasses. ‘You could have done something a bit less dramatic.’

‘Less dramatic?’

‘You have to admit what you did was risky. Not just for you but for the little girl.’

‘So you’re saying I should have just—’

‘I’m saying that no-one but a trained professional should ever attempt to handle a snake.’

She clamped on the words but couldn’t hold them back. ‘Well, maybe if you experts had gotten here faster I wouldn’t have had to do what I did.’

Nothing showed on that half a face. No tension in the jaw, no lines around the mouth. If she’d pissed him off he was hiding it well.

‘So what did you do with it?’

Andy blinked at him.

‘The snake,’ he clarified. ‘After you caught the thing, where did you put it?’

She shifted a bit. ‘I let it go.’

‘You released a venomous snake in an area you know is frequented by children?’

‘I didn’t release it in the park; I walked up the beach with it. I went at least a couple of kilometres and let it go in some native scrub. It’s not going to bother anyone there.’

The man breathed a sigh.

‘You think I should’ve killed it,’ she said. It was more challenge than question.

‘Given the situation, that probably would’ve been the safest course.’

‘Just ripped its head with my bare hands.’

He studied her a moment, as though she were some strange new species of bug. ‘You’re American, aren’t you?’

Nothing gets past you, does it, Sherlock? ‘What’s that got to do with it?’

He shrugged. ‘Just making an observation.’

‘Well, seeing as we’re down to idle chit-chat, does that mean I’m free to go? Or are you going to arrest me for reckless bravery?’

The slightest twitch at the side of his mouth. ‘I think we have all we need for now. Thank you for your cooperation.’

***

Dev watched the woman walk away, feeling the smile still tug at his lips. Funny how you could know in an instant that time spent with someone you’d only just met would be most entertaining, if not downright life-changing.

Funny too how that same individual might not share your view in the slightest. His smile grew. Still, he could imagine, couldn’t he?


Chapter 5

Andy walked briskly down the hall, hoping to arrive at her destination before uncertainty cut her off.

Three paces short of Jeremy’s bedroom she turned and started back towards the kitchen. She got as far as the bathroom and stopped again, one hand to her head, the other against the wall for support.

This was ridiculous. It wasn’t as though she were coming to break some terrible news to him. It wasn’t that they’d had a fight and had lingering resentments that needed sorting. She simply wanted to say goodnight to him. What could be so difficult in that?

Lowering her hands, she turned around, marched to his door and stopped just short of stepping through it. How to begin? What to say?

She racked her brain for a few simple words. Now that she’d stopped to consider the point, she knew she was hoping for more than a simple goodnight. A hug. A kiss. A meaningful conversation. Any gesture that could constitute a step towards breaking down the barriers that had grown up between them.

What she wanted most was to explain, but of course she couldn’t. Making him sit through a fumbling apology would ease nothing but her own sense of guilt. Her only recourse was to make a fresh start, make things up to him. Lavish him with so much love and attention he forgot how absent she’d been from his life these last three years. Hopefully, in time, he would forgive her.

But where to begin?

Andy looked down when a warm furry body brushed against her. Jinx, their black and white tuxedo cat, made a single tight circle around her legs then veered towards Jeremy’s open door. She snatched him up before he could enter. Just the excuse she’d been looking for.

‘Someone wants to say goodnight to you,’ she said, walking in with the cat in her arms.

Jeremy sat propped against the pillows of his bed. A bed that was not where it had been that morning.

‘You’ve rearranged things in here.’ She looked around.

His desk was in the opposite corner, the double bed against the wall. But the most notable change was the low chest of drawers which now stood lengthwise down the side of the bed. In order to lie down, he would have to climb up over the foot rail.

‘This is different, having your drawers against the bed like this. What was wrong with the way you had it?’

Jeremy shrugged. ‘I can reach all my stuff now.’

Andy scanned his bedside necessities—lamp, clock, iPod, books. Surely he’d been able to reach them all just as well from the side of the chest. She let it go.

‘It was good seeing the Bradfords at the park today, wasn’t it?’ She stroked the cat idly, deriving comfort from his warm little body. ‘I hadn’t realised how long it’s been.’

Jeremy flashed her a quizzical look. ‘I see Shawn every day at school, Mum. And Mrs B drives us to cricket training.’

‘Right.’ Andy sighed. She knew what he was saying—the rest of the world had continued to function in her absence. Including him. ‘How is cricket going, by the way?’

‘Yeah, okay.’

She strolled to his wardrobe and studied the pictures taped to its door—skateboarders caught in the execution of various daring and amazing stunts. ‘Mrs B and I were saying we should all go camping one weekend soon. Would you like that?’

‘Out at Cape Donnington?’

She turned at the hint of enthusiasm in his voice. ‘Either that or Coffin Bay National Park. Wherever you like.’

Their gazes met for but an instant, then he looked away.

She pawed the cat’s head. When he made an odd snuffling she looked down to see his eyes drawn into slits. She lightened her pressure.

‘There’s a long weekend coming up next month. Maybe we can arrange to go then.’

‘Whatever.’ Jeremy reached over and turned off his light.

Andy stood in the semi-darkness feeling stunned and sick at heart. Light slanting in from the hall illuminated the top of her little boy’s head, the tousled curls she had always loved. Was there nothing more they could say to each other?

She stepped towards the bed. Jinx had had enough of her indelicate handling and was struggling to get down. But as she moved to set him on the covers she found her way blocked by the chest of drawers.

Understanding hit like a splash of cold water. Jeremy’s arrangement was no thoughtless act. The chest was a barrier. An obstacle strategically placed to prevent her leaning down and kissing him goodnight.

She nearly groaned with the realisation. The lengths to which he was willing to go just to avoid any contact with her. Cheryl would have told her she was just imagining it. But Andy knew better.

Suddenly unable to support its weight, she dropped the cat on the foot of the bed. He walked to the pillows and head-butted Jeremy in the shoulder. His arm reached out, thin and bare and oddly vulnerable, encircled the cat and pulled it against him.

Drawing the image to her heart, Andy quietly left the room.


Chapter 6

Dev grabbed the handle above the squad-car door and lifted his body off the bucking seat. Riding the corrugations in the last ten kilometres of limestone road had been enough to loosen the fillings in his teeth. But this current stretch of potholes, engaged at better than seventy Ks, was going to give him a dropped kidney for sure.

He slanted a look at the man behind the wheel, wondering if his youthful manic-eyed partner was actually bent on destroying them both. More likely this was just one of Ian Lonsdale’s ongoing and not-so-subtle initiation rites, a series of larks designed to highlight the differences in their respective backgrounds.

If that was the case, Dev had no intention of giving him a reaction. He turned to gaze casually out the window instead.

The land on either side stretched to the horizon in undulating hills, a sprawling landscape broken only by the occasional stand of sugar gum or hollow of native scrub. Rolled bales of hay, like giant snail pellets, dotted the cleared and desiccated paddocks. Freshly shorn sheep stood in contrast to the remaining stubble, as ubiquitous as flies at a summer barbie.

Dev shook his head. Six months ago, even two for that matter, if someone had told him he’d one day be living in a place as remote and rural as Port Matthews he’d have laughed in their face. Yet here he was, of his own free will. Deverell Allen Jenkins. Sydney boy born and bred gone feral.

And for what?

It certainly hadn’t been the prosaic lifestyle which had attracted him. Nor the considerable cut in pay and loss of amenities. At thirty-four he’d had no burning desire to begin his career afresh. He’d come to Port Matthews with no hopes save one—that its townsfolk would let him get on with his life and put the past behind him.

But apparently even that was too much to ask.

At first he’d thought it just his imagination. You didn’t go through all he had in the last two years and not come out of it a little paranoid. Small-town fellowship and lack of anonymity was new to him, but it seemed to explain how others could know who he was and where he’d come from before actually meeting him.

Then he’d begun to notice little things at work. The cool civility masking a deeper disdain. The whispered exchanges when he turned his back.

He’d known the law enforcement service was too close-knit a community for word not to get around eventually. But he’d hoped to at least be given the chance to make a clean impression before the worst was known. That the rumours had preceded his arrival in town was a setback he wasn’t sure he’d ever overcome.

So far Ian Lonsdale seemed the one person unfazed by his reputation. Maybe it was the fact that Ian was a first-year recruit. Maybe he’d experienced something similar in his life and knew how it felt to be ostracised. Or maybe he was just one of those rare human beings who judged a man not on what he heard about him but on what he saw for himself.

Dev glanced aside as the car fishtailed through a right-angle turn. Then again, maybe his partner was an inbred bumpkin who wouldn’t know a black sheep if it bit him in the arse.

Ian slowed the car and turned it onto a private farm drive. By the height of the weeds growing up through its centre, Dev judged the track to be little used though someone reportedly lived at the end of it. ‘I gather Mrs Harris doesn’t get out much.’

Ian looked over, startled for an instant, as though he’d forgotten Dev was in the car. ‘Nora Harris is in her eighties and hasn’t driven since her husband died. Bad heart.’

‘And she lives out here alone?’

‘A neighbour stops by regularly and checks on her. Takes her shopping and to the bank. Old boy named Reynolds. That’s who phoned us.’

‘She have any relatives?’

‘Two daughters in Adelaide. From what I hear they tried to get her to move over there but she refused.’

As they passed through the gate of a dilapidated fence, the roof of a shearing shed appeared over the next rise. ‘Sounds like you know the family,’ Dev said.

‘Never actually met them, but in a town this size you know of just about everyone. Nora’s a cocky’s wife. Lived on this place all her married life and probably wants nothing but to die on it.’ They pulled into a yard formed by two open-faced sheds and a weatherboard house.

‘Looks like she might’ve got her wish,’ Dev said.

They stepped from the car and walked to a small patch of lawn at the back of the house. Beneath the clothes hoist that stood in its centre lay an overturned laundry basket, its contents on the grass, and a body partially obscured beneath a sheet. Drawing nearer, Dev saw strands of fine white hair protruding from one end.

‘I left her as I found her. I didn’t do naught but cover her with that sheet.’

‘Mr Reynolds,’ Ian said, extending his hand towards the man now coming down the back porch steps. ‘I’m Officer Lonsdale, this is Officer Jenkins.’

The old man put out a leathery hand. Beneath the brim of his sweat-stained Akubra, his face was pale. ‘Wasn’t sure who to call. Guess now I shouldn’t have troubled you blokes, seeing as it was most likely her heart what killed her. Should’ve just got on to Doc Lathram.’

‘Don’t worry, Mr Reynolds, you did the right thing. Was Doctor Lathram her regular physician?’

As Ian began the routine inquiries, Dev studied the area around the body. He confined his movements to the concrete path, mindful of disturbing any evidence of a crime. But a first look showed no signs of violence and, deciding the ground was too hard for any impressions to have been left, he stepped onto the lawn for a closer inspection.

He crouched beside the woman’s head, carefully lifting the sheet that covered her. She lay face down, head towards the house, left arm stretched out slightly before her.

There were no significant wounds he could see. No bleeding, no bruising, no marks near her throat. Her clothes—a sleeveless white blouse and loose-fitting black shorts—didn’t appear torn or disturbed in any way. A fresh abrasion on her outstretched hand was the only visible trauma of any kind.

Dev heard the screen door slam behind him.

‘I checked the house,’ Ian said, coming down the steps. ‘Nothing seems amiss and Reynolds’ statement supports natural causes. Her GP’s on his way out to confirm but I’d say we got ourselves a simple heart attack.’

‘Maybe not so simple. Look at this.’

Standing beside him, Ian looked down at the spot on the woman’s hand Dev was pointing to. ‘Scratches. Probably happened when she fell.’

‘Look closer. Here in the centre. Those look like puncture marks to me.’

Ian squatted and shielded his eyes from the glare of the sun. ‘Well, I’ll be buggered.’

‘Snake,’ Dev said, unconsciously wiping his hand on his shirt. His mind flashed briefly on their call-out to the park the day before—the woman who’d rescued the little girl. ‘Are browns and tigers all you get around here?’

‘The odd red-bellied black, I suppose. A few death adders but they generally keep more to the coast.’

The two men rose and stood staring down at Nora Harris’ hand.

‘So you reckon it was snakebite and not her heart?’

Dev frowned. ‘I’d have thought she’d at least have enough time to get inside and phone for help before the venom took effect.’

‘Maybe she was down the paddock when it happened. Maybe this was as far as she got.’

‘Don’t think so. I’d say she was working right here.’ Dev pointed to the overturned laundry basket. ‘Some of those clothes are still a bit damp.’

Ian considered the fact then smiled. ‘All right city boy, what do you think happened? Wow me with your investigative insight.’

Dev shook his head. ‘Not my job anymore.’

‘Yet you still noticed the clothes were damp.’ Ian laughed. ‘Face it Deev-o, you’ll be a dick till the day you die. Probably got this whole thing figured out already. So come on, let’s hear it.’

Dev sighed and looked down at the lawn. ‘Well, from the way she’s lying, I’d say she was heading for the house when she fell. But from where the basket is—behind her and on its side like that—I’d say she was running blind and tripped over the thing.’

Ian huffed. ‘Even a country boy like me could work that out.’

Dev began pacing the area slowly, reconstructing the scene as he saw it in his mind. ‘She came outside to hang up her clothes and set the basket down here by the pole. While she’s busy hanging up the first piece, snake comes along and parks itself beside her. She bends down to pick up the next bit of wash and the mongrel bites her.’ He stifled a shudder. God, how he hated the slithering brutes. ‘Explains the fang marks on her hand, not her leg.’

Ian was nodding. ‘With you so far.’

‘She panics. Runs for the house, falls over the basket and dies on the spot.’

‘But you said the venom wouldn’t act that fast.’

‘Not for most people. But for someone with a heart condition the shock of being bitten might’ve brought on a fatal attack.’

Dev wandered slowly around the yard, gaze fixed on the dirt. Behind him the body of Nora Harris was being loaded into the back of an ambulance.

Having finished his questioning of the woman’s physician, Ian headed towards him. ‘You ready?’

‘There was someone else here recently,’ Dev said. ‘These tyre tracks don’t match Reynolds’ car or any of the rest of us.’

Ian looked down at the evidence and shrugged. ‘Maybe another of her friends dropped by.’

‘We should check on it. I found this under the hedge over there. Looks like a piece of some kind of brochure. It’s clean so it hasn’t been there long.’

Ian examined the snippet of paper, then handed it back. ‘The GP confirmed your first analysis—heart attack brought on by encounter with a snake. Why are you worrying about scraps of paper?’

‘Because it wasn’t just thrown away, it was torn to bits first, suggesting whoever did it was angry.’

‘Wow, you are good. All of that from this little piece of paper.’

‘Never mind.’ Dev turned and started for the car.

Ian trailed after him. ‘Hold on, let’s follow this through. So you reckon someone else was out here, gave old Nora a brochure and somehow pissed her off. How does that fit with the snakebite theory?’

‘It doesn’t. You’re right, forget I mentioned it.’ Dev got in the car and closed the door, slipping the scrap of paper in his pocket.

Ian settled in the seat beside him. ‘So you think we should stop at that other house now or go back to the station first?’

‘What other house?’

‘It’s on the sheet there. Nigel said the call came in just as we were leaving before.’

Dev looked down at the clipboard between them. ‘Actually, mate, I don’t think we’ll ever need to check on this.’

‘Why not? Nige said it was important.’

‘I’ll bet he did. Did you have a look at this name he gave you?’

Ian waved a hand. ‘Abe something, isn’t it?’

‘Abelard Shafknacker.’

‘Yeah. So?’

Dev looked over to see if he was kidding. Apparently not. ‘Last week it was Phineas Dinkfinkle. The week before that, Minerva Snodgrass. What happened in both those cases when you checked on them?’

‘When I went to the address, they said no-one lived there by that name.’

Dev waited for the penny to drop.

Ian stared back at him.

Stifling a sigh, Dev set down the clipboard. Truth be told if he’d first encountered Ian on the streets of Sydney he’d have thought him just another drug-crazed youth. Ian had a long, loose-jointed body that seemed to want to slide out from under him and he wore a natural expression of bewilderment. Dev had always hoped it was just a facade.

‘Nigel and the others are setting you up,’ he explained. ‘You’re the new guy so they’re having a bit of fun with you.’

Ian’s face crumpled to a wounded scowl. ‘You’re newer than me. How come they don’t do it to you?’

Cause you’re an easier target than a grain cylo, mate. ‘I’m just new to the area, not the force. Guess they reckon I’ve been around enough to have seen most set-ups.’ Then again, Dev considered, perhaps he hadn’t been let off entirely. Being constantly paired with Ian might be Nigel’s way of setting him up. Yet if Ian could overlook his rumoured faults …

‘Look, don’t let it worry you. It’s just their way of making you feel welcome. Helping you fit in.’

Ian’s frown lifted. He swung the car around full circle and eased it past the ambulance at a respectful speed. ‘Wouldn’t mind that actually. Fitting in I mean. Didn’t happen much at school. Guess I was always that little bit different.’

Dev chewed his lip. No doubt he was the kid who walked around with the ‘kick me’ sign stuck to his back.

‘Thanks for setting me straight though, Dev.’

‘No worries.’

Ian steered the car sedately down the drive.

Dev gripped the hand rail as they swung out onto the corrugated track.


Chapter 7

Andy searched the group of people standing at the fence of the Port Matthews airport. Before she even left the plane she knew that Jeremy was not among those awaiting her flight’s arrival. A knot of disappointment tightened in her chest.

Almost the entire three days she’d been away in Adelaide she had thought about him. She’d hoped the time they’d spent apart would help her put their problem in better perspective. It hadn’t. She had no more insight now into how to mend their deteriorating relationship then when she’d first grown aware of it. And Jeremy, it seemed, couldn’t care less.

Andy forced a smile as she greeted Cheryl at the gate a few moments later. The woman’s round freckled face and welcoming hug did little to alleviate her disappointment.

‘Where are the kids?’ she said offhandedly as she pulled her suitcase from the baggage trailer.

‘They’re in the car. Shawn got a new computer game and the boys assured me it was far more interesting than watching a little Cessna come in for a landing.’

Cheryl shook her head as they started across the car park. ‘I remember when Shawn would have happily spent an entire day here, watching the planes land and take off.’ She sighed. ‘Our kids are growing up, Andy. They’re leaving us behind.’

They reached the car and Cheryl threw Andy’s bag in the boot. As Andy got in, she turned to the three passengers in the back seat. ‘Hey guys, how is everyone?’

‘Hi Mrs Vaughn!’ Shawn and Megan chorused.

‘We got a surprise for you!’ Megan quickly added, filling the void of Jeremy’s silence. His eyes never left the iPad he was holding.

Andy accepted the newspaper clipping that was thrust over the seat. ‘Hey, what’s this?’

‘It’s a story about you saving my sister from the snake,’ Shawn said.

Andy stared at the newsprint photo. In it a tall, thirty-ish woman with long wavy hair stood before the Seaview Park outhouse, a six-foot brown snake strung between her hands. ‘Where did this picture come from? I don’t remember—’

‘I snapped a quick shot with my phone before you let the thing go,’ Cheryl said.

‘And you gave it to the newspaper?’

‘We thought you should be recognised for your act of bravery.’ Cheryl looked in the rear-view mirror. ‘Isn’t that right kids?’

‘Yeah!’ Leaning across her brother’s lap to see the game in Jeremy’s hands, Megan shouted her response in Shawn’s ear.

He shoved her away. ‘Next time could you let the snake get her, Mrs Vaughn?’

The two mothers laughed.

‘What do you think, Jeremy?’ Cheryl prompted. ‘Aren’t you proud of what your mum did?’

‘I guess.’

Andy faced the front, trying to appear unfazed by her son’s lack of interest. ‘Well, thank you very much everyone. I think.’

Cheryl started the car and steered it through the car park. As they pulled onto the highway that flanked Port Matthews’ Hallet Bay, Andy fixed more closely on the photo in her hand. ‘I look positively dazed in this.’

‘And that surprises you?’ Cheryl said. ‘It’s been a fortnight and I’m still stunned by the whole affair.’

‘It wasn’t how I felt though.’

Cheryl glanced over. ‘So what did you feel exactly?’

Andy started to reply, then thought better of it. There was no way she could explain even if she wanted to. ‘Not all that much.’

‘Well, you must have felt something to make you want to rush off and do a ruddy course on the subject. A three-day seminar on handling poisonous snakes? Honestly Andy, sometimes you worry me.’ Cheryl’s tone softened to one of curiosity. ‘So how was it anyway?’

‘Excellent. We learned about the different species, venom toxicity, first aid, trapping techniques. The instructor even let us handle the specimens in the university collection.’

Cheryl grimaced. ‘Dead ones, I hope.’

Andy shot her a disdainful look. ‘We wouldn’t have learned much from handling dead snakes, now, would we?’

‘We? You mean there are other people like you?’

‘There were fifteen in this particular class and the institute holds them all summer long.’

Cheryl shook her head. ‘Explain it to me. Why are you doing this? I mean I know a girl needs a hobby but, why snake handling of all things?’

Again Andy felt the inadequacy of words. She’d been asking herself that very question since deciding, ten days ago, to do the course. So far no logical explanation had come to her. All she knew was that her recent close encounter had affected her in a way she felt compelled to explore.

‘Let’s just say that experience in the park rekindled a childhood interest of mine.’

Cheryl sighed. ‘So, you like snakes—weird, but okay. What’s wrong with those nice harmless varieties? Why poisonous ones? Why something so dangerous?’

‘First of all, as you yourself will have to admit, knowing how to catch a snake can prove quite handy in the bush.’

‘Okay, fair enough.’

‘If you’re prepared and know what you’re doing the danger is reduced. In most cases you don’t even have to touch the thing. You use a hook to pick it up and a bag to carry it. As to why …’

Andy looked out across the bay. Its face was as calm and still as her own at that moment. But beneath the surface, in more shadowy depths … ‘The fact is I’ve been thinking about going back to work.’

Cheryl’s head snapped around. ‘Now that’s the first sensible thing I’ve heard you say. But what’s it got to do with handling snakes? You’re not thinking of moving are you? You’re not going to become the snake keeper at some big city zoo?’

‘Relax. For better or worse Port Matthews is home. But at the same time I can’t go back to teaching. There are just too many memories at the high school for me.’

‘Understandable,’ Cheryl said softly.

‘So I’ve been thinking about making a career change, trying something completely different. It’ll involve some training but that’s okay. Money isn’t a problem yet and I certainly have the time.’

‘Training for what?’

‘To be a park ranger.’

Cheryl looked over. ‘A ranger?’

‘I think it would suit me. I like nature, I like working outdoors, I already have a degree in biology. The only other course I need is taught locally at TAFE so I wouldn’t have to be away from Jeremy while I did it.’

‘Sounds like you’ve been giving this some thought.’

‘I have.’ Andy sat up straighter in her seat. ‘I decided it was about time I rejoined the human race.’

‘Well, good for you! And if being a ranger is what you want to do, then I say go for it.’

They’d reached the outskirts of town. Cheryl turned the car inland onto the road that led to Andy’s farmlet. ‘So tell me,’ she said casually, ‘did you meet anyone interesting at this snake fancier’s course?’

Andy took a perverse delight in misconstruing her words. ‘Lots of people. Research scientists, university students, a herpetologist from overseas—’

‘That’s not what I meant.’

‘I know what you meant, Cher. But as I keep telling you, meeting someone interesting is not what I’m after at the moment.’

‘I just thought, since you were undertaking a new career, you might choose to open up other aspects of your life as well.’ Cheryl turned to check that the kids were intently focused on their game and lowered her voice. ‘Andy, you’re thirty-four. It’s been three years. How much longer are you going to wait?’

Andy didn’t answer. She was sure Cheryl wouldn’t like her response. Nor could she lie about how she felt. She’d long since accepted that no-one would ever replace Greg in her life. It wasn’t something she’d logically decided. It wasn’t a rule she had to guard against breaking. It was just how it was.

She imagined that there were others, like Cheryl, who believed she had waited too long to resume her life. And perhaps, if she were totally honest, she’d admit she wondered it herself sometimes. Was it normal to still mourn a man after three years?

Under ordinary circumstances possibly not. But as Cheryl herself had pointed out, of the four people Andy had held most dear in life, three had been taken from her in the space of twelve months. Who wouldn’t feel lost for a time?

But was it normal to keep a dead man’s jacket sealed in plastic so it wouldn’t lose his scent? Was it normal, on nights when the pain was unbearable, to take out that jacket and lie with it in her bed? To nestle her face in the warm fleece lining, stroke the suede that still smelled of his skin? To drape the coat’s heavy sleeve around her so it seemed the man himself held her close?

She hadn’t used the jacket for a while now and that, she supposed, was an encouraging sign. But at the same time, she knew she wasn’t ready to give it up. To hand it over to St Vincent’s, as she had all Greg’s other clothes, was unthinkable. Why, he’d been wearing that jacket the day they had met.

She’d first seen him boarding the plane in New York—one of ten American teachers fresh out of college and eager to see Australia via the open-term contract its government had offered them. He’d ended up sitting in the seat beside her and at some point in the dark hours of that seemingly endless flight, he’d slipped the jacket over her as she slept, telling her when she woke that she’d simply looked cold.

The funny thing was she had been cold. And a little frightened at leaving her country for the very first time. But that jacket had been like a lover’s embrace, as assuring and comfortable and warm as its owner.

She’d thought him a little naive at first. But that, she discovered not long after they’d landed and were heading for the taxi stand outside the terminal, was just part of his laid-back manner. For it was he who’d seen the shuttle bus vaulting up out of the underground car park. In her jet-lagged state she’d stepped right out in front of it, only to be lifted and set gently back on the curb by his hand beneath her arm.

It’d happened so fast she’d felt a bit stunned. He’d lifted her clear off the pavement as easily as she would have picked a flower. She would never forget looking up into his concerned eyes and having the most absurd yet powerful premonition of her life: this is the man I’m going to marry.

She’d laughed out loud at herself for that, bringing a quizzical smile to his lips. She might just as well have clasped her hands together and sighed ‘my hero’ the way she was gawking up at him! But her premonition had proved correct.

The next day they’d found themselves on a train bound for the same South Australian seaport town. Eleven months later, after a fairytale courtship and brief engagement …

The car bounced over the cattle grid at the foot of Andy’s driveway, snapping her from her reverie. Thoughts of her wedding day faded as she looked out at the avenue of red gums winding its way to the house on the hill.

Beside them, a paddock sloped away gently to the creek that formed the farm’s lower boundary. That meandering watercourse fed a seasonal lake on the far side of the road, a body of water which, for the moment, shone like a sapphire in the golden setting of surrounding fields. In another month it would be dry as dust.

Many had thought she would leave Port Matthews after Greg died but at no time had it ever seemed right to her to do so. A year after his death, unable to abide the ghosts any longer, she had sold the first and only house they had shared and bought this small farmlet ten minutes from town. She had thought to put her life in order with that move. Little had she known it would not be enough.

The car swung around the drive’s upper circle and rolled to a stop in front of the yard. Andy got out and helped Jeremy retrieve their bags from the back.

‘Give me a call,’ Cheryl said as the two stood side by side at the car window. ‘And Jeremy, you’re welcome to stay with us any time your mum gets sick of you.’

‘Thanks Mrs B. See ya, Shawn.’

The wagon drove off. Andy turned to finally greet her son. Only to find him walking silently away up the path towards the house.


Chapter 8

Inside, Jeremy went straight to the lounge room. By the time Andy got there he was sprawled on the couch, engrossed in another video game.

She stood in the doorway looking down at him. She’d hoped for the chance to give him a hug after they’d emerged from Cheryl’s car. Once again he’d managed to evade the exchange.

She set down her case. It didn’t matter. He could go on trying to avoid her if he wanted but she was going greet him properly. She started towards the couch and was just side-stepping the coffee table when Jinx jumped up onto Jeremy’s chest.

‘Hey, Fur-face, how you going?’ Jeremy immediately put the game on hold and wrapped both arms around his pet. ‘Did you miss me, you little fleabag?’

Andy sighed. Even the cat got more of his affection than she did. She bent down anyway, planting a kiss on Jeremy’s brow. The scent of his hair rose in her head and for an instant she had to squeeze shut her eyes.

Then she stood back and cleared her throat. ‘Did you have fun with Shawn while I was away?’

Jeremy picked up the iPad again and resumed his game. ‘Yeah.’

‘What’d you guys get up to?’

‘Mrs B took us to the beach yesterday.’

‘That was nice of her. Were the waves any good?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Did you bring the boogie boards?’

‘Yeah.’

Andy sighed. Another of their usual conversations—questions from her, single-word, barely audible responses from him. Still, she couldn’t help trying for better. ‘What else did you do?’

‘Me and Shawn went fishing off the jetty this morning.’

‘Catch anything?’

‘Just a puffer. We let it go.’

‘Too bad, I would have liked fish for dinner. Hey, by the way I brought you something.’ She unzipped her case and took out the package she’d packed at the top. Jeremy set Jinx down and swung his legs off the couch to accept it.

She watched his face as he unwrapped it, eager for a sign she had chosen wisely. The light that filled his eyes made her smile.

‘Oh, wow, Surf Racer! Thanks Mum!’ He tore the disc from its packaging, got up and inserted it into the game console. A moment later he was back on the couch.

Andy slumped. Anyone with the least bit of foresight could have predicted it. What had she thought? That Jeremy would set his present aside and choose to have a heart-to-heart with her instead?

Greg would have known. But then he would never have needed such bribery to get close to his son. He’d always been on Jeremy’s wavelength. Indeed the special bond they’d shared made Andy feel even less equipped to fill the gap he’d left in Jeremy’s life.

She stood searching for something to say. Would he even consent to talk about their problem? ‘Jeremy?’

The game started up and emitted its beeps and squawks. ‘Yeah?’

‘Do you think maybe sometime you and I could—’

From inside her bag her phone started ringing.

Let it ring, she told herself. The sound persisted. She opened her bag, snatched up the phone and turned for the door.

As she left the room she wondered if Jeremy had even noticed she’d left.

‘Do I have to come?’ Jeremy said when she returned to the living room a few moments later.

‘I’m just asking if you’d like to. Mrs Pendergast said she needed my help with something. She didn’t say what, but it shouldn’t take long.’

He brightened suddenly. ‘I’ll come if I can drive.’

‘Now Jeremy we talked about this. You’re still a bit young yet.’

‘But I can reach the pedals; I tried the other day. Please, just in the paddock? Their property’s right next door. We could go through the paddock gate.’

Andy couldn’t help smiling at his eager expression. A possible way they could finally connect? ‘All right, let’s go.’

They arrived at the home of Ralph and Mary Pendergast a few minutes later. As Jeremy stopped the car in the driveway, the round woman bustled out quickly to meet them.

‘Oh, Andy, thank you so much for coming. I’m sorry I had to bother you with this but I didn’t know who else to call.’

‘It’s all right,’ Andy soothed, puzzled by her agitation. ‘I just hope I can help. What is it? What’s wrong?’

The woman clung to Andy’s arm as she guided her a few steps towards the house. ‘I wouldn’t even have thought to call you if I hadn’t seen your picture in the paper last week. I just thank God you live so close by.’

‘My picture?’ Apprehension squirmed in her stomach.

‘I came home from shopping a short while ago. Took my bags out of the car and went to the front door like always.’ The woman shuddered. ‘I’d actually put my hand on the doorknob before I saw it!’

‘Saw what?’

Mary pointed. There between the screen door and the wooden one behind it, a long slender form writhed in confinement. In the shadows it was difficult to see, but Andy guessed it to be another large brown snake.

‘I was that close to opening the door!’ Mary said. ‘Can you imagine if I had? As it was, I nearly died of fright. You can see my groceries there where I dropped them—a dozen eggs smashed on the footpath!’

Andy had taken another step closer, considering if a rescue was really necessary. She could see the small hole in the bottom of the fly screen through which the snake had undoubtedly entered. ‘You know, if we just leave him alone he’ll most likely come out the same way he went in.’

Mary was aghast. ‘What if someone comes to my door?’

‘We can block it off. Put up a sign to warn people.’

‘What if it’s a child? Someone who can’t read? And what about Tully? I can’t keep him locked in the shed all day and night.’

Andy frowned. She’d forgotten about her neighbour’s young labrador. Puppies and snakes didn’t mix at the best of times and Tully was about as stupid as they came. And the other scenarios, while unlikely, were certainly possible.

‘I’m sorry,’ Mary said. ‘I know you think I’m making a terrible fuss over nothing. But I can’t even go inside knowing that thing is there.’

Andy watched the brown snake thrash. Despite the fact that no-one was in any danger, this was a rather more ticklish situation than her encounter in the park. This snake was feeling anything but calm. What’s more, in shorts and sandals, she was hardly dressed for an encounter with one. But perhaps there was a way around that.

‘Have you got some string?’ she asked at last.

‘I’ve got some bailing twine in the shed. I’ll go get it.’

‘The longer the better,’ Andy called after her. She stood silently calculating the length she would need. Twenty feet from the door to the driveway, another ten to reach the car, three to loop it up through the window—

‘He looks pretty mad.’

Jeremy’s voice, so close behind her, made Andy jump. She turned to find his attention riveted on the snake’s movements behind the screen. ‘He’s probably more frightened than angry,’ she said.

‘That’s what makes them bite though, isn’t it? That’s what you said. Snakes only bite you when they feel scared.’

Andy smiled. Was that concern she heard in his voice? ‘Don’t worry, I won’t be getting anywhere near this one.’

Mary came around the house with the twine. Giving the front door a wide berth, she went to the footpath and handed it over.

‘I think the safest place for you two now would be in the car,’ Andy said.

Mary didn’t need telling twice. ‘Come on, Jeremy, your mum knows what she’s doing.’

‘Sure,’ Andy muttered once the woman had led her son away. ‘I know what I’m doing. One three-day course makes me an expert.’ She made a small slipknot in the end of the string, then turned and started up the path.

Ten feet from the door she slowed. At two, she stopped and stood frozen in awe.

The brown’s gyrations had not diminished. One instant it lay at the base of the door, the next it shot upwards, uncoiling to a height almost equal to her own. A film of flyscreen less than a millimetre thick was all that separated them.

Andy reached out. This would be the only tricky part of her plan. If the snake escaped while she was standing at the door, it might not take kindly to her blocking its only path to freedom. But what were the odds?

Slowly she slipped the loop of twine over the tip of the doorhandle and drew it tight. The snake lunged upwards. She yanked back her hand at the feel of its body slamming the screen.

When it dropped away, she passed the string’s end behind a rung of the security grating just below the handle. Stepping away with the end in her hand, she fed out more line as she backed up the path.

She let out her breath. The hard part was over. One small tug on her end of the string and the screen door’s handle would depress and release. And with enough string to reach nearly out to the road she could pull the door open from the safety of the car.

‘Tully, no!’

Andy caught movement from the side of the house even as she heard Mary’s shout. The young labrador, overjoyed at its escape from the garden shed, bounded across the grass and hurled itself up at her.

Even at this she might have stayed upright. Had it not been for the broken eggs greasing the path.

***

Jeremy watched for one tense moment as his mother tied the string to the handle of the screen door. When she backed away, he saw the line feed out and relaxed. Mrs Pendergast was right, she knew what she was doing. He picked up his iPad and switched it on.

He didn’t look up again until Mrs P screamed. In the confined space of the car interior it completely drowned out the sound of his game. What was she making such a fuss about? It was only Tully coming out to say hello.

He set down his game. Now here was something to be interested in. Not some dumb snake, but a big, lovable, boof-head dog. He’d wanted one like this for as long as he could remember.

He watched the lab bound across the lawn towards his mum. He laughed when it leaped up and planted its paws in the middle of her chest.

His smile died when she stumbled back. Her feet slipped in something Mrs P had dropped on the path. Woman and dog went down in a tangle of string. The line pulled tight. The door flew open.

Jeremy had seen a newscast once of a live power line snapped in a storm. That same writhing, twisting sinew of black was what seemed to drop out onto the footpath now.

Tully turned and ran for the car, summoned at last by his mistress’s voice. In his wake sat a woman frozen like stone, her legs out straight across the path in front of her. What was she doing? Get up. Run!

Jeremy opened his mouth to scream but nothing came out. He watched disbelieving as the snake whipped forward, straight up and over his mother’s bare legs. His eyes widened further as it came towards the car and vanished beneath it.

He lunged across the seat to the opposite window. The tail end of the snake was just disappearing under a bush on the other side of the driveway. Only then did he let out the breath that had lodged in his lungs. He quickly turned back and looked towards the house.

His mother was just getting up from the footpath. She brushed herself off, seeming none the worse for her fall. Mrs P had already left the car and rushed to her side, fussing and talking loud the way old people do.

Jeremy sat back, breathing hard. In his mind a curtain slowly descended over the scene he’d just witnessed. In a moment everything that had happened, and might have happened, was obscured from his thoughts.

By the time his mother returned to the car, he was peacefully playing his game again.



Chapter 9

Dev sat staring at his phone on the table. The wall clock ticked above the refrigerator. Water dripped onto last night’s dishes sitting unwashed in the kitchen sink.

He didn’t need to look up the number; it had long since been committed to memory. What he did need was several tall shots of Jack Daniels, neat. Nothing less would ease the tremor in his hand, the dark apprehension that writhed in his chest.

He shoved that burning need from his thoughts. Crutches, he’d decided, were not to be a part of his hopeful new life. He picked up the phone.

His fingers left smears of sweat on the screen. He held his breath as nearly two thousand kilometres away the distant exchange began to ring.

Someone picked up. Dev heard the gravelly voice say ‘hello’.

An unseen hand tightened round his throat. He listened to the voice speak several more times, then the line disconnected.

‘So how are things with you, Dad?’ he whispered only then, speaking his words to a phantom ear.

Dev shook his head. Had it come to this? The only way he could speak to his father was to imagine it? Well, so be it then. He’d try anything for a bit of peace.

He waited for the conjured reply. In his mind, at least, the man’s words were civil. A pleasant query about his own situation.

‘You know how it is—new town, new people—takes some getting used to. But I’m coping all right. The job?’ Dev laughed. ‘What can I say? It’s the bush. Not exactly Kings bloody Cross.’

He clenched the phone as the tone of the other voice altered abruptly. Even in his mind he could not control it.

‘You know why I left, Dad. I was finished at Redfern. Even if I went back, they weren’t about to forget what happened.’

And you think they will now? You think you can fix it by running away?

‘I didn’t run.’

Three generations. Your sister, Pa, me, Uncle Kev. Never a blemish on the name. Until you.

The tightness was back. Even to this ghost of his imagination, he could not say the words.

I’d have insisted on the damn inquiry. But you didn’t seem to want that, boy. Why is that? Afraid they might have got to the truth?

‘How can you be certain what the truth is when you’ve never listened—’

You’re a fool if you think this changes things. No way it can. Not for them, and certainly not for us.

The imagined call ended.

Dev gently set down the phone.


Chapter 10

Andy stepped from the early-morning heat into the air-conditioned foyer of the TAFE administration building. She went to the counter but the woman she’d spoken to on her previous visit wasn’t behind the desk. The only one in the office was a slight man bent over something in its far corner.

‘Excuse me,’ Andy said after several minutes.

He straightened and turned, presenting her with his thin acne-scarred face. ‘I’ve enrolled in the Land Management course being offered this summer. I’m here to pay my fees.’

‘Mrs Chadwick gets in at nine o’clock.’

‘Yes, but I thought maybe you …’

He pointed to the cleaning trolley standing in the doorway, then held up the bin still in his hand. You blind? I’m just the janitor, lady.

‘Oh. Sorry.’

Two couches faced each other in the reception area behind her. Andy went to the rack of course summary pamphlets, selected a few that looked interesting, then sat down to wait.

As she thumbed absently through the material, she considered the major step she was taking. More than a change of career was in store for her. In choosing to return to work she’d be effectively ending her period of isolation. And while that might sound good in theory, she wasn’t sure she was ready for it.

She’d been alone for so long and, as awful as that had been at times, she wondered if she wasn’t just used to it now. It felt comfortable, when she stopped to think about it. Predictable and far less complicated. On her own she could keep things just as they were. There’d be no need to worry she might ever …

An open newspaper appeared before her face. Startled, she blinked up at the person who held it—the man from behind the counter again. Boy, really, she thought to herself. He looked barely old enough to be out of high school.

‘Is this you?’ He pointed to the page.

She looked at the photo then back at him. Up this close she could see his eyes were a pale shade of aqua. ‘Yes, that’s me. Not a very clear picture, is it?’

‘What did you do with the snake afterwards?’

The question surprised her. He wasn’t going to give her a hard time like that phobic cop had, was he? ‘I let it go. And before you ask—’

‘Most people would’ve killed it,’ he said.

‘Yes, I know. But I didn’t think it would be a danger to anyone where I left it. Snakes do have a place in the world.’

He studied her with those strange pale eyes. ‘You don’t think—’

‘Eli, shouldn’t you be down the hall by now?’

Andy looked around at the sound of a new voice. Coming through the outer doors was a middle-aged man in a tan shirt and pants. Grey hair curled about his round dimpled face, giving him somewhat the look of a cherub.

By the TAFE name tag pinned to his shirt, Andy surmised he might be able to help her. She got up and turned to say a parting word to the lad she’d just been talking to, but he was already walking away up the corridor.

‘I hope he wasn’t bothering you,’ the newcomer said as he leaned over the counter to drop an envelope on the office desk. ‘Normally he doesn’t say much, but every once in a while he just latches onto somebody.’

‘No, he was fine. Just asking about something he’d seen in the paper.’

The man narrowed his eyes at her, then his face cleared. ‘Of course, you’re the snake lady.’

Andy laughed. ‘Is that what I’m called now?’

‘I’m glad I ran into you, Mrs Vaughn. I was planning to give you a call.’ He put out his hand.

‘Andy, please.’

‘Fred Quilliams, lecturer for the Land Management course you signed up for. Do you have time for a quick word?’

Two minutes later Andy sat opposite the man in an office down the hall, her registration papers on the desk between them.

‘I see here you’ve enrolled in the full program,’ Quilliams began as he studied the form. ‘So you’ve decided to become a ranger. Bit of a change from teaching high school.’

‘After nine years I felt I needed a break from it.’ Andy hoped this was just preliminary small talk. She didn’t much care to go into details.

‘What subject did you teach?’

‘Biology and general science.’

‘Well, that should give you a good leg up on the course material.’ He consulted the form again. ‘It also says here you’ve recently completed the SA Institute’s snake-handling course. Have you had much experience with venomous snakes?’

‘Not a lot, no. But I kept a variety of non-venomous species when I was in school back in the States.’

He considered her reply, then set down the forms. ‘Every summer Parks and Wildlife gets dozens of calls regarding snakes. Mostly just people after information—how to keep snakes away from the house, what to do in case of a bite, that sort of thing. But occasionally we have a real emergency. Situations much like what you dealt with in the park the other week.’

Andy nodded as though she understood, but in fact she couldn’t imagine where he was leading.

‘Normally the department has someone on hand to assist in such cases. But as it turns out we’re short-handed this summer and our local office has no accredited snake handler at the moment.’

Quilliams leaned forward onto his arms. ‘Any chance I could interest you in the job?’



Chapter 11

Ted Seacombe tipped his cold tea into the sink and rinsed the cup. He would’ve enjoyed a nice cuppa after all the work he’d put in that morning, loading those bales to the top of the shed. But as luck would have it, his unwanted visitor had chosen the only spare minute he’d had all day to come calling.

How long had it taken to get rid of the man, Ted thought, checking his watch. Ten minutes? Twenty? Long enough for his tea to get cold that was for sure. And it was too late now to make himself another; he had to go to town to pick up Joy.

He strode out the back door and let it slam. Even this far out bush it seemed a body wasn’t safe from bible bashers. What rubbish they spouted at times! This one in particular, going on about redemption and ‘purity of faith’. The way Ted saw it, either you believed or you didn’t. Why complicate things with degrees of faith?

He slid onto the front seat of his aging ute, groaning at the ache in his lower back. Sunlight reflected off the bonnet. He punched open the glove box to get out his sunnies.

His first thought was that the grandkids had played him a trick, tried to scare him by hiding a pop-out toy where they knew he’d encounter it. But the thing that sprang out at him struck his hand twice, each contact like the snap of large rubber band. What kind of spring-loaded toy could do that?

Whatever it was had just flopped out onto the floor and now lay concealed in the shadows beneath the dash. Ted squinted down at it, leaned a bit closer. Something shot up and struck the side of his face.

An icy chill bloomed in his gut. The thing he’d just glimpsed had been long, thin and black. He looked in the rear-vision mirror. Two pinpoints of blood stood out on his cheek. With a gasp of revulsion he lunged out the door.

His feet tangled beneath him and he fell heavily into the yard. He scrambled a short distance then turned to look back into the yawning cab.

Nothing moved.

He got to his feet and looked at his hand. Paired puncture wounds marked his palm and his wrist.

Snakebite. Dear God, not one but three! What did that do to his chances of survival? He didn’t even know what kind of snake it was. Only that the mongrel was big and pissed off. Heart thudding like an old Holland bailer, he took out his handkerchief and bound his left hand.

Ted racked his brain as he ran for the house. Don’t panic. Think. But his thoughts were a blur. All the times he’d crossed paths with a snake in his life, all the close calls he’d had over the years, and now, when the worst scenario actually presented itself, he couldn’t remember what he should do.

He needed help fast, that much was certain. He sure as hell wasn’t getting back in the ute so that left the phone.

He stumbled as he raced up the veranda steps. ‘Get a grip, old fool,’ he told himself as he got to his feet and ran inside.

The funny thing was he had never feared snakes. When you worked the land as long as Ted Seacombe had, you knew about them. Knew where they were most likely to show up around the farm and when.

Many’s the time he’d stood rock still as a tiger or brown slid past his feet. Snakes were just part of life in the bush. Any cocky would tell you that. But then who among them would expect to find one in the glove box of their car! How the bloody hell had the thing got in there?

Ted crossed the kitchen and snatched up the landline, for the first time in his life regretting that he’d never gotten a mobile. He scanned the list of emergency contacts taped to the wall and punched triple zero for ambulance.

A spiderling of horror danced up his spine. If he’d merely jumped the dial tone there should still have been a sound of some kind. He depressed the lever and let it spring back.

Silence as deep as an empty well.

He tried again, hammering the device till his finger went numb. How was it possible? Only last night he’d called Emma in Perth. Had he used the phone at all yet today? In his present state he couldn’t recall. He slammed it down and stood gripping the counter.

‘You’re in a bit of strife now, mate.’ He swiped at his face. Hell, he was sweating like a cow in a slaughterhouse ‘Well, you can either go to pieces or pull your finger out and do what needs doing.’

From the block on the counter he grabbed a knife, then snatched the dish towel from its rung. He cut the towel lengthwise into strips and used them to bind his wrist and hand.

There was nothing he could do for the bite on his cheek. The only thing now was to start walking.

The driveway was less than a kilometre long. If he could get to the road, he could flag someone down. Even if he blacked out once he got there, anyone passing would surely stop for him.

The thought that he might be unconscious when found prompted him to do one last thing. He tore a page from the notepad near the phone, wrote the word ‘snakebite’ in a large unsteady scrawl, then pinned it to the front of his shirt.

With a last frantic prayer, he left the house.

The midday heat was oppressive, the sunlight a needle piercing his one good eye. The other had swelled shut somewhere back on the driveway. He didn’t know how much further he could walk—his legs felt horribly weak.

Ted staggered down the middle of the road. He’d lost track of the number of times he’d vomited since leaving the house. A golf ball-sized lump throbbed in his armpit. He tried to keep his mind fixed on reaching the junction, but the pain in his head and hand was distracting.

The sound of an engine penetrated his thoughts. He raised his head, quickened his pace, then heard the sound growing louder behind him. He turned as a grey Holden sedan pulled to a stop at his side.

‘You!’ Ted blurted, seeing the driver through the open window. He felt a brief absurd hesitation, then leaned closer. ‘Been bit by a snake. Need to get to hospital fast.’

The driver reached around and opened the back door. ‘Get in and lie down, try to keep still. The less you move around the better.’

Ted climbed in, collapsing gratefully onto the pamphlet-strewn seat. What did it matter who had picked him up? At that moment he wouldn’t have cared if the devil himself was behind the wheel.

He drifted in and out of consciousness as they drove. At times it seemed an eternity had passed, at others as though he had never left the farm. At last the car came to a stop. He was aware of hands lifting him out. A hard lumpy surface beneath his back. A dazzling light was shone in his face.

He waited for their questions to begin. He’d clung to his last shred of sentience so he could answer: What was his name? Who should they call?

A sound surprisingly like his back door slamming. Movement nearby. He forced his eye open. Seconds to adjust to the blinding white … The silhouette of a man standing over him.

He gasped and pulled back. Were those snakes writhing about the man’s head? No, just a gum tree above him. Looking up at its branches like this it had only seemed …

Ted squinted. It was a gum tree. He raised his head and looked around. A shed. A low-slung limestone house with a veranda. The swing where he’d pushed Adelle as a girl.

And the face of a man he’d never seen before that morning.

He tried to get up but the ground threw him down again. ‘Are you crazy? Told you I need a hospital.’

A hand reached towards him. For an instant he felt his hopes reborn. It was all a mistake. Just some horrible venom-spawned illusion. He watched as the fingers moved to his chest. And tore away the note he had pinned to his shirt.

‘No. Please, help me.’

The figure bent over him. It almost seemed there were two of them now. ‘Purity of faith, Mr Seacombe,’ they told him smiling. ‘Purity of faith.’


Chapter 12

‘Two fatal snakebites in just on a fortnight and you find nothing unusual in that?’

‘It’s the bush. It happens.’

Shaking his head at his partner’s reply, Dev stared down at Ted Seacombe’s body. The grossly swollen upturned face brought the sting of bile to the back of his throat. ‘How many snakebites did you have last year? On the whole peninsula.’

Ian frowned.

‘How many the year before that? And of those you did have, how many were fatal?’

‘Well, I don’t know the exact figures but—’

‘Has there ever been a death from snakebite in this town?’

Ian’s frown deepened. ‘Not that I know of. But that doesn’t mean the chance of it happening hasn’t always been there.’

Dev pulled up short. It was one of those rare times his partner had said something that actually made sense.

‘Look, I’m sure this has nothing to do with Nora Harris,’ Ian insisted. ‘Some years there are just more snakes around than others. Has to do with the weather or something.’

‘Why didn’t Seacombe drive into town? There’s nothing wrong with his ute, you said so yourself. Why is he laying here in the yard, two metres from the cab, with its door wide open?’

‘Didn’t have time to go anywhere, I guess. With three bites in him—’

‘He had enough time to go inside and dress two of his wounds. Why didn’t he call for help while he was in there?

‘Maybe the phone’s out.’

‘It’s not, I checked—working just fine. Nah, mate, something doesn’t add up.’

‘So what are you saying? It wasn’t an accident?’

‘That’s how it’s starting to look to me.’

Ian laughed. ‘Deev-o, come on. Snake as a murder weapon? How would the killer even manage it? I mean how would he not get bitten himself?’

‘A trained handler might know a way.’

‘Mate, you’ve been living in the city too long. What would the motive have been? Theft? According to Seacombe’s wife nothing was missing from either the house or the sheds. And if it was a grudge, wouldn’t a bullet have worked just as well?’

Dev looked down at the body at his feet. ‘Not if you wanted to make it look like an accident.’

***

Andy unlatched the chook yard gate and rolled a rock into place to keep it propped open. As she stepped back to let the bantams into the garden she scanned the treetops for nesting maggies.

She spotted one in the bare twisting branches of a nearby sugar gum, its black and white head tipped to one side, the better to glare down at her with one watchful eye. Seeing Andy so near its tree, it began scraping its beak along the branch. A butcher sharpening his knife on a stone.

Andy smiled. The minute she turned, it would launch its attack. The instant it could no longer see her eyes it would swoop from its perch, glide silently up behind her and peck her scalp.

Not today, mate.

She took off her sunglasses, turned them around and set them atop her French twist. With ‘eyes’ now at the back of her head she strode unhurriedly across the yard.

Her work boots slapped up plumes of dust. Early November and the soil was already parchment dry. After the record low rainfall of the past winter she wondered if they had enough water stored to last the summer. It was going to be close. From now until April, rain would fall sparingly, if at all.

It was one of the things she missed about the States. Summer rain. Gentle and sweet or a purging thunderstorm that left the air smelling of ozone and moss. Dry heat wasn’t all it was cracked up to be, she had long decided. The world grew monochromed under layers of dust, and instead of mosquitoes you got swarms of flies.

Andy ducked the branches of a sprawling acacia and entered the chook house. The interior was several degrees cooler than the yard. She went to the row of nesting boxes and began scooping out the warm eggs.

She heard the sound before she saw anything—the distinctive shhhh of scale over straw. An ebony ribbon shot out from under the nesting boxes, over her foot and vanished behind her.

She turned around slowly. The snake had retreated to the shed’s far corner. It lay watching her from a puddle of sunlight. Though she couldn’t be certain, it looked like the same one she’d seen a few weeks ago. A peninsula brown about five feet long.

As it had then, the creature was showing no signs of aggression. It was metres away now and had a clear path of escape. If she kept her distance it would leave her in peace. She turned to resume gathering eggs, then stopped at a disturbing thought.

She’d never much worried about snakes on the farm. There were always a few in the summer months—one year she’d seen as many as ten—but she’d always left them to go about their business and they in turn had caused her no trouble.

But this was different. If this was the same snake she had seen before, it meant the creature had taken up residence, established this as its seasonal territory. And while that too wouldn’t normally bother her, with the scene at the park still fresh in her mind, she found herself worrying about Jeremy. He didn’t often come to the chook house, but he did occasionally play cricket on the lawn. If the snake ever happened to venture that far …

You let the thing go in an area you know children will come to?

Andy pushed the cop’s words from her mind. She was against killing snakes for no other reason than that they were there. No-one could eliminate all risk of snakes on a rural property. Jeremy would have to learn, as all farm kids did, to take the necessary precautions in summer.

Most people would’ve killed it.

She wavered at this. In her opinion the risk was remote. But was she prepared to take even that slight chance where Jeremy was concerned?

No, she could not. Yet that didn’t mean she had to kill the thing. She would catch it, drive it far enough away that it couldn’t come back, and let it go. After all, that was her job now.

Andy set the eggs back in a nest. She moved forward with exacting care till she stood within metres of the coiled reptile.

The brown didn’t move. Black, unblinking eyes regarded her. The occasional flick of its tendril tongue was all that proclaimed it a living thing.

She felt the pull of dark fascination, the open wonder she’d known since childhood for things most people found abhorrent. Spiders. Lizards. Insects. Frogs. All had captured her interest at one time or other, but none more so than this strange life form. What was there about it that intrigued her so?

Edging closer, she slid her feet through the layers of straw. She was near enough now to have expected a reaction—a drawing back, a rearing up—but the snake lay still.

Why was it so unafraid of her? Was it simply the fact she’d approached it slowly? Some unconscious signal she was giving it? Something in her stance, her body language that told it she was not a threat?

Or was it more than that? Something not so scientific? Did those black eyes see what no human could? The depths, the nature of a person’s soul?

Karma was the word she was searching for. That cosmic cloak people wove around themselves by the deeds and energy they created in life. If you believed in that sort of thing. Which, of course, she didn’t.

Yet wasn’t it remarkable how calm the snake was? How close it had allowed her to come without protest?

She found her foot sliding ever closer, her body leaning towards that hypnotic gaze. She put out a hand. Bent at the waist.

And then it was gone. A thread of quicksilver, superheated, melting away. Out through a crack in the corner of the shed.

She stood feeling power ebb from her body. A strange sense of loss. Her eye still held its form in retreat. Elegant. Alluring.

And utterly lethal.


Chapter 13

Jeremy poured himself a bowl of cereal and carried it to the kitchen table. From the newspaper and library books spread out across it he could see his mother had already been into town and back. He was usually up earlier on a Saturday morning, but last night he hadn’t slept well.

He sat down, catching sight of his mother as she worked in the herb garden outside the window. He couldn’t remember his dreams exactly but sensed they’d had something to do with her.

A terrible panic had pulled him awake more than once during the night. Each time he’d been in the process of shouting a warning, the nature of which eluded him the instant he’d opened his eyes. But looking out at his mother now, he knew it was her he’d been calling to.

Pushing all thoughts of the nightmare aside, he shovelled a spoonful of cereal in his mouth. His gaze settled on the newspaper askew in front of him. One word sprang out at him from its front-page article. Snake.

He turned it towards him and began to read.

***

Dev sat in the spare bedroom of his rented farmhouse, a scientific journal open on the desk before him. In the four days since Ted Seacombe’s death, in addition to extensive searching online, he’d visited the town library and both newsagents, buying or borrowing every book he could find about snakes. So far he’d unearthed some interesting facts.

Paramount among them were several to do with the incidence of snakebite in Australia. Of the five hundred to three thousand cases recorded annually, only an average of fifty occurred in South Australia. And, of these, only ten percent resulted in a severe reaction. When you sat down and worked it out, the two deaths in Port Matthews so far this season equalled the state’s total for the past twenty years.

Still, as compelling as they were, all these figures confirmed was that he’d been right to be suspicious about recent events. They did nothing to substantiate that the deaths of Nora Harris and Ted Seacombe had, in fact, been murder. In theory, at least, they could still have been accidents.

Dev turned a page and studied more photos. He had to confess to a mild phobia where snakes were concerned. Beyond the healthy respect required, the bloody things made his skin crawl. He’d sooner face a punk in a dark city alley than the three-foot brown he’d spotted near his garage only that morning.

The snake had moved off at his approach, but not half as fast as Dev had beat it back to the house. How did people live out here? Between the snakes, scorpions and poisonous spiders it was a wonder anyone survived. And if someone was deliberately planting those snakes …

He closed the book and set it aside. It was time to take his unauthorised investigation a step further. It was time to find out who in Port Matthews would’ve been capable of such a crime.

He left the bedroom and padded down the hall to the kitchen. The semi-furnished house still felt alien to him. Surrounded by nothing but trees and crop land, being here felt more like camping in a national park. A far cry from his cramped Redfern apartment.

And as to the noise! The odd city siren was nothing compared to sheep bleating all through the night, magpies warbling at the first hint of dawn, and the neighbour’s bull bellowing just metres from his bedroom window.

Dev did a quick google search on his phone then tapped in a number.

‘Parks and Wildlife,’ a woman’s voice said.

‘I’d like to speak with someone that knows about snakes, please.’

‘Most of our rangers can tell you about the local species, sir. What sort of information were you after?’

‘Actually, I was wondering if you had anyone in your department with experience handling poisonous snakes.’

‘As a matter of fact we do. As of this week.’

As of this week? Another coincidence? That the accidents occurred around the same time this person was hired?

‘Are you having a problem with a snake near your residence?’ the woman asked. ‘Would you like me to send our handler to remove it for you?’

Dev’s mind raced. What better way to meet his first suspect? ‘I’d appreciate that. There’s a snake hanging around my shed and I’m not comfortable with the thought of killing or trying to move it.’

‘We don’t advise people do either of those things. If you’ll give me your address I’ll send Andy out to take care of it for you.’

***

Jeremy pushed his bowl of cereal away. His mouth had gone too dry to swallow. Two deaths in Port Matthews in less than a month, both from snakebite. With an unsteady hand he laid down the newspaper.

Beneath its corner he saw one of the books his mother had recently brought back from Adelaide. Reluctantly, as though it were a living and dangerous thing, he picked up the copy of Australia’s Venomous Snakes and began flipping through it.

The colour plates caught his eye at once. Pages and pages of specimens identified. Juveniles, hatchlings, variations in regional subspecies. All contributing to his mounting unease.

He turned one last page and sucked in his breath. Here were photos not of snakes but of their victims. A hand, its thumb gone black as charcoal. A leg grossly swollen and purple with bruising. But it was the one of the man lying unconscious on a hospital gurney that caused Jeremy’s breakfast to sour in his stomach.

At once he could hear the respirator’s hiss. Feel the rough sheets and cold glinting steel. Disinfectant was suddenly rife in the air. Like the man he had visited in the last stages of illness, this victim looked helpless and beyond all redemption.

Jeremy jumped when the kitchen door opened.

‘Well, hello sleepyhead. I was wondering when you were going to surface. I was afraid you might have overdone it with all that sun yesterday.’

Jeremy had to swallow before he could answer. ‘I was … tired.’ He pushed the book away as his mother came towards him.

‘You must have been. You went to bed fairly early last night and still …’

Her words trailed off and he risked a quick look at her. She was staring down at him with a worried expression. ‘Jeremy, what’s wrong?’

‘Nothing, why?’

‘You’re white as a sheet. Are you all right?’

He shifted. ‘I’m fine.’

She felt his brow. ‘You sure? You seem a bit warm. Maybe we should take your temperature just to be—’

‘I said I’m all right!’

***

Andy stood stunned as Jeremy left the room. This time he’d done more than simply evade her affection—he’d brushed off her hand as though her touch were repugnant to him.

She sank down heavily into a chair. It was several moments before she heard her mobile ringing.


Chapter 14

From the shade of his jasmine-edged veranda, Dev watched the late model Toyota sedan coming up his driveway. He rose from his chair and walked down the steps as it pulled into the yard.

A woman got out. Thirty-ish, with a mane of wavy red hair tied back at the nape of her neck. She came round the car, pausing briefly to open the back door and remove what looked like two sticks from the seat.

There was something perhaps a bit too bold about her features to enlist a description of classically beautiful yet the package certainly worked for him. Generous mouth, full lips, feathered brows. Her dark-eyed gaze was direct yet reserved, as though she’d tell you exactly what she thought of you but not until you asked her.

‘Can I help you?’ he said, stepping up to greet her.

‘If you’re Mr Jenkins I believe it’s you who requested my assistance.’

Dev blinked back at her. He leaned down to look more closely into the car. She was alone. ‘You’re the snake catcher?’

That was a mistake. He should have taken that no-nonsense look of hers more seriously.

‘Is there a problem?’ she said.

‘No, no problem. It’s just …’ He gave what he hoped was a disarming smile. ‘Steve Irwin you ain’t.’

She turned and opened the car door again, tossed her equipment on the back seat, walked around to the driver’s side, got in and started the engine.

‘Hey, what are you doing?’ Dev said through the passenger window. ‘I thought you were going to—’

‘I’ll go back to the office and tell them you’d rather have a man help you with your problem, Mr Jenkins. There isn’t one on our local staff, but if you call Whyalla they might be able to send one down in a week or so.’

‘Whoa, whoa! Hang on a minute!’

Dev slid around in front of the car and up to her window. ‘I never said you couldn’t do the job, I just wasn’t expecting …’

She arched her brows.

The angle of her jaw was suddenly familiar but Dev couldn’t pick where he’d seen her before. ‘The woman I spoke to at Parks and Wildlife said she was sending Andy out. Which, I gather now, is short for Andrea. I apologise. It was an honest slip, I meant nothing by it.’

When she just stared back at him he blew out a breath. ‘Look, to be perfectly honest, I’m not all that great with snakes. I’d really appreciate your taking care of this for me.’

She reached down and shut off the engine. Once again she climbed from the car, retrieved her gear and turned to face him. ‘Where is it?’

‘Over there by the shed.’ He pointed behind her. ‘It was—’

An ear-splitting din cut off his words. From the fence less than a stone’s throw away, a Murray Grey bull stood bellowing his interest to the cows grazing in a neighbouring paddock. Conversation impossible, they stood waiting till he ran out of steam.

Dev unclenched his jaw, muttered a string of heartfelt oaths, then noticed the woman’s curious gaze. ‘Sorry about the noisy neighbours.’

‘Not a problem.’

‘It would be if you lived here,’ he said, glaring hard at the bull. ‘He carries on like that all night long.’

‘The snake, Mr Jenkins?’

‘Right. This way. And the name’s Dev.’

As they crossed the yard, Dev drew to mind the first of the questions he wanted to ask her. If the snake had moved on, she wouldn’t be sticking around very long so he had to be quick.

‘You live here alone?’ she said, distracting him. Another time he might have been intrigued by the implications of such a question.

‘Yeah. Just moved in a few weeks ago.’

‘Any animals aside from cattle? Any pets, any dogs?’

‘No, no pets.’ He took a breath to begin his enquiry, but again she pre-empted him.

‘Any idea what kind of snake it was?’

‘Sorry, no. It was light brown is all I know.’

‘Did you try to catch it?’

‘Not bloody likely.’ Despite the joke, he was getting frustrated. He needed to ask her—

‘Did you or anyone else try to kill it?’

‘I sure didn’t. And as I said, I’m alone out here.’

‘Did you try to scare it or drive it away?’

He sighed. ‘No, I offered it tea and bickies.’

The woman stopped and turned to look up at him. Despite his frustrations he almost smiled. He’d done it now. Those eyes of hers were glinting fire. Only they weren’t brown as he’d originally thought, but a dark shade of green. Nice. Very nice.

He gathered his thoughts. ‘Sorry, but what’s with all the questions?’

‘I’m trying to determine what mood the snake’s in.’

‘What mood it’s in? You mean like if it’s happy or sad? They get a little melancholy now and then, do they?’ He just couldn’t seem to help himself. Something about that feisty look of hers …

‘I’m more concerned with how agitated the snake might be, Mr Jenkins. If it’s calm, it’s easier to catch it. If someone’s been chasing it around with a rake, odds are it’s all stirred up and ready to strike at the first thing that moves. I’d rather that wasn’t me if you don’t mind.’

‘Right, gotcha. Good thinking. And it’s Dev.’

She gave a tight smile. ‘So is this the shed?’ She nodded at the iron-clad building they’d stopped beside.

‘This is it. Last I saw him he was here in the doorway sunning himself.’

‘When was that?’

‘A few hours ago.’

She looked back into the open garage. ‘Wait here,’ she said and stepped inside.

Dev leaned a shoulder against the door frame, watching intently as she crept slowly forward. She moved like a cat that had spotted a mouse, her body poised with muscles taut.

It was a body that had seen a fair share of healthy exercise, he assessed. The legs outlined by those form-hugging trousers had the lines of a runner or maybe a swimmer. Again he got the sense he’d met her before, but the time and occasion just wouldn’t come to him.

He forced his gaze out across the yard, directing his thoughts to the matter at hand. ‘You must really love snakes to be doing this kind of work.’

‘I like all animals. But it seems to me snakes have gotten somewhat of a raw deal. It angers me the way people go out of their way to kill what’s essentially a useful and inoffensive creature.’

Inoffensive? Well, if understanding and empathy for the murder weapon were a criteria in this case, it certainly seemed he’d found someone with both. ‘The woman I spoke to at P&W said you’ve only been working there a short while.’

‘Four days exactly.’

‘Does that mean you’ve only just moved to the area?’

‘I’ve lived in Port Matthews for eleven years.’

‘Really?’ Dev made a mental note to check the local incidence of snakebite before and after that time. ‘But you’re not Australian.’

‘No, American.’

That stopped him dead. Yes, of course! The woman from the park. He hadn’t seen her face properly that day because she’d been wearing sunnies. But it had to be her. How many snake-loving Yanks could there be in one small town? He stifled a smile. The attitude alone should have told him it was her.

‘What did you do before you took up snake catching?’

‘Taught biology at the local high school.’

He grilled her as she searched the building, questions with the innocuous ring of friendly banter. Where in the States had she come from? What had originally brought her to Australia? Did she go back very often for visits?

‘So how many of these rescues have you done so far for the department?’ he said.

‘You’re the first.’

He looked around at the closeness of her voice. She was standing at the door beside him again. The sunlight danced on her hair like flame.

Judging from the evenness of her expression, she hadn’t yet recognised him, which was hardly surprising since he’d been wearing sunglasses that day as well. He debated briefly whether to reveal the fact they’d met before but decided against it. They hadn’t exactly hit it off that day.

‘The snake doesn’t appear to be in here,’ she said.

‘You sure? He was here a little while ago.’

‘There aren’t many places for him to hide. Your shed’s very tidy.’

‘Just haven’t lived here long enough to make a mess of it yet. So what happens now?’

‘Is this the first time you’ve seen this snake or has it been here before?’

‘This was the first time I’ve seen any snake around the place.’

‘Then I’d say it was most likely just passing through.’ She turned and started back to her car.

‘So what, you’re just leaving?’ Dev hurried after her, suddenly aware he didn’t like the idea. ‘What if it comes back?’

‘I doubt it will, but if it does just call the office again.’

Shoulder to shoulder they crossed the yard. When they reached her car he made one last attempt to engage her.

‘So tell me, what kind of qualifications does one need to be a snake handler?’ When they’d met in the park he’d thought her an amateur. It might have tempered his initial reaction had he known she did this sort of thing for a living.

‘Anyone can handle a snake, Mr Jenkins. There are hundreds of amateur herpetologists all across Australia.’

‘But I mean to work for the department, to do what you do, what kind of training do they require you to have?’

She threw her gear in the back of the car and closed the door. ‘I took a three-day accredited snake handling course last month in Adelaide. The South Australian Institute holds classes for government employees that—’

‘Last month?’ Dev interrupted. ‘When last month?’

‘You mean the exact date?’ She tipped her head. ‘The weekend of the twentieth. I went over on Thursday and came back on Sunday.’

***

Andy studied the man before her. If she could pull her gaze away from his eyes the rest of his features looked vaguely familiar. The squarish jaw, the sculpted lips, the shallow cleft in the centre of his chin. Where had she seen—

Her thoughts were shattered by the bull’s strangled roar. The sound reached inside her and rattled her bones. Galahs rose shrieking from the branches above them as the bawling resounded over the paddocks.

‘Come to the peace and quiet of the country,’ Jenkins muttered when the din subsided.

‘You don’t like animals much, do you?’

‘Sure I do. A nice juicy steak, wrapped in bacon, smothered in scallops. Who could resist?’

Shaking her head, she got in the car.

He leaned an arm against the roof above her window. An effort to delay her departure? Still smarting from Jeremy’s rejection only moments before she’d arrived, she simply wasn’t in the mood to be hit on. She started the engine.

‘Well, thanks for coming,’ he said, stepping back. ‘Sorry it was a wasted trip.’

‘It’s my job, Mr Jenkins.’

His smile held her in place for an instant. ‘The name’s Dev.’

***

Dev straightened as the car pulled away. He watched the dust cloud roll down his driveway, contemplating the facts he’d acquired. Nora Harris had been killed on the twentieth of October, the weekend Andy claimed to have been in Adelaide. He would check of course that she was actually there, but at this stage it looked like she wasn’t the killer.

He stared after her car long after it had disappeared from view. So much for his first and only suspect.

He couldn’t say he was disappointed.


Chapter 15

Dev pulled his car to the curb and looked out at the brown brick house. According to the file, Cheryl Bradford lived here, along with her two children Megan and Shawn. He turned off the engine, climbed from his car and started up the short concrete walk to the door.

He was probably way off base with this—hoped he was, was more the truth of it—but he needed more facts in order to be sure.

A small freckle-faced woman answered his knock.

‘Mrs Bradford, I don’t know if you’ll remember me, but I was one of the officers—’

‘At the park. Yes, of course. Officer Jenkins, isn’t it?’

‘That’s right. I wonder if I could ask you a few follow-up questions about what happened.’

‘Sure, come on in.’ She held the door open.

Dev stepped into a tidy lounge with two couches facing an entertainment unit. They seated themselves, and she offered him coffee. Dev declined and opened his notepad.

‘Was there anyone else in the park that day when Megan had her run-in with the snake?’

‘Well, let me think; it’s been a few weeks now.’ She took a moment then shook her head. ‘No, it was just the Vaughns and us.’

Dev looked up. ‘The Vaughns, plural?’

‘Andy had her son, Jeremy, with her.’

‘Oh.’ He was sure he’d seen no ring on her finger. ‘I hadn’t realised she was …’

‘Widowed, actually. Her husband died about three years ago.’ She studied him as he mulled the fact over. Thinking it a curious question no doubt.

He drew himself up. ‘How long had you been there when the incident occurred?’

‘Well, we arrived around noon, had some lunch … About two hours, I’d say.’

‘And you saw no-one else the entire time? What about earlier, when you first arrived?’

‘No, the place was completely deserted.’

So no-one else could’ve planted the snake. That still left the possibility, however remote, that the situation had been set up. In the same way some firefighters lit the fires they later fought, Andrea Vaughn could have planted the snake for the thrill of rescuing whoever encountered it.

‘Did Mrs Vaughn arrive at the park the same time you did?’

‘No, she got there a little after us.’

‘Did she visit the outhouse at all while you were there?’

The woman’s smile faltered. ‘Not until Megan started screaming. Why?’

He let out a breath, choosing for the moment to side-step the question. So Andy couldn’t have planted the snake. On this occasion. She was still the only one he knew of in town who could handle one without being bitten.

‘How long have you been friends with Mrs Vaughn?’ he said.

‘Eleven years.’

‘And to your knowledge has this ever happened to her before?’

‘Has what ever happened?’

‘Has she ever rescued anyone from a snake?’

She thought for a moment. ‘Andy recently accepted a job as some kind of snake person with Parks and Wildlife. She may have done a few rescues for them.’

‘But, as far as you know, she had no experiences of this nature before that day in the park with Megan?’

‘I wouldn’t have thought so.’

‘But you aren’t certain.’

She hesitated, the tiniest frown creasing her brow. ‘Andy went through a bit of a rough patch after her husband died. For a while I didn’t see her that much so, no, I can’t be entirely sure.’

‘How long is a while?’

‘About a year.’

‘That’s a long time to be out of touch.’

‘Her parents died only months before Greg so she was hit pretty hard in a short span of time. She had no other family besides her son and he was only seven, so she wasn’t getting a lot of support.’

Dev leaned forward. ‘If you thought your friend was in trouble, didn’t you try to help her out?’

‘Of course I did. Andy wouldn’t see me. Our husbands had been best mates, you see. Their friendship was what brought the four of us together. When Greg died I think it simply hurt Andy too much to be around Liam and me. Every time she saw us it reminded her of who was missing.’

The woman’s puzzled look had returned.

He got back to business. ‘Does Andy know a woman named Nora Harris?’

‘Not that I’m aware of.’

‘What about a Ted or Theodore Seacombe?’

‘She’s never mentioned anyone by that name.’

He scribbled briefly in his notebook then rose. ‘Thank you for your time, Mrs Bradford. You’ve been most helpful.’

He got as far as the door and stopped. ‘Just one last thing. Did Mrs Vaughn recently attend a snake seminar in Adelaide?’

‘She did. Last month. I looked after Jeremy for her while she was away.’

‘Can you recall the date?’

‘The weekend of the twentieth. I remember because it was my folks’ anniversary and I had to drag the kids to their party.’

He was silent a moment, then once again his concerns broke through. ‘Why does she do it? Why such a dangerous occupation?’

The woman studied him, tipping her head. ‘Maybe that’s a question you should ask Andy.’


Chapter 16

The rat shrank back into the corner of its trap, seeming to know its fate was sealed. At the far end of the large glass-fronted box, a peninsula brown, sleek and lustrous as a braided leather whip, received its first sensory impressions of a warm-blooded presence.

Its tongue flicked out, capturing scent particles from the air and transferring them to the specialised organ in the roof of its mouth. The primitive brain came alive with a single imperative awareness. Food.

The brown began to slowly unfurl, sliding over itself with a faint sibilation. There was no urgency in its languid awakening. Its prey could not escape.

It wound across the warm sand of the terrarium floor, using coils like legs to thrust itself forward. Eyes keenly sensitive to movement fixed on gently quivering whiskers. The snake’s head stilled as its body gathered behind it. With the power amassed in those compressed coils, it launched itself at the face of its prey.

The rat’s struggle was brief. The venom stopped its heart within moments. The brown, loosening the ligaments of its jaw to accommodate the bulk of its still-twitching meal, slowly walked the creature down its throat.

The Revealer rose from his crouching position in front of the tank. He lifted the last rat from the box in his hand and dropped it into the vivarium immediately above. For the next quarter-hour he stood transfixed as the tiger snake slowly devoured its prey.

At last he turned and scanned the large stone-walled room. The bank of terrariums on the far side had all been tended to. Each was at the correct temperature and humidity, its occupant now peacefully digesting its meal. He set the empty shoe box aside and went to a table against the wall.

The newspaper lay open to the appropriate page. He took up his scissors, cut out the article and photograph and taped it to the wall beside the others. Like the first, it showed the auburn-haired woman with a snake in her hands, this one rescued from a town resident’s backyard.

He stepped back to admire his collection of photos, feeling again the miracle and excitement of his unforeseen discovery. Never had he dreamed he’d find someone like himself. That God had chosen another to bring truth and enlightenment to a decadent world.

What would his parents have said of this revelation, he wondered, trailing a finger over the image of the woman’s face. No doubt they’d have said the same of her as they had of him. Evil. Possessed. The devil’s servant. Had it been within their power they’d surely have done to her all they had to him.

How had this woman’s parents responded when she’d shown the first evidence of her gift as a child? Had they recognised it for what it was? Had they cherished her all the more for it? Praised her, coddled her, shown pride in what she was?

Or had they been like his parents.

The Revealer reached up and touched his cheek, running his fingers over the coarse pitted flesh. What they’d done to him should never have been inflicted upon any child. What they’d done …

He smiled grimly and lowered his hand. None of that mattered anymore. His parents were gone. By the gift God had given him he had shown them just how wrong they’d been about him. He, not they, had the stronger faith. A faith pure enough to withstand all tests.

God delivered those of pure faith.


Chapter 17

‘Well fancy meeting you here.’

Andy looked up from buttering bread into eyes the colour of bittersweet chocolate. Edged in laugh lines and capped with expressive raven-wing brows, they were the same eyes she’d been seeing in her dreams all week.

Annoying things, dreams. Presenting her with images of herself in the act of pursuing things she didn’t really want. She refused to endow them with any significance. Or admit that the man now standing at the canteen counter had been in any way difficult to put from mind.

‘Mr Jenkins,’ she acknowledged. ‘What brings you to an under-fifteens cricket match on a hot Sunday afternoon?’

‘Been meaning to come out for a while now. I used to play back in Sydney—thinking of joining one of the local clubs.’ He rested an elbow on the bar-height counter. ‘What team does your son play for?’

Andy looked up. The shock of dark hair overhanging his brow lent him a delightfully boyish air. ‘How did you know I have a son?’

‘Why else would you be at an under-fifteens cricket game?’

She regarded him a moment. ‘He plays for Redbacks.’ She wondered if he even heard her reply—by the look in his eyes the attraction she’d been struggling with was working both ways. ‘Was there something you wanted, Mr Jenkins?’

‘For starters, how ’bout calling me Dev.’

‘I meant in the way of food, Mr Jenkins.’

His smile broadened at her open resistance. ‘I’ll have a chicken salad sandwich, thanks.’

As she opened the fridge and reached inside, Dev tried another approach. ‘You were right about that snake at my place. Haven’t seen a whisker of him since you were out there.’

‘You must be pleased.’ She shut the fridge and returned to the counter.

‘Yes and no. Glad to be rid of the thing, of course.’ Accepting the sandwich, he held her gaze. ‘But it’s meant I’ve had no excuse to call you.’

With a knowing half-smile she took his money, put it in a drawer, then went back to buttering the bread.

‘You got your picture in the paper again I see.’

Andy sighed. ‘The woman who called in for that rescue contacted the newspaper at the same time. She seemed to think I’d appreciate having a story done about me.’

‘Didn’t you?’

‘No.’

‘Don’t you like to be recognised for your work? Maybe it was her way of saying thank you.’

‘If she wanted to thank me she should clean up her yard so snakes wouldn’t find it so attractive in the first place.’

Dev peeled the plastic off one end of his sandwich. ‘So how many captures does that make for you now?’

‘Including the ones I did before I was hired, five altogether.’

‘You’re becoming quite the expert. Were all of them poisonous?’

‘One was a tiger, the rest were browns, so yes.’

Poised to take a bite of his sandwich, Dev frowned across at her. ‘You really don’t mind handling those things? Even in light of the two deaths we’ve had in Matthews recently?’

‘Statistically those deaths were a fluke. I don’t know the details but I’d be willing to bet that in one or both cases the victim didn’t receive proper first aid. Either that or conditions existed that caused them to be more susceptible to a bite.’

‘So you’re not afraid a snake could kill you one day.’

***

Andy stilled, contemplating the pointed question. The answer was as disconcerting as the man himself. No, she wasn’t afraid. In fact in a surprisingly short time, handling the deadly creatures had become second nature to her. One might almost go so far as to say she looked forward to it, even craved the experience. Which, when you stopped to think about it …

Her background with snakes was the reason, of course. Unlike many Australians who’d been raised to fear and detest the animals, she approached them with an unbiased view. Even so, she could see that a certain amount of fear was useful, possibly even essential in her line of work. It sharpened the reflexes and guaranteed caution.

Yet more and more lately she’d been finding herself edging away from such instincts of self-preservation. Catching the snake with a hook wasn’t enough. Even when the situation didn’t demand it, she chose to hold the thing in her hands. Only that gave her the satisfaction she seemed to need.

It made no sense. It wasn’t an adrenaline rush she craved—she’d never been one to take foolish risks. And the thought that her growing fixation had Freudian undertones was simply laughable. If it was sex she wanted, there were outlets available.

Her gaze flitted back to the man in front of her. ‘I respect snakes certainly. I know what they’re capable of and I take all necessary precautions when dealing with them.’

Dev shook his head. ‘Each to his own.’ He closed up the sandwich and dropped it in the bin. ‘So when do you finish here?’

‘Ten minutes ago. I’m just waiting for the next shift to arrive.’

‘When they do, would you let me buy you a drink? Beer, coffee, whatever you feel like.’ He read the negative response in her eyes and added quickly, ‘I’d just like to thank you for coming out to my place last week, especially since it was a wasted trip.’

‘I told you, Mr Jenkins, it’s my job.’

‘Well, it might be just a job to you, Mrs Vaughn, but to me it was a selfless and courageous act.’

She recognised flattery when she heard it. And what it could mean. ‘How do you know there’s no Mister Vaughn?’

‘Must’ve heard it somewhere. Andrea.’

She looked up at the way he’d said her name. Only Greg had ever called her that. ‘It’s Andy, Mr Jenkins.’

He fixed her with a truly heart-stopping smile. ‘It’s Dev, Mrs Vaughn.’

Fronting the club room bar moments later, the man’s smile had dimmed only slightly. ‘So tell me more about what you do.’

Andy tipped her head as she studied him. ‘What’s your fascination with my work? It sounded to me like you hate snakes.’

‘Maybe it’s not snakes I’m interested in.’

She set down her glass. ‘Look, Dev, I want to be up front with you. I’m not interested in a relationship right now.’

‘Mind if I ask why?’

‘It’s … complicated.’

He nodded. ‘Okay if I still try to make an impression? That way if you ever change your mind …’

Andy saw Jeremy walking towards them and turned to him gratefully. ‘Hey, there you are. Great game, mate! Twenty-six runs. Big improvement.’

‘Can I go home with Shawn? He asked me to sleep over.’

She all but slumped. Did her words of praise mean so little to him? ‘Jeremy, this is Mr Jenkins,’ she deflected. ‘He used to play cricket in Sydney and is thinking of joining one of the local teams. Mr Jenkins, my son.’

Jeremy brightened as Dev shook his hand. ‘You played in Sydney? Were you on any of the district teams?’

‘Nah, mate, just B grade.’ Dev nodded towards the oval. ‘Saw you out there. You were making some pretty tidy deliveries.’

‘Yes, your pitching has really improved.’

Jeremy winced. ‘Bowling, Mum. In baseball it’s pitching, in cricket it’s bowling.’

She smiled, embarrassed. ‘I get those confused.’

Jeremy returned his attention to Dev. ‘Not good enough though. I still couldn’t get Tobias out.’

‘The kid who hit you for six a few times. Not to worry—you just haven’t found his weakness yet.’

‘Tobias doesn’t have any weakness.’

‘Every batter does. Look, if this kid keeps hitting what you bowl up to him, it means you’re giving him just what he wants. Change your tactics. Find out what throws his timing off, what makes him uncomfortable.’

‘How do you do that?’

‘First off, you have to accept that it’s going to cost you a few runs to find out—it’ll be worth it in the end. After that, experiment. Try giving the ball more air. Change the speed, vary your spin. When Tobias starts mistiming you know you’ve got him.’

Jeremy nodded as he digested the words. ‘Awesome. Thanks.’ He turned back to Andy. ‘So can I sleep at Shawn’s?’

She stared for a moment in disbelief. The ease with which her son had conversed with this stranger seemed only to highlight their own awkward words. ‘Actually I was going to shout you a takeaway tonight.’

‘I’d rather go to Shawn’s.’

She fought to hide her disappointment. ‘Some other time, okay?’ When he hung his head she amped up her smile. ‘Hey, we’ll have fun. Watch a movie, make some popcorn. Just you and me, what do you say?’

‘Yeah, right. You’ll just go out again.’

‘Go out?’ She blinked at him. ‘What are you talking about? When do I ever—’

‘Those stupid snake calls. You’re always going out for them.’

‘Jeremy, for goodness sake. I’ve had three calls in as many weeks and none of them was ever at night. What’s got into you?’

‘Nothing, forget it. I’ll be in the car.’

‘I won’t be long,’ she called after him as he walked away.

***

Dev sipped his drink in the silence that followed. Andy seemed suddenly to have lost all her spark.

‘Sorry about that,’ she said at last.

‘Good-looking kid. How old is he?’

‘Ten.’

‘That all. He’s gonna be big.’

‘Yes, his father was tall. His father was …’

When she failed to go on, he reached out and touched her arm. ‘You okay?’

She looked up at him with glistening eyes, seeming for a moment about to speak. Before she could, two men came towards them across the club room.

‘Hey Deev-o! What are you doing here?’

Dev cringed. From their dough-boy physiques he wouldn’t have dreamed Mat Croydon and Nigel Day were into sports in any capacity. ‘Excuse me a second,’ he said to Andy as his workmates approached.

‘So the city boy’s come out for a bit of a hit, has he?’ Nigel pressed his ample girth to the bar and signalled for a refill of his empty glass. ‘Gonna show us poor country mugs how it’s done, eh Jenkins?’

‘You thinking of signing up on one of the teams?’ Mat asked.

‘I was till I saw the two of you here.’

The newcomers laughed. In public at least they were prepared to maintain the facade of camaraderie.

Nigel adjusted the cup in his snug-fitting uniform. ‘So, Deev-o, how’s the big investigation going? Put the collar on any psycho snakes yet?’

Dev shot a glance aside at Andy. She was turned away but she had to have heard.

Nigel leaned towards him. ‘You know, just between you and me, Ian’s got his nose out of joint over this.’

‘Ian?’ Dev frowned. ‘Why should he care what I do in my own time?’

‘Cause it makes his report look like bunk, that’s why. You looking into this on your own says you think he’s wrong, don’t have faith in him. Pretty hard slap for a first-year-outter.’

‘Bloody hell, Day,’ Dev protested. ‘That’s not how it is and you know it.’

‘Well, of course I know what an arsehole you are, Jenkins. Question is, does Ian? He is a bit slow on the uptake sometimes.’

Dev clamped his jaw, refusing to be baited.

Nigel learned closer, bathing his ear in a warm mist of alcohol. ‘So what do ya reckon? Does Ian know what kind of a partner he’s been lumbered with? A cop who only looks out for himself? Who lets a mate go down without lifting a finger?’

Dev’s grip tightened around his glass.

‘Come on, Mat, we gotta warm up.’ As Nigel slid away he leaned down to deliver one last barb. ‘Don’t know what the snakes are like in Sydney, but out here they don’t conspire to murder.’

The pair walked away.

Dev took a moment then forced a smile as he turned back to Andy. ‘Couple of mates from work.’

Andy swivelled on the stool to face him, her expression confirming she had caught most of the exchange. ‘So you’re a cop.’

‘Yeah. That’s right.’

‘Funny you didn’t mention it before.’

‘Guess the subject hadn’t come up yet.’

Recognition lit in her eyes. ‘And not just any cop, as it turns out. The one from the park. The one who gave me all that flack about my reckless behaviour.’

‘The same.’ No point in denying it.

‘Your friend was talking about snakes just now. Would he have been referring to the two recent deaths in town?’

Dev shifted. Obviously she’d made the connection. ‘Andy, look—’

‘So as a policeman, you think those deaths might not have been accidents.’

‘I toyed with the idea. Two deaths from snakebite in a single year is far above the regional average. But as you just heard no-one else seems to agree with me.’

‘Oh, I hardly think that would matter to you, Officer Jenkins. My guess is you’re a man who makes up his own mind on things. If you felt the circumstances looked suspicious you’d start investigating on your own. And the first thing you’d do would be to check out anyone with knowledge of or experience with snakes. Someone like me, for instance.’

‘Andy, if you’ll just—’

‘There never was a snake in your shed the other day, was there?’

He blew out a breath. Even if he told her, she’d never believe him. ‘You’d make one hell of an interrogator, you know that?’

She snatched her bag from the bar and left.


Chapter 18

The house stood in the heart of Port Matthews’ recently developed marina. In the channel along the side of the road, various sized yachts rocked in their moorings, waving bony mast-fingers at a cloudless sky.

Dev knocked again. Ian’s car was standing in the driveway. It was well past noon so he couldn’t be in bed. Then again, being Monday and their first day off in over a week, there was no telling how late Ian had gotten in the night before. Dev was about to walk away when a shadow appeared behind the stained-glass panel.

Ian opened the door clad in paisley pyjama bottoms. His blond curls were matted to his head on one side and his eyes were slitted against the sun. ‘Hey Dev, what’s up?’

‘Just stopped by for a quick chat. Got a minute?’

Ian withdrew, leading the way down a short tiled hallway. At its end was an open living area comprising kitchen, dining room and a sunken lounge. One whole wall was a plate-glass window overlooking the channel.

Dev gazed around in astonishment. Unlike the occupant, the house was immaculate. Wall-to-wall carpet as pale as the man’s curls formed a spotless ground for a mixture of modern and antique furniture.

Ian padded into the gleaming kitchen, filled two mugs from a stainless-steel espresso machine and handed one to Dev. They settled themselves at the dining table, a mirror of jarrah on ornately turned legs.

‘Didn’t mean to wake you.’ Dev took in the man’s bloodshot eyes which had just begun to open. With a shudder he recalled the spate of seemingly endless mornings on which eyes such as these had stared back at him from the mirror of his Redfern flat.

He saw no point in beating round the bush. ‘Ran into Nigel and Mat yesterday. They said you were feeling a bit put out by me looking into this thing with the snakes.’

Ian hung his head. ‘I never told them that, honest Dev.’

‘You didn’t have to. All they needed was to look at that hangdog expression of yours and they’d have the whole story. I’d have noticed myself if I hadn’t been so one-eyed about it. Why didn’t you say something?’

‘You were only doing what you thought was right.’

‘Without ever thinking how it’d look to anyone else. You file the reports saying those deaths were accidents and I go off on a self-appointed investigation. Anyway, I decided I’d better stop by and say sorry. And let you know that I’m calling it quits.’

Ian looked up. ‘On the investigation? You don’t have to do that on my account.’

‘Yeah, I do. For one thing you’re right, it was just coincidence. And for another …’ Dev held the man’s puzzled gaze for an instant, then looked away. ‘Well, you’re the only one in this whole bloody town who hasn’t held what happened against me.’ He ran a thumbnail down the side of his mug. ‘Or maybe you just don’t know about it yet.’

‘I’ve heard the rumours, same as everyone. Thought I’d wait to hear your side of the story.’

‘Unfortunately my side is probably the same as what you’ve been hearing—I let a partner go down when I could have stopped it.’

Dev took a moment to steel himself. It was the first time he’d talked about it to anyone else. ‘It’s a bit of an eye-opener, having some young kid look up to you, copy you, take in everything you do. Makes you step back and look at yourself. I was full-on into the job in those days, on a crash course, taking stupid chances.’ He shook his head. ‘I never figured Warren would emulate that.’

Dev laid his arms down flat on the table, feeling the cool glassy surface beneath his palms. ‘When I first suspected he was doing drugs I kept quiet, prayed I was wrong. When I realised I wasn’t, I called him on it, told him it had to stop or I’d blow the whistle.

‘He asked for some time, swore he’d come clean. Told me I owed it to him, seeing as it was me he was using the drugs to keep up with.’ Dev looked up. ‘This was a kid who’d saved my life twice. The job meant everything to him, start of his career.’

Bunching his hands into fists on the table, he stared out the window. The water looked cold.

‘Three days later, we were responding to a bottle-shop hold-up and Warren was killed. When witnesses said he appeared confused and was slow to draw his weapon, the department ran an autopsy. All was revealed.’

‘And they blamed you for not reporting his condition.’

‘It was my job to keep the kid on track. I was the one with all the experience.’

Dev took a sip of his cooling coffee. ‘I applied for and was granted extended leave. Went home, holed up in my flat and commenced a liquid diet. Ten months later I decided to start my life again. I came here.’

They were silent a moment.

‘That’s the whole story. Since then …’ Dev shrugged. ‘Well, I’m off the sauce at least, so I’m not going to fold on you at a critical moment.’

He raised his mug as if in toast. ‘As long as you never count on me for anything, you and I’ll continue to get along fine.’


Chapter 19

Andy kept her sunglasses on when she entered the TAFE building. As always on the morning after she’d had a good cry, she had a headache and her eyes were puffy. The glasses helped with both.

She was still suffering the pangs of her double rejection—by Jeremy, who she’d allowed to go to Shawn’s house in the end, since her mood for the evening had been utterly shattered. And Officer Jenkins, the man responsible for that unforeseen change.

She’d driven home from the cricket oval in a state of shock. She still didn’t know what had upset her more—the fact that she’d been so easily tricked or that she was actually a suspect in a murder investigation. Quite possibly it was a third alternative—the shaking of a precious and long-held belief.

Since Greg had died she’d assured herself she would never find anyone to take his place. More than that, she’d decided she didn’t need anyone. But standing so close to the tall handsome stranger, feeling the warmth of him against her body, had almost brought tears of longing to her eyes.

Instead it’d been tears of humiliation she had cried.

She couldn’t get over how easily the man had lied to her, baiting her to his house by crying snake, then pretending to be interested in her. Just how low could a person get?

The combination of Jeremy’s rejection and Dev’s shabby treatment had been too much. She’d stood for long moments at her wardrobe door, telling herself she didn’t need to open it, that she could cope on her own. But in the end she had taken out Greg’s coat, removed it from its plastic shroud and curled up with it in bed.

She’d spent her night alone feeling sorry for herself. But her tears had taken only the edge off her pain. She was left with a familiar soul-crushing ache.

And a miserable thumping headache to boot.

Andy stopped at the drinking fountain and began rifling through her bag for the Panadol she’d brought with her. She’d have stayed home in bed had it not been for the next session of the course she’d signed up for.

She dropped her purse. Before she could bend down, a hand had retrieved it for her. She looked up into the pitted face and pale green eyes of the building’s janitor.

‘Is that you, Mrs Vaughn?’ he said in the now familiar deadpan voice. He was trying to peer through her mirrored sunglasses.

‘Yes, Eli, it’s me. Forgive the glasses, I’m not feeling all that well this morning.’ Andy accepted her bag with a thank you.

He followed close behind her as she started up the hall. ‘There was another picture of you in the paper last week.’

‘Yes, I know. I don’t mean for that to keep happening but somehow it does.’

‘You caught that brown snake. The one in the yard. I was glad.’

‘I was glad too. It would’ve been terrible if it had bitten someone.’

Andy responded politely to his chatter. In the two weeks she’d been attending classes he had made somewhat of a nuisance of himself. But he was young and harmless enough. And on this particular morning conversing with someone incapable of deceit was more than a little refreshing.

They reached her classroom. She told him to have a good day and stepped through the open door.

Fred Quilliams looked up at her from his desk. Before she could take a seat he came to her and ushered her back into the hall.

‘I wanted a quiet word with you, Andy. I … Well actually I’m concerned about you.’

‘Concerned? Why?’

‘I read about the second snakebite fatality in the paper. I was worried you might be having second thoughts about continuing your job with us as snake catcher.’

She opened her mouth then closed it again. Her immediate reaction was a definite ‘no’, that there was no greater risk in her duties now than there had been when she’d started. But there was at least one person she knew who thought otherwise.

Quilliams’ frown deepened as her silence stretched. ‘You are worried, aren’t you?’

‘No, no I’m not. Believe me, as far as I’m concerned nothing has changed.’

‘You’re sure? Because I want you to know there’s no pressure on you to continue. If you don’t feel comfortable, if you wish to resign, I’ll understand.’

‘I’m fine, really. In fact, to be honest, I enjoy the challenge. I wouldn’t dream of giving it up.’

Quilliams beamed down at her with an expression of almost fatherly pride. ‘Good. Because having said what I did, I can now confess we’d have no-one to replace you if you did resign. And with the number of snake encounters up considerably on previous years we’d be in a bit of strife, I can tell you.’

‘You’re getting more calls than average this year?’

‘Oh, to be sure. It’s been so dry, you see. Mice and rats come closer to town in search of water and the snakes naturally follow their food source.’

Naturally. ‘Yes, of course. Then those snakebite deaths aren’t all that surprising, are they? I mean you wouldn’t say they were in any way suspicious.’

‘Suspicious?’ He frowned at her.

‘I know a policeman who thinks, because the deaths are so far above the state average, there could be something sinister about them.’

‘You mean he thinks …?’ Quilliams laughed. Then he looked worried. ‘I’m sorry, is this man a friend of yours?’

‘Hardly,’ she muttered.

His expression mellowed. ‘Well what your policeman might not understand is that averages are calculated over many years and don’t always give an accurate picture of the shorter term. One location may go decades without a recorded death from snakebite and then have several in a single season. It’s unusual but not unheard of. And there’s always a reasonable explanation for it.’

Andy nodded. He was giving her this information, she sensed, as much to reassure her as anything else. Such a pleasant change to have someone genuinely concerned about her.

She smiled up at him. ‘Well then, I guess I don’t have anything to worry about.’


Chapter 20

‘Bloody hell, not another of you lot!’ Flinging his surfboard onto the roof of his car, the surfie spun around.

The Revealer drew back from his hostile glare, then held out one of his brochures. ‘I could leave this with you to look at later.’

The surfie snatched it out of his hand, his pierced brow rising as he scanned the title. ‘Purity Of Faith. You gotta be shitting me.’ He threw it on the ground and resumed securing his board to the roof rack.

‘Is there someone else here who might be—’

‘No! And if there was, you can bet they wouldn’t want to hear your drivel either. Now piss off.’

The Revealer felt a calm come over him. He’d done what he could.

He picked up the pamphlet and brushed it off. ‘Could I use your toilet before I leave? It’s a long drive back into town.’

‘Anything to get you the hell outta here. It’s off the kitchen. Make it quick.’

Inside the tiny seaside shack, he pulled on his gloves and took the wad of Blu Tack from his pocket. The kitchen was dark and fly-infested and reeked of a herb he knew wasn’t sage.

Slipping into the cubicle beyond, he removed the lid from the cistern, set it on the seat and flushed the toilet. Before the tank could fill again, he wedged the Blu Tack beneath the arm of the ball cock. Water flowed unchecked into the bowl. Conscious that the surfie was just in the yard beyond the window, he replaced the lid as quietly as possible.

Back in the kitchen he surveyed the squalor with eyes now adjusted to the gloom. Dirty dishes, rotting food scraps, surfing magazines, stacks of old mail. He snatched the mobile from the coffee table on his way through the lounge.

‘Sorry, but I think your toilet’s jammed,’ he announced, stepping out into the yard again. ‘The water keeps running.’

‘You’re just a ray of sunshine, you are. You better be gone by the time I come back.’

As the man ducked inside, the Revealer hurried to his car. He grabbed the sack he’d left on the seat, untied its cord and gave its contents a violent shake. With one eye fixed on the shack’s door, he tossed the bundle in the surfie’s car, returned to his own and drove away.

A short distance up the road he pulled off beneath a row of gum trees that spined a ridge. Following the fence line, he walked into the paddock until he had a clear view of the yard he’d just left. His excitement mounting, he raised his binoculars and held his breath.

The surfie was already back at his car. He loaded a few things into the back, slammed the boot and got behind the wheel. A cloud of exhaust belched from the tail pipe. The car swung a tight arc in reverse then slammed to halt.

The door flew open. The surfie fell out. He scrambled through the dust on his hands and knees, then stopped and sat clutching his arm to his chest.

The Revealer could almost hear the man’s thoughts, processing the facts, weighing his options, the reality of his situation sinking in. This was the moment when panic set in.

Yet oddly the man didn’t run as the others had. Instead he peeled off his T-shirt and began tearing it apart with his teeth and good hand. He used some strips to bind his forearm, then fashioned a makeshift sling with the rest. Only when the limb was securely immobilised did he get up and walk inside.

The Revealer smiled. How well would he cope with his next discovery?

As if in answer to the question, the man burst out again. This time his movements seemed less certain. He looked first one way, then the other. He patted his pockets, started towards the car, caught himself, and backed away again. With a hand to his mouth he turned full circle one last time. Then he started up his driveway towards the road.

The Revealer followed his progress intently through the binoculars, watching for signs the venom had started to take effect. The severity and speed at which symptoms came on was determined by a number of factors, he knew. If merely startled, the snake might not inject any venom at all. Shaking the sack increased the chances it was sufficiently aroused to inflict a lethal bite, but it was no guarantee. And other factors such as age, size and health of the victim were all to be considered.

On the other hand he had never failed yet. In the confined spaces he’d planted his snakes, they’d in every case had the opportunity to inflict multiple bites. There was no reason to believe the same hadn’t happened in the present situation. And that was all important. Without the fatal element, the victim’s survival could hardly be attributed to divine intervention.

In the middle distance a car appeared over a rise in the road. The surfie was nearly to the end his driveway. If he made it in time to flag down the approaching driver …

The Revealer raced back through the paddock. Throwing the binoculars in ahead of him, he got in his car and turned it back the way he had come.

As he neared the driveway, the surfie spotted him and began waving frantically, running the last few metres to the road.

The Revealer rolled down his window and stopped. ‘Change your mind?’

‘What? No, listen, I been bit by a snake. Brown, I reckon. Give us a lift to hospital, would ya?’

When the surfie started around the front, The Revealer stopped him. ‘Get in the back so you can lie down. It’s better if you keep still.’ He reached behind him and opened the door. ‘Just push all that stuff on the floor.’

The surfie got in and stretched out on the seat. As the Revealer drove off, the other car passed them in the opposite direction. The direction of town and the nearest hospital.

‘Took at least two bites, but it could’ve been more. It all happened so fast—The bloody thing was in my car of all places! Must’a got in while I was loading the gear.’

‘From the look of that bandage you know first aid.’

‘Yeah, for all the good it’ll do. Damn thing’s too short. All I had was my shirt.’

‘Well relax, it isn’t far to hospital. We’ll get you there in plenty of time.’

‘Thanks. And look, I’m sorry about the way I treated you back there. I was in a hurry to meet some mates. You know how it is.’

‘It’s all right, I’m used to it.’

‘Yeah, I can imagine. Why the hell do you guys do it? Don’t you get sick of doors slamming in your face all the time?’

The Revealer smiled as the car sped deeper into the bush. ‘The job has its compensations, I assure you.’

It was late afternoon before he returned to the yard. It’d taken several hours for the surfie to lose consciousness, far longer than any of the others. But now that the bandage on his arm had been removed, the venom could circulate more freely.

The Revealer dragged him from the seat and dropped him in the dirt beside his own car. With a stick, he removed the sack from inside but left the driver’s door ajar.

One last time he went in the shack. Donning his gloves, he removed the Blu Tack from the cistern, and returned the mobile to the coffee table. With all evidence of his presence eliminated, he went back outside to witness the end.

He stood over the body long after life ceased to beat in its veins. Another soul that had not passed the test. Another spirit that had thought itself strong yet come too late to know the truth.

The Revealer looked up. The sun was setting in a fiery ball over the still lagoon, the heat of the day giving way to the cool scented shadows of night. One day he would find someone whose faith was as pure and strong as his own.

His mind’s eye focused on the auburn-haired woman.

Perhaps he already had.


Chapter 21

‘What do you want?’ Andy glared up into Dev’s earnest face. Seeing him on her doorstep unsettled her in a good many ways, none of which she wished to explore in depth.

‘I’d like to talk to you. Can I come in?’

Had he come to arrest her or merely to gloat? She wouldn’t be listening to a single word were he not in uniform. ‘Talk about what?’

‘For starters I’d like to apologise. I should’ve told you I was a cop and that we’d met before.’

‘Go on.’

He blinked at her. ‘With what?’

‘That’s the least you’ve got to apologise for.’

‘Uh …’ He scratched his brow. ‘You might have to fill me in on the rest.’

His ignorance only fuelled her anger. ‘You got me to your house with a bogus emergency. That’s tantamount to calling the CFS when there is no fire. A false alarm is, I believe, what it’s called. Isn’t there some kind of law against that?’

‘Look, I didn’t—’

‘Then you show up at my son’s cricket game with some song-and-dance about wanting to play, buy me a drink and pretend you’re interested in me. All to get information on some self-appointed murder investigation.’

He took a breath and tipped back his hat. ‘You probably won’t believe this, but there really was a snake in my shed and I really do intend to play cricket. What’s more …’ He leaned down and locked her gaze with his. ‘I am interested.’

Andy swallowed then eased a step back. ‘Fine, you’ve apologised. Now go away.’ She swung the door forward.

He stopped it with his hand. ‘I said the apology was for starters.’

Andy braced herself. Here it was then, he was taking her in. Fred Quilliams might think there was nothing suspicious in the recent deaths but clearly Officer Jenkins still believed otherwise.

‘I need to ask you …’ All at once he was looking uncomfortable. ‘Well, it’s a favour actually.’

‘A favour.’ Relieved and incredulous, she let out a laugh. ‘You’re kidding, right?’

‘I was hoping you had time to come down to the station. There are some people there I’d like you to talk to.’

Her relief was short lived. Coming down to the station had a decidedly ominous sound to it. ‘Are you going to tell me who they are, or is it a surprise?’

‘Big-wigs from Adelaide. One’s a senior detective named Osbourne. The other is Edwards, a department psychologist who might be putting together a profile of the killer for us. I thought your input would be valuable.’

‘So you still think you’ve got a murderer on your hands?’

‘Serial killer actually.’

‘Well what possible help could I be with that? How would I know how a serial killer …’ She froze as the most likely answer came to her. ‘You still think it’s me, don’t you?’

‘No.’

Despite his denial, her fears were mounting. Maybe he knew something he hadn’t told her. Other than what she’d read in the paper she had no idea how the deaths had occurred. Was there evidence suggesting murder? Did that evidence somehow point to her? Would she be able to prove her innocence or would Jeremy lose his mother as well as his father?

She turned away and started pacing the foyer. ‘I don’t believe this. You’re going to take me down there and throw me to the wolves.’

‘Will you listen to me. You’re not a suspect.’

‘Yeah, what makes you so sure I didn’t do it now?’

‘Because you were in Adelaide doing that snake course when the first victim was killed.’

She hesitated, wondering if she could actually relax. If he believed what she’d told him, if he trusted her that much …

‘The Institute confirmed you were there all three days,’ he said.

She narrowed her eyes at him. ‘So it wasn’t because I told you that, you checked me out.’

‘It is my job, you know.’

‘It’s your job to run renegade investigations? Even though everyone else in your department thinks you’re wrong.’

‘The department may be changing its view. Another snakebite victim was found yesterday morning.’

Andy stopped pacing. Another victim. Could it be? A serial killer in their safe country town? It seemed unbelievable. But three snakebite deaths in the space of weeks … ‘So the department believes you now? They think it’s murder?’

‘Not exactly. These two blokes from Adelaide are here to review the evidence we’ve gathered and make the final decision.’

She narrowed her eyes. ‘And these are the two guys you want me to talk to. About snakes and handling them and that kind of thing.’

‘That’s right.’

Andy felt a smile tug at her lips. ‘Let me get this straight. You want me to come down to the station and help you look good in front of your bosses?’

Dev shifted. ‘Not exactly how I’d have chosen to put it …’

‘You bastard, Jenkins. You didn’t come here to apologise, you just wanted something.’

‘The apology stands whether you come with me or not.’

‘You mean I actually have a choice? Hell, in that case—’

‘Mum, what is it? What’s going on?’

Andy looked around to see Jeremy standing in the living room doorway. ‘Nothing, honey, everything’s fine. Officer Jenkins was just—’

‘Dev! Hi!’ Jeremy pushed past her to stand beaming up at their visitor. ‘Did you come to show me that run-up you were talking about at training yesterday?’

Andy frowned. ‘Jeremy, what—’

‘Dev’s our new assistant coach, Mum. He signed on last week after the game. He’s been showing me all kinds of awesome stuff.’

Andy turned her gaze on Dev. Why did she feel he’d gone behind her back? Did his act represent an innocent interest or an underhanded way of getting what he wanted? Jeremy was clearly thrilled by the attention and if she knew it was genuine she’d be just as happy he’d found a father figure to bond with. But if someone were feigning interest in her son just to get at her …

‘You’re lucky Mr Jenkins has so much spare time to give to the club,’ she said tightly.

Dev held her gaze, silently protesting the veiled accusation.

‘Should I go get my ball?’ Jeremy asked.

‘Sorry, mate, I can’t right now, I’m on duty.’

‘Then what are you doing here?’

‘I came to ask your mother’s help with something.’

The boy’s eyes widened. ‘A case? You need my mum’s help with a case?’

‘As a matter of fact, yes. You don’t mind if I borrow her for a little while? The people she needs to talk with are down at the station house.’

‘Sure, you can have her. If I can come too.’


Chapter 22

Andy folded her arms and leaned back in her chair. Clearly Dev’s opinion that her knowledge was valuable was not shared by any of the rest of the group gathered in the station’s conferral room.

So far Dr Edwards, a small pale man with darting eyes, had intercepted every question directed to her. And aside from a cursory nod on introduction, the barrel-chested Senior Detective Osbourne had paid her no more heed than the doctor.

The remaining two members of the gathered tribunal were local officers—Dev’s partner, Ian, and their immediate superior, Chief Constable Barlow, a man with the stature of a New York fire plug.

For some reason Andy had not yet put her finger on, Dev seemed the odd man out in the group. As though he were defending his position against all but possibly his partner’s attack.

Despite her uncertainties about the man himself, she had so far found nothing outlandish in what he was posing. Now that she knew about the third snakebite victim she was pretty much convinced he was on the right track—the three deaths couldn’t all have been accidents. She wondered at the cause of the group’s veiled resentment as she watched him address them.

‘At this stage I’m thinking the killer plants a snake where he knows his victim will encounter it, possibly taking extra measures to ensure they get bitten.’ Dev’s look of certainty faltered a bit. ‘How he then ensures they die from the bite is something I haven’t quite worked out yet.’

‘What does that mean exactly?’ Osbourne said from the head of the table.

‘Well, sir, in all three cases the victims had access to a phone and should have been able to call for help, yet none of them did. Two of the three also had cars which they never made use of. Why they just sat there and waited to die is what I can’t figure.’

‘The cars were both in working order and contained enough fuel to get them to the nearest hospital,’ Ian put in. ‘The killer must’ve stopped them leaving somehow.’

Osbourne looked from one to the other. ‘You said there were no ligature marks on the bodies, no other injuries.’

Dev sighed. ‘No.’

‘So, what, he holds them at gunpoint until they drop dead? Why not just shoot them and be done with it? Why stick around and risk getting caught?’

‘Maybe he did it without actually being there.’

Osbourne snorted at Ian’s reply. ‘He leave them a note, did he? Sit tight, help’s on the way?’ He looked back to Dev. ‘I sure hope you’ve got more than this.’

Dev stared steadily back at the man. ‘Autopsies revealed the venom in all three cases came from a brown snake. There’s possibly some significance to this and that’s why I’ve asked Mrs Vaughn to—’

‘Significance to what?’ Osbourne challenged. ‘That the bites all came from browns? That’s the most common snake around here, isn’t it? Christ, even a city boy like me knows that.’

Ian sat forward. ‘It could be a simple matter of convenience. The killer wouldn’t need to go far to find one.’

‘Or it could suggest—’

Osbourne put up a hand for silence. ‘I’ll tell you what it suggests to me, gentlemen. It suggests all you have here is what the department believed all along—death by misadventure.’

Dev’s jaw clenched. ‘The statistics for this area—’

‘You don’t have one scrap of physical evidence to suggest these were homicides. No sign of a struggle, no indication the victim was restrained, nothing of value removed from the premises. The fact it was a common snake that killed these people points clearly to accidental death.’

‘I would have to agree,’ Dr Edwards put in. ‘If a serial killer were active in this instance one would expect to find evidence of his need to dominate the victim. In a case like this, that need would likely express itself in his choice of murder weapon—the snake itself. He would seek out the deadliest, most potent species he could find. Which, if I’m not mistaken, is our inland taipan. Not as common as browns in the area perhaps, but certainly obtainable.’

Andy smiled. Someone had been reading their Snakes of Australia. ‘Excuse me, but do you really think it would matter to a victim what kind of snake the killer used?’

All heads turned in her direction. She wasn’t sure what was going on here, but the truth was the truth. ‘Most people wouldn’t know a taipan from a Masters. You put them up close and personal with a snake, any snake, and they’ll freak out.’

The doctor smiled with strained forbearance. ‘It isn’t a question of how the victim views the snake, it’s how the killer sees it. He would want the species to be as lethal as possible as a representation of his own—’

‘And what good’s a more venomous snake if it doesn’t bite anyone?’

The doctor blinked back at her.

‘A brown might not be as venomous as a taipan, but it’s still plenty deadly. Plus it’s got a lot more going for it as a murder weapon. Browns are flighty and unpredictable, whereas a taipan would rather turn tail and run.’

Edwards sighed. ‘That’s all very interesting, Ms Vaughn, but it doesn’t—’

‘Browns are responsible for more deaths in this country than any other snake. If you were looking for the species most likely to bite in the given situation, you’d be hard pressed to beat them. If you ask me, the killer made a logical choice.’

The room went silent. Andy glanced up, catching the look of gratitude in Dev’s eyes before Osbourne took over again.

‘Okay, Jenkins, answer me this. Assuming for a moment these are homicides, how would the killer plant the snakes without being bitten himself?’

‘We must assume he has knowledge or training in handling snakes. And that might be a way to track him.’ Dev turned to Andy. ‘This is another area where you might be able to assist us. What occupation might the killer have that would require the sort of training you possess?’

‘Well, the snake course I took at the Adelaide Institute is open to anyone. But it’s run primarily to help people likely to come in contact with snakes as part of their jobs: grounds keepers, gardeners, park rangers, anyone working outdoors basically.’

Edwards leaned towards her. ‘I’m curious, Ms Vaughn. Did you note any particular traits in common in the people who took this course?’

She frowned. ‘I’m sorry?’

‘As you stated earlier, most people have an aversion to snakes. Clearly that doesn’t apply to you, since you choose to work with them. And we’d have to assume, if there is a killer, it wouldn’t apply to him either. Nor to any of the others who took that course. So what do people like you have in common other than an interest in snakes?’

Her frown only deepened. ‘I still don’t see—’

‘I’m looking for insight into character as a means of identifying the killer. From what does his fixation arise, do you think?’ The slightest smile turned the man’s lips. ‘Bringing your vast experience to bear, what sort of man would we be looking for?’

She held his gaze. The prospect that she might have an opinion on the matter seemed to amuse him. Condescending prick.

‘Well, he probably started out keeping snakes as pets. Harmless varieties he could handle without fear. Then, at some stage, he’d have moved on to keeping venomous types. For the challenge perhaps. To sharpen his skills.’

She shifted her gaze away from the doctor as a deeper insight began to surface. ‘As he gained confidence with the deadly varieties, things would have changed. The snakes became more than pets to him. His control over them made him feel special. Eventually it began to define him.’

Andy took a breath and struggled to focus. There was something more. ‘You see, this man, this killer, he … he feels small. Insignificant. The world overwhelms him, makes him feel powerless. But when he holds a deadly snake in his hands he …’ She frowned. The answer was there, just beyond her reach.

‘Ms Vaughn?’

The doctor’s words drew her back. For an instant it’d seemed some mystery was about to reveal itself. Now it was gone.

She pushed to her feet. ‘I’m sorry, gentlemen, you’ll have to excuse me. My son’s in the next room and I’d like to check on him.’

Edwards waved a hand. ‘Don’t let us keep you.’

Andy felt more herself the instant she stepped out the door. She hadn’t realised how much the confrontational aura in the room had been affecting her. Seeing Jeremy on the far side of the busy office made her smile. She started towards him.

‘Mum, check it out!’ he said when he saw her. He held out a sheet of typing paper with dark smudges on it.

‘What’s this, some special kind of police code?’

‘They’re my fingerprints. See.’ He held up his blackened fingers. ‘This place is awesome! Dev told them to show me everything. I saw the cell where they lock people up and the radio room where they call the squad cars from. Come on, I’ll show you.’

Andy allowed herself to be led. The touch of her son’s hand in hers—never mind how dirty it was—made her feel she was walking on air.

She followed him around the station, listening as he raved about Dev—how awesome it was that the man was a cop, how much he’d taught Jeremy at cricket training. She hadn’t realised her son’s hunger for fatherly attention had grown so strong.

Apprehension again bloomed within her. The man had better prove himself worthy of her boy’s admiration. If she found out he was using Jeremy …

The door to the conference room swung open. Edwards, Osbourne, Barlow and Ian filed out in silent detachment. When they were halfway across the office, a last lone figure emerged from the room.

‘Osbourne!’ Dev called, turning every head. He strode up to stand toe-to-toe with the man. ‘If you’re doing this because of what happened in Sydney, you’re an even bigger fool than I thought.’

‘Stow it, Jenkins.’ Barlow wedged his bulk between the two and glared up at Dev. ‘You had your chance. Now you and Lonsdale get the hell out of here.’

Dev marched away with Ian in tow. At the same instant Jeremy turned to follow them, Andy’s mobile began to ring. She put it to her ear as she hurried after him.

She was barely aware of moving outside into the car park. Or the heated conversation between Dev and his partner. Her attention was locked on the message being relayed by the Parks and Wildlife office secretary. She ended the call, grabbed Jeremy’s hand and started for her car.

‘Where are you going?’ Dev said, distracted by her sudden urgency.

‘Emergency call. Another snake.’

Dev stared a moment then started after her. ‘I’m coming with you.’

‘Thanks, but no.’

He grabbed her arm and turned her around. ‘Has it occurred to you that the situation you’re about to face may have been set up by the killer?’

‘Even if it was, I’m sure I can handle it.’

‘The way Nora Harris and Ted Seacombe handled it?’

She was taken aback by the force of his tone. What made him think he had any say over what she did? Why would he even want one?

‘I don’t have time to argue with you.’ She pointed at the squad car beside them. ‘You can come along if you take me in this.’


Chapter 23

Dev felt an iron hand grip his stomach. He swung the squad car onto the road and turned on the siren.

In the back seat Andy and Jeremy slid side to side as he weaved in and out of traffic. In the front, Ian hung from the overdoor handgrip much as Dev had done on previous occasions. After the information Andy had just relayed to them, none were complaining.

They escaped the busiest part of town and headed for its outskirts. Yards, playgrounds and corner shops gave way to open sheep-studded paddocks. As they pulled down the driveway of a small farmlet property, Andy saw what had to be the mother running out to meet them.

‘You’re them? You’re the snake people? Oh God, please hurry!’

‘Mrs Kilford?’ Andy said, climbing from the car.

‘Yes, yes, I’m the one who called. He’s over this way!’

Dev grabbed Andy’s gear from the boot and they all trailed the woman towards her cottage.

‘I put Blake down for his nap at eleven, like always,’ she explained. ‘He wouldn’t go to sleep so I moved him outside into his play pen. I watched him through the kitchen window until he fell asleep. But when I came out to cover him a few minutes later that … that thing was in there with him!’

They had reached the end of a raised veranda. The play pen stood near the cottage’s door, beneath the dense shade of a Morton Bay Fig. Andy recognised it as the same folding type she’d used for travelling when Jeremy was a baby. From their present perspective, she couldn’t see much through its netting sides.

‘Do something, please! You’ve got to get him out of there!’

‘All right, Mrs Kilford, we’ll handle it from here.’ Andy flashed Dev an imploring look, silently asking him to take charge of the woman. Before he could reach her, Ian placed an arm around her shoulder.

‘Everything’s going to be fine,’ he said. ‘If you’ll just step back over here with me—’

‘You don’t understand,’ the woman cried. ‘He’s going to wake up. Blake never sleeps for more than an hour and it’s been that already. Any minute he’s going to wake up and that thing will be there!’

Ian reassured her as best he could. As he turned the sobbing woman away, Andy shook off the effects of her anguish. She forced herself to think of the situation as just another exercise. When emotion intruded, reminding her of Jeremy at that tender age, she ruthlessly thrust the image away.

Dev walked beside her along the veranda. Together they eased up to the play pen and peered over its side.

Andy’s hopes plummeted. Baby Blake lay on his back, legs spread wide, the snake coiled in the crescent formed by his nappied bottom and bare pudgy thighs. Was there any way to extract it without waking the boy?

‘What kind of snake?’ Dev whispered.

‘A brown.’

‘Would the kid survive if he was bitten?’

Andy noted the strain in his voice. She turned to find his face ashen, his expression as though he were about to be sick. ‘He’s not going to get bitten,’ she said.

Dev looked down at her. Taking in her determined expression, he gave a nod. ‘What can I do?’

‘Just keep everyone away from here. Especially Jeremy.’

‘You got it.’

‘And Dev,’ she said, stopping him as he turned away. ‘Get an ambulance out here, just in case.’

Andy looked down at the sleeping infant, trying to judge which of her tools best suited the scenario. The problem with the hook was that the snake could move as it was being lifted. The same was true of the noose of course, but in that case at least the creature’s head would be restrained. Even if its movements then wakened the baby, it wouldn’t be able to inflict a bite.

Andy squatted, placing the bag and hook at her feet. She let out a bit of cable in the noose, rose slowly and leaned over the side. The snake seemed unaware of her. Positioning the noose over the crib, she took a deep breath and began to lower it.

The baby heaved a contented sigh. Andy froze as he puckered his lips and began sucking loudly. With no further warning, he opened his eyes and calmly looked up at her.

***

‘You’re not worried, are you?’ Dev said to Jeremy as they stood watching Andy from the end of the veranda. He’d seen the boy standing alone when he’d come back from using the car radio. There seemed a great deal of tension in his shoulders.

‘What if the baby wakes up?’ he said.

‘I’m sure your mum will know how to handle it.’

‘Yeah, but what if … I mean how can she stop him moving around?’

‘She’ll know what to do. She’s got a lot of guts, your mum.’ Dev didn’t like the boy’s anxious expression. ‘Hey, why don’t you come over here with me.’

‘No. I’m not leaving.’

A voice laced with fear. Dev laid a comforting hand on his shoulder—insurance in case he was tempted to move closer.

***

Andy forced herself to smile. Waking to the sight of a total stranger holding a stick would frighten most babies. The least she could do was try to look friendly.

Little Blake flashed her a gummy smile, then rolled himself over onto his stomach. Dragging one fat leg across the snake in the process!

Andy braced, preparing to lunge if the brown reared to strike. Miraculously, it lay as it had been, head resting peacefully on its coils. It stirred only slightly as the baby crawled to the far side of the pen and pulled himself up to stand at the rail.

Andy shook off her astonishment. She could reach the boy now. If she went around to the other side, she could lift him out before he or the snake became distressed. She dropped the noose, took three sideward steps and froze in horror.

Blake had let go of the rail and turned. He was wobbling precariously on the unstable surface, poised to walk across the mattress to her.

‘No! Don’t move!’ From somewhere behind her, she caught the sound of a woman sobbing.

The baby paused in reaction to her tone, his smile uncertain. Movement caught his eye, on the mattress at his feet.

‘Blake! Look at me!’ Andy tried her best to distract him. But funny faces weren’t nearly as interesting as this slowly undulating ribbon of black.

The toddler let out a squeal of delight then half fell, half pounced on the wondrous new toy.

Too late Andy lunged to catch him. He landed, knees and hands straddling the snake. As she stood bending over him, he sank back onto his pudgy bottom, leaning on one hand for support. With the other he reached out and poked the snake’s eye.

Andy gasped.

The snake turned away.

Blake squealed again as the creature slithered up over his thigh. He grabbed it mid-length and, in the manner of all infants exploring their world, started lifting it towards his mouth.

‘Blake!’ Andy put out her hands. ‘Ta?’ She infused her voice with request.

Blake eyed his treasure. Clearly he was keen to see how it felt against his lips and tongue.

She tried again with another ‘Ta?’ and moved her hands closer.

The toddler seemed to consider her request. Then he held the snake up, offering it to her with a joyous expression.

Andy heard a woman screaming behind her. The screams grew muffled, then faded completely and she imagined Mrs Kilford had been dragged around the house.

***

Dev lunged for Jeremy as the boy started forward. ‘No mate, stay here. There’s nothing you can do.’

‘She’s dropped the noose! She needs it! It’s moving!’

Dev held on as the boy squirmed and fought.

Ian was having similar difficulty restraining Blake’s mother. The woman’s screams weren’t helping matters. They had all seen clearly what the baby was holding. Their worst fears seemed about to be realised.

‘No! Let me go!’

‘Listen to me!’ Dev shook Jeremy to get his attention. ‘If you promise to stay here, I’ll go and help your mother.’

***

Andy reached out to take the snake. Thrusting her hand into an open flame would have felt as safe. The brown curved gracefully from the baby’s plump fist. But with the upper third of its length unrestrained it could turn and strike in any direction.

Instinct screamed to make no sudden movements. Yet if she delayed, Blake might do it for her. She had no choice.

Staring into those black bead eyes, she reached for a spot just above the boy’s hand. Her fingers closed around cool dry scales. Pulsing. Alive. Like holding an artery.

Blake decided on one last try. Unable to bring the toy to his mouth, he started leaning his face to his hand.

The snake turned towards him.

Andy slid her grip along its body. Nearly to the head. Inches to go.

The baby’s mouth opened. The snake flicked its tongue. With a final jerk she clamped on its neck.

The feeling rushed through her. Giddiness, elation and the urge to burst into uncontrolled tears. She took a breath and swallowed them back.

With his efforts thwarted, Blake let go and plopped on his bottom.

Andy lifted the snake from the crib. For several long moments she stood with eyes closed. Shock and amazement hummed in her veins. She had heard of such inexplicable events but had never thought to witness one. The experience would be one she would never forget.

When at last she felt able, she opened her eyes and smiled at Blake. ‘Well, we’d better get your mummy, hadn’t we?’

She turned to find Dev coming towards her along the veranda, pistol drawn and raised in his hand. She was torn between frowning and laughing outright. ‘Just what did you think you were going to do with that?’

Dev regarded the snake in her hands. ‘I …’ He swallowed. ‘For a minute it looked like you might’ve been in trouble.’

She shook her head. ‘Oh, ye of little faith.’

‘Yeah. Right.’ Still eyeing the snake, he holstered his weapon, then wiped the sweat from his upper lip. ‘So what can I do?’

Andy looked around, then smiled sweetly. ‘The baby probably needs to be changed.’


Chapter 24

Dev followed Andy back to the squad car, eyeing the creature she held in her hands. He couldn’t believe what she’d asked him to do. ‘Isn’t there a better way to go about this?’

She held up the snake. ‘It’s perfectly safe. All you have to do is drive me a little further out of town so I can release it.’

They reached the car and he opened the door. As Andy slid onto the passenger seat he paused to take a quick call from Ian. ‘Ian’s taking Jeremy back to the station. You can pick him up there when we’re done.’

‘Fine, get in.’

Dev stood regarding the snake. ‘Aren’t you at least going to put it in something?’

‘I’m fine like this.’

‘What if we have an accident?’

She flashed him a look. ‘Drive carefully.’

Dev closed her door, overcoming his urge to slam it. He went around to the other side, took a deep breath and climbed behind the wheel.

He told himself to stare straight ahead. Once his own door was closed, however, he couldn’t resist a quick glance aside. He swallowed and turned away again.

‘You seem a bit nervous, Officer Jenkins. Would you rather I sat in the back?’

He couldn’t help smiling at her saccharine tone. ‘You’re still pissed off at me, aren’t you?’

‘What makes you say that?’

He eyed the snake. ‘This is your way of getting even.’

‘What an imagination you have.’

‘Yeah right, it’s all in my head.’

He started the car and steered it down the driveway. ‘If I seem unsettled it’s because of what I witnessed back there. It’s not every day you see a baby swinging a deadly snake around.’

He stifled a shudder. In truth, more than that was bugging him. Seeing how close Andy had come to getting bitten had unleashed some unexpected emotions. ‘How does something like that even happen?’

‘You mean, why didn’t the baby get bitten?’ Andy shrugged. ‘I’ve read about similar incidents. In Australian Snakes, Richard Shine reports a number of cases where people handled venomous snakes, mistaking them for a harmless variety, and the snake showed no sign of aggression.’

‘Yes, but why? What would account for it?’

‘Temperature might be a possible factor. It’s cool today—in the shade of that fig tree it might have been below the snake’s optimum range.’

‘And that would tend to make him lethargic?’

‘As would having recently expended a lot of energy, or digesting a large meal.’ She held the brown up for closer inspection. ‘Though I don’t see any bulges in his sides.’

‘Maybe it’s like with dogs. Maybe they can sense when a person’s afraid of them.’

‘In that case I’d have been bitten for sure.’

Dev looked over at her. ‘You’re telling me you were afraid?’

‘Petrified. Not so much for myself as the baby.’ She frowned in thought. ‘Though to be honest, I never feel completely at ease until I’ve got the snake in my hands.’

‘Oh, that relaxes you. Seeing the thing on the ground gets you a little nervous but holding it makes you feel better.’

‘As long as I’m holding it I know it can’t bite me.’

Dev let out a heartfelt sigh. ‘You’re a fascinating woman, Mrs Vaughn.’

***

Andy stared out at the passing scenery. The number of houses had dropped off radically, the landscape now one of classic Australian bush: gum trees, rye grass and low native scrub. ‘This should be far enough I think.’

Dev pulled to the side of the road and got out. He came around to her door and opened it, standing well back as she exited.

She walked a good distance away from the road. Now that she’d brought the snake safely this far, she didn’t want it getting killed by traffic.

She sighted an area where the grass was thickest and gently tossed her captive into it. The manoeuvre provided the snake a soft landing, while assuring she was far enough away that it wouldn’t come back at her. She watched with satisfaction as it slithered off.

Dev had turned the car around by the time she got back.

‘I didn’t get a chance to thank you for coming to the station with me,’ he said after driving a kilometre in silence.

‘No-one seemed terribly interested in my opinion. I don’t know that I was much help.’

‘You were to me.’

Andy turned at the tone of his words. ‘Don’t go reading anything into it, Jenkins. I simply stated what I thought was relevant.’

‘That’s what we’ll say if anyone asks.’ He gave her a wink.

Andy bristled. Did he honestly think he’d won her over? That a simple apology would undo all he’d done? ‘I didn’t go there to help you personally. I have a son, in case you’ve forgotten. If there’s a killer loose in this town I’ve got a huge stake in seeing him caught.’

‘Gee, I’m sure glad you’re not still mad at me.’

He didn’t seem to be getting the message. ‘I gather from that scene with Osbourne afterwards—which was deftly handled on your part I must say—the hot shots from Adelaide don’t agree with your theory.’ That wiped the last of the smile from his face.

‘No, they don’t.’

‘Tell me, was there something else going on in that room I didn’t know about? I know how you forget to mention things sometimes.’

He drove in silence.

‘It wasn’t anything I could put my finger on, but I did get the impression you were all on your own out on that limb. Why were—’

‘What was that snake Edwards mentioned? The one he thought the killer would’ve used.’

Andy studied him. Clearly her question had struck a nerve. But if he didn’t trust her enough to answer, what was it to her? ‘An inland taipan.’

‘That’s a fairly dangerous species, is it?’

‘Put it this way, when the settlers first came to this country, the cobra was generally regarded as the world’s most poisonous land snake. The venom of Australia’s inland taipan is fifty times more potent.’

Dev gave an appreciative whistle. ‘That would make it the most poisonous snake in the world then, right? The most deadly?’

‘Well, which do you want to know? You just asked me two different questions.’

He looked at her puzzled. ‘I did?’

‘Look, it’s like I told Edwards, the snake with the most toxic venom isn’t necessarily the most dangerous. There are other factors to consider—how shy or aggressive the species is, how deeply it can inject its venom and in what quantity.’

‘So how does the taipan rate in those areas?’

‘I can’t tell you anything from firsthand experience. Taipans don’t live around here so I’ve never even seen, let alone handled one. But from my reading …’ Andy frowned as she recalled the words. ‘One expert wrote, “when aroused, taipans will press home an attack with unparalleled aggression and can deliver multiple lightning-fast bites”.’

His mouth dropped open. ‘That sounds pretty bloody lethal to me! But you told Edwards the brown was deadliest.’

‘Statistically it is. You see, despite all I just told you, there’s never been a recorded death from taipan bite in this country. Taipans inhabit less populated areas and will retreat if given the chance.’ Andy shrugged. ‘Then again, those are the very conditions your killer has altered.’

Dev sighed. ‘Lady, you’re confusing the hell out of me.’

‘The point I’m making is, it wouldn’t matter what species he chose. If someone is using a snake as a murder weapon it means he’s in control of all the normally random factors. He can select a snake that’s not only deadly but mature and vigorous. He can see that it’s at its optimum temperature when he plants it. And, most importantly, he can aggravate it to a frenzy beforehand, assuring even the most placid snake is aggressive as hell when the victim encounters it.’

‘I think I’m catching on.’

‘You mentioned that two of the victims sustained multiple bites.’

‘That’s right.’

‘That suggests to me the snake was encountered at close quarters, where it had no clear path of escape. It was cornered, the victim couldn’t get out of its way and—’

‘The car!’ Dev erupted, thumping the steering wheel. ‘He plants the bloody thing in the victim’s car. That’s why they couldn’t drive away from the scene.’

She nodded. ‘Makes sense.’

Dev looked over at her. ‘Sounds to me like you think there might actually be a killer.’

‘Three deaths in one town in one summer is just too coincidental for me. If believing that puts me on the same side as you, I’ll just have to live with it.’

‘So you’ll help me then?’

‘Help you? How? If the department isn’t buying your story—’

‘Let me tag along on your captures. Sooner or later we’re bound to hit one that was set up by the killer. There could be clues.’

She slanted him a look. Was that the only reason he wanted to come? ‘Provided you keep your gun in your holster, you can tag along. Anything else?’

‘Just keep giving me your expert advice.’

‘Don’t put too much faith in my experience, Jenkins. I’ve had one three-day course and six hands-on cases. In a practical sense I’m just a beginner.’

He blew out a breath. ‘Great. I’ve teamed up with a snake charmer with ‘L’ plates.’


Chapter 25

With her TAFE class over, Andy rose from behind her desk, gathered her notes and headed for the door. She needed to pick up Jeremy from training.

Fred Quilliams looked up as she passed his desk at the front of the room. ‘Oh Andy, I heard about your rescue at the Kilford farm this week. I just wanted to say well done. It sounded like a tricky situation.’

‘Thank you. It was a bit tense for a moment or two but luckily it all worked out.’

‘Oh, I doubt luck had much to do with it. More your skill and steady nerve under fire.’

She smiled at his words. It was always nice to get praise from your boss.

The man began sorting papers on his desk. ‘I understand the police were there.’

‘Yes, as it turned out I was with an officer when I got the call. We used his patrol car to get there faster.’

‘That was handy. And would this be the same officer who suspects there’s a killer loose in town using snakes as murder weapons?’ By the glint in his eye, he still found the idea utterly laughable.

‘It would actually.’

‘And he was able to inspect the scene you encountered, witness your capture, question those involved?’

‘He was.’

‘I hope the experience was enough to convince him of the unlikeliness of his suspicions.’

‘Actually …’ For some reason she felt reluctant admitting her thoughts. ‘I’ve started to wonder if he might be on to something.’

‘Oh?’ Quilliams stopped shuffling pages. ‘Did you find something at the Kilford scene that’s led you to change your mind about this?’

‘No, but there’s been a third death by snakebite in town.’

‘Has there indeed. I hadn’t heard that.’ The man stood frowning for several moments. ‘Do you know the details?’

Andy filled him in on what Dev had told her about the incident.

‘So a surfer living in a rustic shack in native scrub …’ Quilliams gave a huff. ‘I’d be amazed if he didn’t encounter snakes on a regular basis. He’d most likely have grown complacent and careless is what I would guess.’

‘Still, three deaths in a single town in a single season … you have to admit that’s a bit of a stretch.’

‘I concede it’s highly unusual but I’d hardly go so far as to call it suspicious.’ His smile this time was reassuring. ‘Trust me, Andy, you can go about your duties safe in the knowledge these are purely natural occurrences you’re facing.’

***

Dev pulled down the brim of his baseball cap against the glare of a setting sun. Taking another shortened run up, he bowled to the figure at the end of the batting cage.

‘What do you think happened to your mum?’ he asked, after Jeremy hit the ball back to him.

‘Nothing, she told me she’d be a bit late. Her class doesn’t finish till six o’clock.’

‘Every week? You mean you have to wait around for half an hour after every training?’

‘No big deal.’ Jeremy cut the next ball into the fence. He stooped to retrieve it, then tossed it back. ‘You don’t have to hang around with me, you know. I’ll be all right.’

Dev scanned the oval behind him. There were in fact other people around—an adult soccer team warming up, a couple of joggers running laps. There was no real reason he needed to stay. And yet … ‘Hey, I need the practice. Haven’t played in two years, remember.’

He sent down a few more balls. ‘What class is your mum taking?’

‘She’s studying to be a park ranger.’

‘Doesn’t she already work for Parks and Wildlife?’

‘She just catches snakes for them ‘cause they don’t have anyone else to do it.’ Jeremy swung wide, missing the next delivery completely. He picked up the ball and threw it back.

‘Guess they wouldn’t exactly be lining up for that job,’ Dev said. ‘Takes a special kind of person to do what your mum does, that’s for sure.’

Jeremy smashed the next ball over Dev’s head.

‘Nice hit,’ he said as he watched it sail out onto the oval. By unspoken agreement they stopped play and started after it. The rest of the balls had already been packed away in his car.

‘A ranger, eh,’ Dev reflected. The thought of Andy in a pair of skimpy safari shorts had definite appeal. ‘Wasn’t she a biology teacher once?’

‘She hasn’t done that for a while. Not since my dad died.’

Dev wasn’t certain how to respond. In the short time he’d known Jeremy he’d developed a surprising fondness for the boy. What had started as kindness to a fatherless child was rapidly becoming a fulfilling bond; a friendship that, in a way Dev didn’t yet understand, was easing a loss he was feeling at the moment.

But whether Jeremy felt the same closeness and wished to confide his more personal thoughts, Dev couldn’t tell. He glanced aside to find the boy looking up at him.

‘It’s all right, I can talk about my dad. I had all sorts of counselling after he died.’

Dev scuffed the grass with long easy strides. ‘Counselling, huh. What was that like?’

‘They get you to talk about your feelings and stuff, instead of … I don’t know, blocking them out, I guess.’

‘You reckon it helped?’

‘It makes you stop thinking things’ll change, that you can ever have ‘em back the way they were. You can’t just pretend they didn’t happen.’

Dev looked around at his sudden silence. Somehow his last sentence seemed unfinished. ‘Did your mum go with you?’

‘No. Mum didn’t do anything after Dad died.’

This time the strain in his tone was audible. Dev tried to keep his own voice casual. ‘Why do you think that was?’

‘She didn’t care about anything I guess.’

‘She still had you. I’m sure that meant a lot to her.’

The boy’s silence seemed to speak volumes.

They’d come to a stop in the middle of the oval. Straightening again after picking up the ball, Dev spotted the takeaway shop across the road. ‘You hungry?’ Jeremy looked up.

‘I didn’t have lunch. Think your mum would mind if we got ourselves some dinner?’

***

Andy steered her car from the TAFE public car park. Poor Jeremy. She was so late. Even later than the six o’clock she’d told him as she’d been delayed further by her chat with Quilliams. He’d be wondering what had happened to her.

She would have to organise something better for him on Thursday nights. Maybe he could go home with Shawn after training and she could pick him up there. Cheryl wouldn’t mind feeding him, surely.

She drove the few blocks to the high school grounds. As she turned down the street that flanked its main oval, a familiar disquiet darkened her mood. Not in the three years since Greg had gone had she been able to look upon this expanse of green without thinking of him. Even on sports day, when crowded with students, the area seemed empty without him there.

How many times had she sat in the staff room, looking out at him as he conducted his classes? How many times had she sat in their car waiting to collect him after some training session? The high school oval had been Greg’s domain. Whether for work or the many recreational sports he had played, he’d spent more time here than anywhere else. Now, as it had for the past three years, the oval seemed a haunted and desolate place. Empty of all but the memory …

Andy stomped down on the brake pedal. Coming across the playing field towards her was Jeremy and what had to be a full-blown aberration. Striding casually along at his side was a tall, lean, masculine figure. The pair seemed so comfortable in one another’s presence, her mind cast them instantly as father and son.

‘Greg,’ she breathed as her eyes filled with tears.

***

‘So your dad was a PE teacher, eh? Guess that explains your sporting talents.’ Dev tousled Jeremy’s curly brown hair. He’d enjoyed their in-depth discussion immensely and felt even closer to him now than before.

Jeremy had been surprisingly open, almost eager, in talking about his relationship with his father. Oddly however—or perhaps Dev had just imagined it—he’d not seemed as eager to speak of the present. Especially of anything regarding Andy. Did the boy feel a protective loyalty to his mother? Did he sense and resent Dev’s attraction to her? If so, he had given no other indication of it.

Dev saw the car parked behind his own. He returned the wave of the woman at the wheel.

‘There’s your mum.’ He elbowed Jeremy. ‘Think she looks mad?’

‘Why would she be mad?’

‘It’s twenty past. If she got here at six and you weren’t waiting for her she might have been worried.’

‘She wouldn’t care. She might be mad she had to wait, but she wouldn’t be worried.’

Again Dev noted the change in his tone, a hint of what might have almost been bitterness. It seemed out of place in the boy’s otherwise cheerful nature. He filed the thought as they reached the car.

‘Hey there,’ he greeted, through the open window. ‘Hope you haven’t been waiting long. We just had a quick bite to eat.’

***

Still fighting the after-effects of her vision, Andy looked from one to the other. Even when they’d gotten closer and she’d seen it was Dev, the father-and-son image had been difficult to shake.

She looked at Jeremy. ‘You had dinner already?’

‘Just a burger and chips.’

Andy took a moment to register the fact. Why should she be hurt that he’d eaten without her? It actually made things easier for her.

She got out her wallet. ‘What do I owe you, Jenkins?’

‘Forget it. My shout.’

‘I don’t expect you to babysit him and buy him dinner.’

Dev ignored the ten dollar note she held out to him. He took out his keys and handed them to Jeremy. ‘Your bag’s in the back of my car. Better go grab it.’

As Jeremy walked off, Dev leaned towards the window again. ‘Tell you what. Instead of paying me, why don’t you just return the favour.’

She regarded him steadily.

‘Invite me over to dinner some night. I don’t get too many home-cooked meals.’

‘Is that why you did this? To score points with me?’ She tried to stuff the bill in his shirt breast pocket but he grabbed her wrist.

‘Let’s get something straight,’ he said. ‘I don’t consider spending time with Jeremy as babysitting. I enjoy his company, and I think he likes me. Let’s leave it at that, okay?’

Andy pulled her hand free and stuffed the note back into her wallet. ‘You didn’t have to hang around; I wouldn’t be likely to forget my own son.’

Jeremy came back and got in beside her.

‘I understand your class doesn’t finish till six,’ Dev said. ‘If it helps, we can do this every week. I’d be eating anyway—Jeremy can keep me company.’

‘Cool! Thanks, Dev!’

Andy looked longingly down at her son. If only he was that eager to spend time with her.

She turned back to Dev. ‘Thank you, but I’ll make other arrangements.’

‘Aw, Mum, please. I want to eat with Dev.’

She twisted her grip around the steering wheel. It would be safer if he waited with someone. ‘I’d insist on paying for his meals,’ she relented.

‘Fine. If it’s that important to you.’

‘Including today’s.’

The man’s infuriating smile returned. ‘How about we work out a trade for today.’

‘I told you, I’m not—’

‘Books.’

She blinked at him. ‘What?’

‘Loan me that one on snakes you were talking about. That and any others you have.’

She stared at him a moment through narrowed eyes.

‘You can drop them off to me at home any time. You remember where I live.’

‘How could I forget?’ She started the car and drove away.


Chapter 26

Dev pulled his car to a stop between the mound of gravel and pallets of bricks that marked the boundary of the construction area. The farmhouse was going to be a grand affair. Its timber framework was already in place, rising from its concrete moorings like the skeleton of some prehistoric beast.

He killed the engine and got out into the midday heat. He saw Andy off to one side, talking with a tanned, bare-chested man he assumed was the site foreman. Activity in their area had slowed to a snail’s pace, the workers apparently more interested in Andy than any of their respective jobs.

Dev strode across the littered yard. Stopping protectively at Andy’s back, he directed a look at her admirers and their flagging pace rekindled at once.

Andy concluded her conversation, turned and bumped into his chest—not an altogether unpleasant experience.

She recovered quickly. ‘Oh. You got my message, I see.’

‘Sorry I didn’t get here faster, I was on the other side town.’

‘No worries; I just got here myself.’

He kept pace with her as she started for the rear of the site. ‘So what have we got?’

‘One of the workmen’s stuck up a ladder. Apparently a brown snake parked itself under him.’

They wove their way through the cluttered yard, skirting tools, timber and assorted debris. They’d just rounded the rear of the building when Andy stopped. ‘Actually this probably isn’t anything you’d be interested in.’

‘Why not?’

‘Well, these workers have all been here since early this morning. Unless one of them is the killer I’d say there’s little chance anyone could’ve planted this snake.’

He considered her words. ‘No, probably not.’

‘Sorry I couldn’t have let you know sooner but I only found out myself when I got here.’

‘No harm done.’

‘But it means you came all the way out here for nothing.’

He smiled down at her. ‘I wouldn’t say that.’

She cocked her head in silent rebuke, yet her gaze lingered, holding his own.

‘I hate to break up this touching scene, but are one of youse gonna help me out here?’

They turned to see a beefy, red-faced man balanced atop an A-frame ladder. Andy’s focus instantly shifted. ‘Wait here,’ she said, and walked away.

Dev pursed his lips. ‘I hate it when she says that.’

With a deep breath he fought to settle his nerves. He thought he’d prepared himself on the drive out. But it seemed the scene at the Kilford farm—the one he’d been trying to blot from mind for the past five days—was determined to resurface and undermine his efforts.

Seeing Andy walk blithely into one of these situations was too much like watching Warren enter that bottle shop back in Sydney. A cold sweat had already broken out over his body, the unseen band tightening around his chest. Still, he couldn’t look away.

The ground near the base of the ladder was uneven. The snake must be nestled in a small depression as he couldn’t see it from where he was standing. Nor could he hear what Andy was saying to the anxious workman. Words of reassurance no doubt, for the big guy seemed a bit more relaxed now.

Dev rolled his shoulders. If only he could say the same for himself.

Andy leaned forward and reached her hook down into the depression. When she raised it again a moment later, a three-foot snake was draped on its end.

Only a small one, he tried to assure himself. But one thing his reading had unfortunately taught him was that size didn’t matter much with these deadly creatures. Six feet or one, the venom they injected was just as toxic.

Andy backed calmly away from the ladder. She said something to the workman and he climbed down and hurried away.

Dev watched her set the snake on the ground and pin its head with the rubber brace in preparation for picking it up. She would need to take it a good distance away in order to be sure it wouldn’t come back.

Muscles taut, he edged closer, trying to see. She was so bloody casual about it all! Bending down as though it were just a scrap of litter she was retrieving. He wanted to yell to her to be careful. Instead he clamped his jaw even tighter. She’d be all right. Of course she would, she knew what she was doing.

And then it happened.

Andy squatted and reached for the snake. One second she was in total control; the next, something shot out and struck her hand.

***

Andy nearly yelped when someone grabbed her arm and spun her around.

‘Sit down. Right here, right where you are.’

She blinked at the man barking orders at her. ‘Dev. What are you doing? The snake got away, I have to—’

‘Forget the bloody snake. I said sit down.’

The next thing she knew she was sitting on the ground with the man kneeling in the grass beside her.

‘If you’re going to do this job, you should know your facts,’ he said. ‘Now’s not the time to go wandering about, that’ll only spread the venom faster. You need to stay still.’

He pulled an ace bandage from his pocket and swore as he tackled its plastic wrapping. Slowly his behaviour was starting to make sense. ‘Dev, listen, it—’

‘Just keep still, I know what I’m doing. I was reading about this only this morning.’

Despite the brusquely delivered command, his urgency drew a smile to her lips. ‘You certainly came prepared,’ she said, nodding at the bandage he was wrestling.

‘Just as well one of us did. Why the hell don’t you have one of these?’

‘I do. It’s in my glove box.’

‘A bloody lot of good it’s doing you there.’ He jabbed a finger through the wrapper. The bandage spilled out and unrolled away from him. ‘Just make sure I do this right,’ he said, gathering it up. ‘My first aid could be a little rusty.’

‘Dev, would you listen.’

‘I said watch, not talk. I have to concentrate.’

Andy shrugged and settled herself. If he was that keen to save her, who was she to stand in his way?

‘Where did it bite you?’

She pointed to a mark on the back of her hand.

‘So I start here and wrap all the way up to the elbow.’

She nodded gravely.

Dev began carefully binding her arm, taking great pains to overlap it evenly. Andy watched his face as he worked. His dark eyes, normally so bright with humour, were filled with a concern that bordered on panic. Her amusement died.

‘Dev, listen—’

‘How is it? Too tight?’

‘No, it’s fine. I just—’

‘It should be firm, like for a sprain, but not so tight it cuts off circulation.’ He went back to work.

Andy found her protests slipping from her mind. The touch of his hands, so gentle yet strong, elicited a feeling she’d not known for some time. Not since Greg was alive had she felt the simple joy of being cared for.

He raised her arm to tie off the bandage above her elbow. His movements there, so near her breast, caused a flutter of a different kind to stir within her. She pulled her arm away.

‘What? Did I hurt you?’ he said, looking up in surprise.

‘No. I just … I thought you’d finished.’

‘Yeah, guess I have. How does it feel?’

She tore her gaze from his and surveyed his work. ‘Not bad. A nice bit of first aid; that was good practice.’

‘So all we need now is a sling, right? No need for a splint if it’s—’ He stopped and looked at her. ‘What do you mean practice?’

Andy hesitated. This wouldn’t be easy. ‘That was a Masters snake that bit me.’

He stared as though she were speaking in tongues.

‘Masters aren’t poisonous.’

‘You … you’re telling me …’

‘They’re harmless. I’m not in any danger.’

He shut his eyes and bowed his head. Somewhere in his desperate bid to save her he’d lost his cap—wisps of his hair brushed the skin on her arm. She reached up to touch them, then drew back her hand.

‘Dev? You okay?’

He looked up and sighed. ‘I guess that’s what you were trying to tell me.’

‘It was hard to get through, you were so focused.’

Self-effacing humour sparked in his eyes. ‘Like the fireman who rescues a mannequin from a burning building.’ He picked up her arm. ‘Obviously you won’t need this.’

As he unwrapped the bandage, she felt a strange urge to prolong the encounter. ‘I’m sorry I haven’t gotten you those books you wanted. I’ll bring them around to you soon, I promise.’

‘No worries, I’m working all week.’ He wadded the bandage, shoved it in his pocket, then helped her to her feet. Muttering about needing to get back to the station, he turned to leave.

‘Dev?’

‘Yeah.’ He picked up his hat and slapped the dust off against his leg.

‘Thanks.’

He let out a laugh and walked away. ‘Any time.’


Chapter 27

Dev paced the confines of his farmhouse kitchen. He consulted the clock above the refrigerator for the twentieth time in the last quarter hour. He forced himself to stop at the sink and for a while stood staring out into the yard.

Afternoon sun cast lengthening shadows across the grass. The barbie would be well under way in Sydney by now. Party lights would be strung on his folks’ back veranda, the house and tiny suburban yard filled with people, mostly his dad’s old mates from work.

Beth would be there. And Tom, if he could get a day off work. The boys would be driving their grandmother crazy. Uncle Kev would have flown down from Darwin and Aunt Grace across from the Riverland.

Yes, the family would be well represented at the affair that marked his father’s fifty-sixth year. The only member conspicuous by his absence would be one black-sheep son named Deverell Allen.

Dev took a glass from the dish rack and filled it with water. He took a deep swallow but hardly felt bolstered. Only a beverage with a bit more kick would fully prepare him for what he was about to do. But he wasn’t relying on crutches anymore. In this one small way, at least, he had made progress.

He set down the glass, went to the table and picked up the phone. As he’d done for perhaps a dozen times since leaving Sydney, he tapped the number and listened to it ring.

Someone picked up. Dev caught the sounds of laugher in the background before a voice said, ‘Hello?’

‘Bethy?’

‘Dev? Dev, is that you? Hang on, I can’t hear.’ He heard a brief kerfuffle, then the background noise faded. ‘Well, hey there stranger, hay ya gon?’

He smiled at her rendering of outback speech. ‘Sounds like a pretty wild party going on there.’

‘If you can call a bunch of Dad’s old cronies sitting around telling cop stories wild then, yeah, I guess. They’ve only been at it since mid-afternoon and already I’ve gotten the entire repertoire.’

‘Nothing changes.’

‘That’s for sure.’

Their laugher fizzled and a silence commenced.

‘So how’ve you been?’ She tried to fill it. ‘All settled in? Things going well? You might’ve called before this, you sod!’

‘I tried a few times, but never got through. You know these lousy country connections. But everything’s fine. The job’s pretty much what I expected—locals all wary of the city boy. But, hey, in another fifty years I could be one of them. God forbid!’

‘All right, big brother, now cut the crap and give it to me straight.’ Her voice was brusque yet somehow caring; the same hard-nosed compassion he’d always got from her.

Dev sighed. ‘Word of what happened got here before I did.’

‘Oh Dev, no. That sucks, I’m sorry.’

‘Hey, what can you do?’

‘I can give Flemmings a boot up the arse, is what!’ she flared. ‘You can bet your last quid it was him who shot his mouth off.’

‘You stay clear of that mongrel, you hear me? You’ll only be hurting your own career.’

‘I don’t give a rat’s arse—’

‘I care about it. Bad enough one of us is out in the cold. You go sticking your beak into it and you’ll just make things worse between me and—’ He let the thought die, unable to speak of it even with her. ‘Just promise me you won’t get involved.’

Silence from her end.

‘Beth, you hear me?’

‘Still a pushy bastard, aren’t you?’

‘Just promise me, eh?’

A begrudging laugh. ‘Anything for you, mate, you know that.’

Dev clung briefly to the note of support. ‘So …’ He inhaled and took the plunge. ‘Is he there?’

‘I assume you’re referring to the birthday boy? Hang on, I’ll go see if I can find him.’

He shifted the phone to his other hand, wiping the first down the front of his shirt. Silence ticked by like the drum of his heart.

Finally, ‘Dev?’

‘Yeah, Beth, I’m here.’

‘Look, I’m sorry but he can’t get away right now. They’re cutting the cake and … well, he’s right in the middle of—’

His laugh cut her off. ‘Oh come on, you can do better than that.’

‘No really, he—’

‘Just say it—he won’t talk to me. Why pretend?’

‘Sorry, Dev.’

‘Not your fault. The old boy’s beef is purely with me. What did he say when you told him who it was?’

‘Dev, come on …’

‘So he did say something. And in front of the others, I can just imagine.’

‘Look, what does it matter? You know what he’s like. Being a stubborn old bull as usual.’

‘So what did he say?’

‘Dev, don’t do this.’

‘What did he say?’

A final sigh and then she replied.

***

Andy lingered at the open back door, debating whether or not to knock. She could see Dev inside, sitting alone, hunched over the table in his darkened kitchen. She’d caught only the tail end of his phone conversation and quite unintentionally. But what she’d heard had been enough to suggest Dev might not be in the mood for visitors.

Not that this was a social call. She’d simply come to drop off the books he had asked for. She didn’t want to leave them on his back step in case he didn’t notice them until the morning. It would just take a second to hand them over.

She reached towards the door then lowered her hand again. He still hadn’t moved. She should go and give him the books another time. Yet something kept her from turning away.

She stared at the dark head bowed over the table. This seemed a far cry from the arrogant cop she’d met in the park.

Truth be told, her opinion of this man had altered considerably since that first encounter. Though she hadn’t admitted it, she’d forgiven him his lies by omission and the fact that he’d once considered her a suspect. He’d only been doing his job, after all.

His frantic efforts to ‘save’ her yesterday, though totally unnecessary, had been endearing. And the fact that he was able to laugh about it afterwards made him all the more appealing.

But something was certainly troubling him now, his pain so apparent she wanted to go to him. What would he do if she slipped inside, eased up behind him and started massaging those broad tense shoulders? How would he respond to her fingers twining through his hair, drawing his head back, baring his throat, his face, his lips …

Whatever was wrong, she could help him forget. She could—

Not with Jeremy waiting in the car, she couldn’t!

Andy turned and hurried away.

‘Isn’t he home?’ Jeremy said when Andy climbed back in the car beside him.

‘Yes, but he’s busy. He can’t talk right now.’ She had no intention of going into details.

‘Couldn’t we wait?’

‘No, hon, he’s going to be a while. We’ll come back some other time.’

Jeremy slumped and stared out the window. Their exchange—hardly qualifying as a conversation—was at an end. It seemed, since that fleeting respite at the police station, things had gone back to normal between them.

They drove in silence back through town, then inland in the direction of home. On the last curve before their driveway Andy pulled the car to the side of the road.

‘Why are we stopping?’ Jeremy said.

‘Didn’t you see him? There’s a sleepy lizard on the road back there.’

‘So?’

‘I thought we’d rescue him like we always do.’

‘Like you always do, Mum. I don’t care. If they’re dumb enough to sit in the middle of the road, let ‘em get squashed.’

Andy gaped at him, fighting a sudden wave of distress. ‘You used to always make me stop for sleepies.’

‘When I was four.’

She shook her head. It seemed she didn’t know her son at all anymore. ‘I’ll just quickly move him off the road. It won’t take a second.’

Andy got out and walked back to the lizard basking peacefully on the warm bitumen. As she approached, it turned to confront her, raised its puffed-up body on tiptoe and opened its mouth. A bright blue tongue waved to accentuate its warning hiss.

Andy smiled. She loved sleepy lizards. Slow and harmless, they put on such a wonderfully fearsome display. All bluff. Well, mostly.

She knelt beside it, wiggled her fingers in front of its face, then clamped its neck with her other hand. One thing sleepies were renowned for was hanging on tenaciously once they had bitten. She had no wish to drive home with a foot-long lizard attached to her arm.

Mouth still gaping, the sleepy arched with impressive strength. She rose, started for the side of the road, then headed back to the car instead.

‘Jeremy, would you get the tweezers out of bag, please,’ she said standing at his open window. ‘This poor fellow has a tick in his ear.’

Jeremy leaned over and pawed through her bag. He straightened and held the tweezers out to her, then pulled back from the open widow. The lizard, alarmed by his sudden movement, had let out another warning hiss.

‘Get it away from me!’

Andy stepped back and looked at her son. She knew he’d shown anger to mask his fear but that fear was precisely what surprised her. Was this the same boy who’d once had a sleepy lizard for a pet? Whose room still contained a half-dozen fish tanks to house the turtles, frogs and tadpoles he kept?

She quickly freed the lizard and returned to the car.

‘Jeremy, is anything wrong?’ she ventured as they drove up the driveway.

‘Like what?’

‘I don’t know. It isn’t like you to be afraid of a lizard. I just wondered if anything else was bothering you.’

He let out a sigh.

‘Everything going okay at school? No-one hassling you?’

He stared out the window.

‘Jeremy?’

‘I just don’t like lizards, okay.’

There was something wrong. She didn’t want to press but she had to know. ‘You used to like them. You used to like everything to do with nature. You and Shawn used to roam around the yard bringing me skinks and geckos and—’

‘Well, I don’t anymore!’ He turned to face her. ‘Don’t you get it? It isn’t normal. Catching snakes, handling lizards … No-one else’s mum does stuff like that.’

So they were finally getting to the truth of the matter. ‘I’ll grant you it might be a little unusual but—’

‘No, Mum, it’s weird. Catching snakes is weird. You’re weird for doing it and everyone says so!’

They had reached the house. Jeremy jumped out the instant she stopped and ran inside. Only then did Andy see the other car, a green rust-splotched Holden sedan, parked in the circle in front of her. She sat where she was, taking every second to recover her composure, then got out to greet her visitor.

A thin dark-haired woman was lifting a baby from the back seat of her car. Not until Andy saw the baby’s face did she realise who these people were.

‘Mrs Kilford?’ she said, stepping forward. Little wonder she hadn’t recognised the woman. The last time they’d met she’d been hysterical.

‘Lila, please,’ the mother returned. ‘And I reckon you’d remember this little bloke.’

Andy looked down at the plump smiling baby. ‘Blake. Of course. I wouldn’t be likely to forget you, would I?’ She wriggled a finger under his chin and he gurgled happily.

‘How good to see you both,’ Andy said. ‘And certainly under better circumstances than the last time. Would you like to come in for a cuppa?’

‘I’m sorry, we can’t. I just stopped by to finally thank you. I didn’t get a chance the other day. I guess I wasn’t in a fit state to think of such things.’

‘That’s quite all right. Thanks are hardly necessary, Lila.’

The woman grew serious. ‘Yes, they are. In fact there’s nothing I could do or say that could ever be enough to show my gratitude. For days now I’ve had the most terrible nightmares. I just don’t know what I’d have done if …’ She smiled in embarrassment. ‘But then you have a son so I’m sure you understand.’

Lila pulled something from her shoulder bag. ‘I wanted you to have this. It isn’t much but I thought it might have special meaning for you.’

‘You didn’t have to get me anything,’ Andy said, accepting the unwrapped gift she was handed. Then suddenly she found she could say no more; her throat had gone into painful spasm. A tiny, beautiful, baby boy smiled back at her from the photo in her hand.

Lila touched her arm. ‘You put it somewhere where you’ll see it often. And every time you look at it, I want you to remember—I wouldn’t have my baby if it wasn’t for you.’


Chapter 28

Dev fixed himself a mug of tea and carried it out onto the back veranda. It wasn’t going to be a leisurely cup—he barely had time to take out the trash before he needed to leave for the station. Hurried or not, he just couldn’t face the morning without a dose of caffeine in his system.

Trash bag in one hand, mug in the other, he crossed the yard and entered the garage. The branch he’d been chopping the day before lay just inside, half of it as a pile of freshly cut lengths, the remainder as it had fallen from the tree.

His rented farm house, he’d recently discovered, had a wood-burning stove in its lounge—something Dev had never come across in any of his Sydney flats. When summer ended and the season changed, he was looking forward to lighting a fire in its belly.

He dwelt on the thought as he moved through the shed. A pleasant and absorbing one it was too, for in the scene he’d created in his mind Andy shared that rustic ritual with him.

Fantasies being what they were, he could imagine her having a complete change of heart about not wanting to get involved. Soft music playing, a thick rug on the floor, her bare skin bathed in the glow of the fire … Yes, he could see it all clearly. Right down to the welcoming smile on her face.

His stomach twisted when the image suddenly began to change. Against all his wishes it was now no longer his lounge room he saw, but the veranda of the Kilford farm. The scene played out as it had seven days ago. Only this time when the baby handed up its prize, Andy was not as blessed in receiving it.

Like the bullets that had ravaged his partner’s body, fangs sank deep into Andy’s flesh. And like that death in the bottle shop in a west Sydney suburb, Dev could do no more than hold the companion he’d sworn to protect, as their life slowly ebbed away.

Why did she do it? Dear, sweet Jesus, why would she—’

Shaking off the disturbing image, he opened the bin and dropped in his trash. It wasn’t his place to interfere in Andy’s life, especially considering she didn’t want him in it. She was an intelligent adult. She could make her own choices.

But, as those were the very thoughts he’d had prior to Warren’s death, he could see the moment might soon come when he could no longer remain silent. He’d stood by idly and done nothing the first time. He couldn’t let it happen a second.

Dev took up his mug from the work bench and turned for the car. Thoughts still immersed in the dangers Andy faced, he did not see the coil of black nestled between two lengths of wood until he was nearly upon it.

At the last instant he yanked back his foot. Adrenaline surged. The axe stood embedded in the chopping block. He swept it up and swung it at the head of the snake.

***

Andy carried her stack of books through the front door of the Port Matthews police station. She greeted the tall, loose-limbed scarecrow behind the counter—Dev’s partner, Ian.

‘Dev asked me to bring these in for him. Is he here?’

‘Sorry, not yet. You can leave them with me and I’ll see he gets them.’

Andy checked her watch. ‘He told me he’d be in at nine today.’

‘He’s running late. Actually he’s up at the hospital—had a little run-in with a snake this morning.’

Andy stared at the man, aghast. ‘Oh, my God, what happened? Is he all right?’

‘He’ll live. Though, knowing Dev, he might wish he hadn’t.’

Andy frowned. What an odd thing to say. ‘So was he bitten?’

‘He didn’t tell me but I’d say it was doubtful.’

She studied his face. She was confused on a number of points, not least of which was that Ian seemed on the verge of smiling. ‘Well, if he wasn’t bitten, what’s he doing at the hospital?’

‘Sprained ankle and stitches.’

Her frown deepened. ‘Why would he need stitches if he ran into a snake?’

‘Maybe I’d better let him explain.’

She followed his gaze to see Dev coming through the door behind her. Other than the fact that he was walking with a slight limp and had a butterfly stitch over one dark brow he seemed perfectly intact.

‘If it isn’t the snake charmer,’ Ian greeted him.

‘Dev, are you all right?’ Andy said, rushing up to him. ‘Ian told me what happened. Some of it, anyway. I’m not clear on a few things yet.’

Dev flashed his partner an irritable look. ‘I’m fine. It’s nothing. Forget about it.’

‘Forget? But what happened? What kind of snake was it? Where’d you run into it? What did you do?’

Again Dev looked across at Ian, seeming almost reluctant to speak in the man’s presence. ‘It was in my garage, coiled up near some wood I’d been chopping. I … cut off its head with the axe that was there.’

Ian’s mirth erupted in a loud snort.

Andy looked from one to the other. ‘Would someone please tell me what’s going on?’

Dev sighed heavily. ‘It wasn’t a real snake.’

‘What?’

‘It was fake. A kid’s toy. Someone thought it’d be funny to plant it in my shed as a joke.’ He glared at Ian.

‘Hey, it wasn’t me!’

Andy bit her lip. Now that the tension of the moment was relieved she found herself in the same predicament as Ian. But she would never be so cruel as to laugh. ‘Well that wasn’t very nice of them, was it?’

Dev regarded her, clearly suspicious of her quavering tone.

‘So how did you …?’ She pointed to the bandage over his brow.

He looked from one to the other, silently daring them to show amusement at his response. ‘I caught a piece of wood when I swung the axe. It flew up and hit me in the head.’

Ian choked on a splutter of laughter.

Andy managed to look sympathetic. ‘And your ankle?’

He hesitated. ‘Fell over a rake running out of the shed.’

Ian had disappeared behind the desk, bent double in his efforts to restrain himself.

Andy didn’t know how much more she could take but there was one last question she had to ask. ‘What are those marks all over your face?’

‘What marks?’ Dev tried to see his reflection in the mirrored glass behind the desk.

‘Yeah, I noticed them too,’ Ian said, coming up for air. ‘You got these red blotches everywhere.’

‘Almost looks like some kind of rash,’ Andy said.

‘Maybe he’s allergic to snakes,’ Ian offered.

It was a ridiculous joke but in her current state, Andy had to fight not to succumb. She bit down hard on both lips, the effort bringing tears to her eyes. They stood awaiting Dev’s explanation.

‘Burns,’ he muttered.

‘The snake burned you?’ Ian said.

‘Must’ve been one of those fire-breathing snakes.’

Dev turned to Andy, openly incredulous that she would join in his torment. ‘I was holding a cup of hot tea at the time. It must have splattered when I—’

It was the last word he would get to say on the subject. His audience of two had lost their battle.

Dev glared down at Ian, who had collapsed into the chair behind the desk holding his sides. Andy, who for a moment had looked as though she were trying to suck the entire lower half of her face into her mouth, was now in a similar state.

‘Well I’m glad my misfortune has brightened everyone’s day.’ His comment did little to subdue the pair. He stood watching them in mock indignation.

It was several moments before Andy could answer. ‘I’m sorry gentlemen but I have to go. Here are those books you asked for, Dev. If you need anything else, just let me know.’ She stifled a grin as she went out the door. ‘And keep an eye out for those fire-breathing snakes.’

***

Dev watched Andy leave the station. It was the first time he’d ever seen her laugh and the sight would stay with him for a long time, he was sure.

The door hadn’t completely closed again when another figure filled it. Mat Croydon backed through the opening carrying a styrofoam cup and a pair of the cream buns he was so partial to. ‘Deev-o, back to work so soon?’ He set his booty on the front counter. ‘Heard you had a little accident this morning. Sure you feel up to it?’

Dev ignored him and turned to Ian. ‘You ready to head off?’

‘Yeah. I was just filling in for Mat till you got here.’

‘Let’s go then.’

‘Hey!’ Mat protested as they walked away from him. ‘Aren’t you gonna fill me in on what happened?’

Outside, Dev laid Andy’s books on the back seat of the squad car and climbed in to ride shotgun.

‘So who do you reckon left the snake in your shed?’ Ian said, starting the engine.

‘I reckon we were just talking to the bloke.’

‘Mat? Really?’

‘Could’ve been Day or Collins I suppose. Hell, it could’ve been any of them. Failing to convince the department about these murders hasn’t exactly raised my standing around here.’

‘If it makes you feel better you’ve got me convinced. Sort of.’

Dev looked over. ‘Sort of?’

‘Well, you have to admit, it could still be just coincidence. I mean we never found anything. Not one scrap of evidence at any of the three scenes, even when we went back later to check. Nothing but those tyre tracks at the Harris place.’

‘And this.’ Dev pulled a scrap of paper from his wallet about the size a fifty-cent coin.

‘This that bit of brochure you found?’ Ian studied it. ‘Two straight edges. Looks like the corner of a larger piece.’

‘That’s what I reckon.’

‘There’s not even any writing on it. Just part of what looks like some kind of drawing.’

‘I make it out to be a woman’s bare foot beneath the hem of a long dress.’ Dev returned the scrap to his wallet.

‘If you thought it was a clue, why didn’t you show it to Osbourne the other day?’

‘Because I knew what he’d say and he’d be right—this by itself doesn’t mean squat. If we’d found something like it at either of the other scenes then we’d be in business, but with nothing more …’

‘You haven’t uncovered anything new on your run-outs with Andy?’

‘No, but we’ve only had two since the Kilford place and they were both at the same construction site. Builders excavating the foundation of a new house disturbing the local fauna, Andy says.’

‘So even with nothing, you’re still convinced someone planted the snakes that killed three people.’

‘I’d bet my shield on it.’

‘Well, if you’re right, maybe it wasn’t Mat who left that snake in your shed this morning. If there is a killer and he knows you’re after him …’

Dev had to admit the same thought had occurred to him. He answered his partner as he’d answered himself. ‘If he were going to bother, I’m sure he’d have left me a live snake to tread on.’

***

Andy pushed back through the station’s front doors. She’d found the small volume of Snakes of Australia wedged between the passenger seat and door of her car. It must have slipped from the pile of books as she was lifting them out. It would only take a moment to run it in to Dev.

She didn’t see him as she crossed the foyer—a stout, round-faced man was now behind the counter.

‘Excuse me, is Officer Jenkins still here?’

‘You just missed him. He’s gone on patrol.’

Andy felt a surge of disappointment.

‘Anything I can help you with?’

‘Could you please give him this when he returns.’

‘Sure, no worries.’ The man looked down at the book she handed him, then back at her. ‘You were in here the other day for that briefing with Osbourne.’

‘That’s right.’

‘Thought so.’ His eyes flicked over her in one practiced sweep. ‘Must be an exciting line of work, snake hunting.’

‘It has its moments.’

‘A shame you got dragged to that meeting for nothing. I’m sure you had better things to do.’

‘I found it rather interesting really. And my son was over the moon at seeing the inside of a police station.’

‘Still a waste of time for you though. The situation was never anything serious.’

‘Really? I understood the department was considering the possibility of those recent snakebite deaths being murder.’

The man shrugged. ‘Only takes one bloke to say he smells smoke and we all gotta run around looking for the fire.’

Andy frowned at the offhand remark. What was he implying? ‘And in this case that one bloke would be Officer Jenkins.’

‘New from Sydney. Got a bit of a thing about snakes, and not in a good way. Just this morning he freaked out over some toy in his shed.’

Andy studied him. This seemed the same sort of subtle contention she’d sensed at the briefing with Osbourne and Edwards. Did Dev’s workmates have something against him? ‘So you think his imagination just ran away with him.’

‘Not hard to see where he got his theory from. A city boy with no experience in the bush.’

‘His argument sounded solid to me.’

The man’s smile took on a knowing glint. ‘I’m sure he can be very persuasive when he wants to be.’

Andy didn’t know what angered her more. The man’s suggestion that she was so weak-minded, or that he’d have a go at Dev, a workmate, behind his back.

‘Not persuasive enough to convince the department of his claims,’ she said. ‘Guess they’re not as gullible as I am. Or had you all made up your minds before you even heard him?’

The man straightened and stepped back from the counter. ‘Maybe it wasn’t so much the theory as who was spouting it.’

‘I beg your pardon?’ He had mumbled the words as he turned away from her. Had she heard him correctly?

The desk chair creaked as it took the man’s bulk. He held up her book. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll see he gets this. You have a nice day.’


Chapter 29

The Revealer was in his special place. A place he had come to for much of his life. Nowhere else in his existence had offered him the peace and protection that was here.

He had chosen the old limestone dugout when he was seven years old and not merely because of its obscure location and generous size. Half buried in a north-facing slope, its iron roof covered in turf, the building held a constant temperature for most of the year. And for his only other major requirement, it had been a simple matter to run a cable out from the garage for power.

Most importantly though, the shed had been too distant from the house to be of use to his parents. In summer he had only to mention he’d seen a snake in the area to ensure his mother wouldn’t venture too close. And he’d made a point of always approaching his hideaway from a different direction so as not to wear a telltale path in the grass.

Away from the prying eyes of his parents he’d been free to indulge in his secret delight. He’d built up his collection slowly over the years, from the browns and tigers he found locally, to rarer species encountered on his meditation hikes.

He began to look forward to bible camp every spring, the site in the rugged Flinders Rangers becoming the source of many of his most spectacular specimens. He had rolled them in his sleeping bag for the long drive home; the only tricky part had been when he had to get them past his mother and out to the dugout.

He’d accomplished this by one of two methods. If the specimen was small—under four feet long—he could safely conceal it inside his shirt. Larger ones he’d hide in a drawer in his bedroom until it was safe, then smuggle out under the cover of darkness.

Now such precautions were unnecessary. His parents were gone. The dugout, the house, the entire fifty acres of the run-down old farm were his and his alone. He no longer needed to worry that they might accidentally stumble upon him. That in being discovered, he would again be subjected to the brutal purgings of his early childhood.

Yet on days when the wind blew fiercely from the north, he imagined he could still hear his mother’s voice in the shrieking of the rusted windmill. When he heard that sound something went cold as death inside him. Hunger took command of his senses and he ate from his stores of stockpiled food until he vomited, yet never felt sated.

The only thing that had ever offered him relief was coming to his special place. He always felt better after spending time with his collection. They were so serene. So powerful. Supreme among all God’s creations. Not, as his parents had believed, the incarnation of Satan himself.

That was why he was here today. To compose himself in the face of uncertainty. To assure himself he was on the one true path.

There had been another article in the local paper. In an interview about the recent deaths, the pretty auburn-haired lady had given advice on how to avoid encounters with snakes. Fools that they were, there would always be those who’d stick their hand down a rabbit hole or leave sheets of iron lying about on the ground. Those were standard warnings for any snake area.

But what had surprised him was the woman’s specific reference to vehicles. She’d advised readers not to leave their car sitting with its doors open, especially in rural settings or where unattended.

He didn’t yet know what to make of this. It could be significant or mean nothing at all. He needed guidance. He needed direction.

He needed to commune.

He began preparations by pulling the thin mattress from its corner and out to the centre of the room. As he stripped off his shirt, he looked around at the shelves of terrariums lining three of the dugout’s walls. Each mini-world had been created to suit the individual needs of its occupant. Some looked like deserts, others like rainforests. Which of his beauties would he use today?

His gaze dropped to the single, extra-long tank at the bottom of one shelf. The woma had long been one of his favourites. At nearly three metres and eighteen kilos, she was a struggle to lift. But that very weight, encapsuled in her thick, sleek, muscular, body was what he loved most about her.

He went to the tank, removed the lid, and tenderly lifted her from her enclosure, draping her bulky coils about his shoulders and neck.

Turning full circle, he commenced the low keening that had become his personal prayer chant. In this one way alone he was like his parents. Not that they’d ever engaged in such rituals, but they too had sought their own path to God.

They had defied and finally left the fundamentalist sect of which they’d been a part, renouncing as decadent the already extremist views of their brethren. Taking their only child in tow, they had found a small farm capable of sustaining them at a subsistence level, assuring them minimal contact with the world. They had tried their hardest to attain a pure faith. But only he had succeeded.

When he felt the moment was right, he carried the woma to the mattress, lay back and reverently placed her atop him.

She was sluggish at first, her bulk lying flaccidly along his length. But as his body heat warmed her, she grew more inquisitive. Cool satin scales slid over his chest, slow and intimate as a lover’s caress. He felt the gentle flick of her tongue as she explored the surface of his scarred, pitted skin.

The Revealer’s body began first to shudder then to quake. His eyes rolled back, his breathing grew rampant. In a few short moments he had fallen unconscious.

Sometime later he awoke from his dreams, physically drained yet spiritually uplifted. He had found the answer to his question—he needn’t have worried, he was indeed on the right path.

This woman, however, was a different story. He would need to find out more about her. Watch her. Study her. In exactly what direction were her powers taking her? Were they divine as were his own, or a ploy used simply for personal gain? He would need to know these things and others to be truly certain she was the one.

He rose from the mattress and dragged it back to its place in the corner. As he dressed, he scanned the floor for the woma.

He found her near the foot of the freezer chest, enjoying the warm currents that ebbed from its vents. With the same tenderness as earlier, he replaced her in her tank, then set about preparing her weekly meal. Most of his snakes ate the mice and rats he bred for the purpose. But the woma, like all his larger specimens, received a special diet.

He went to the freezer again, took out one of the many plastic bags and hefted it onto the butcher’s bench. As the saw warmed up, he unwrapped the block and slid it into position.

He cut the meat into fist-sized chunks, then placed each on the table to thaw. As he bent to throw the plastic bag in the bin, he noticed something gleaming beneath the veneer of ice crystals on one frozen piece. He returned it to the saw bench, cut the offending object free and threw it in the bin.

The woma could digest all sinew and bone. But his mother’s wedding ring would surely catch in her throat.


Chapter 30

The two women walked slowly along the beach. Up ahead of them, in a mist raised by lines of thundering breakers, three children dodged in and out of the surf. An offshore breeze occasionally carried their voices towards him as he crouched behind the high-water dunes.

He watched the group go a good distance further along the shore, to a point where he was certain it would take them at least a quarter hour to return. Then he doubled back, carrying his hessian sack before him.

Spinifex scratched and sliced his legs as he wallowed through the loose sand. Salt spray burned his face, his nostrils; gulls screeched noisily overhead.

They’d set up camp at the base of the cliff that ran the length of the undulating shoreline. Beach towels and clothing lay draped over boulders, drying in the early evening sun. Two eskies stood beneath a folding table with a rainbow-hued umbrella standing guard.

He moved through the camp, taking care to merge his footprints with theirs and holding the sack well away from his body. On the far side he found what he was looking for—five sleeping bags unrolled on the ground around what would later be a modest bonfire. No tents, nor even the makings of one. They would be sleeping under the stars tonight, warmed by the sand and sheltering rocks.

So much the better. He’d be able to watch.

***

‘Come on you lot, we’re heading back!’ Cheryl called above the roar of the surf. ‘Let’s go light the fire and have some dinner.’

From the water’s edge Shawn, Megan and Jeremy waved, then turned to follow their mothers back to camp.

‘So how’s this new job of yours working out?’ Cheryl said, casually examining the shell she’d found. ‘Had any anxious moments so far? Anything to make you want to give it up?’

Andy smiled at her friend’s hopeful tone. ‘No, but I received some very positive feedback the other day.’ She related the story of the rescue at the farm and her subsequent visit from Lila Kilford.

‘I can see why that would make a difference, knowing you’d save a child’s life. I hadn’t thought of it in those terms. Though I should have, seeing as you saved my own daughter.’ Cheryl tossed the shell on the sand. ‘You must feel the job is pretty rewarding then.’

‘More than ever. But it’s not without a downside unfortunately.’ Andy looked around, ensuring the boys were not within earshot. ‘I think kids are hassling Jeremy at school.’

‘About what?’

‘Me. I’m the snake lady, in case you hadn’t heard. I think they’re teasing him that his mother is strange.’

‘Oh, for goodness sake.’

‘It hasn’t exactly improved things between us. But what can I do? I’m not going to give up the position, Cher.’

‘Nor should you, if it means that much to you. Jeremy will just have to deal with it. He’s mature enough. Sooner or later he’ll see the importance of what you do.’

They walked a ways in silence then Cheryl said, ‘So how are things with your secret admirer?’

Andy turned to her. ‘My what?’

‘Don’t play innocent. You can’t keep something like that from me. The cop from the park. That Jenkins bloke.’

Andy’s jaw dropped. ‘How on earth did you know about him?’

‘So you admit it. I knew there was something going on when he came by asking all those questions about you.’

Andy stopped dead. ‘He came to your house? When was this?’

‘About three weeks ago. At first I thought he was doing a follow-up on what happened in the park. But some of the questions he was asking didn’t seem related—how long I’d known you, if you’d ever rescued anyone from a snake before, if you’d done that course in Adelaide.’

Andy felt her anger receding. This was past history. She’d known Dev had checked out her alibi, if not who he’d asked to confirm the facts. She resumed walking. ‘And you’re only telling me about this now?’

‘Didn’t want to interfere with the burgeoning relationship.’

‘There is no burgeoning relationship, Cher.’

‘There ought to be. That guy is hot. And he sure as hell sounded interested in you.’

Andy took delight in setting her straight. ‘He’s investigating a series of murders and at the time he spoke to you, I was his number one suspect.’

It was Cher’s turn to stop. ‘He never said anything about that to me. Why, that rotten mongrel. How could he even think such a thing?’

‘Relax, it’s all been sorted. He knows it wasn’t me because I was out of town. You confirmed that with the answers you gave him.’

‘Oh. Well … Guess it’s a good thing I talked to him then.’ She resumed walking. ‘So what’s this murder case? I haven’t read anything in the paper about it.’

‘Yes, you have, they just didn’t call it that. It’s those three snakebite deaths in the last month.’ Andy presented Dev’s theory on the case. And the fact that he was about the only one who held such beliefs.

‘How is it you know so much about all this?’ Cheryl said.

‘I guess you could say I’m part of the investigation. Dev’s been tagging along on my rescues. He’s convinced sooner or later we’ll encounter a situation set up by the killer.’

‘Oh, terrific. The job isn’t dangerous enough, now you have to worry about a serial killer.’

‘It doesn’t change anything. Natural or staged, I’d handle the situation exactly the same way.’

‘If you knew to expect it. But what if you didn’t?’ Cheryl stopped her with a hand on her arm. ‘Your job is dealing with cases that have already been discovered—someone finds a snake and calls you for help. But what if you didn’t know the snake was there? What if the killer set things up to take you completely by surprise?’

Andy thought a moment then shook her head. ‘Wouldn’t happen. The killer has no reason to come after me.’

‘What reason did he have to go after the others?’

Andy looked towards the campsite and frowned. ‘Dev hasn’t figured that out yet. There doesn’t seem to be anything connecting the people who were killed. As far as he can tell, the three victims didn’t even know each other.’

‘Then how can you be sure what the killer will do?’ Cheryl turned in the direction she was looking. ‘What is it?’

Andy stood frowning a moment longer, then waved a hand. ‘Nothing. For a second I thought I saw someone near our things. It was just a shadow.’

***

He lay face down at the cliff’s edge, watching the group re-enter the campsite directly below him. From his present distance he almost didn’t need the binoculars. But when the moment came, he wanted to be sure to catch their expressions.

He hardly felt the rocks beneath his chest as he watched the children hoot and laugh. They ran in and out of the bonfire area, all but treading on the sleeping bags. He’d imagined it would be well after dark before they slid those bare tender legs between the covers. But one stray step now, one careless stumble, and he would get to witness the drama in daylight.

The smaller of the two boys skirted the fire and crouched out of sight behind a boulder. When the young girl ran around after him, he sprang up in front of her roaring in ambush.

She screamed in a mix of delight and mock fear as he chased her back through the sleeping area. He tackled her legs. They sprawled together, rolling and laughing across the bags.

The Revealer tensed. The moment had come.

‘Shawn! Megan! Stop fooling around so close to the fire!’

The woman’s command floated up to him. He froze in horror that they might obey.

‘Go play over there till it’s time to eat.’

The children ran off towards the water’s edge.

Don’t go. Not yet.

He focused the glasses down at the sleeping bags. Something stirred beneath the blue one’s cover. The ripple moved towards the bag’s open end. Then a shadow wagged out across the sand and disappeared under the cliff overhang.

No! His plan, his test destroyed.

Helpless fury cramped his chest. He slammed the binoculars down on the rocks, shattering both lenses. Too soon the brown had escaped. And he’d not brought another to take its place.

Sharp. Electric. The bite of foil against his teeth. Blood’s warm savour drew him from his rage.

Dully he pulled his hand from his mouth. He’d bitten right through the flesh of one knuckle. Curious he didn’t feel anything. Only the morbid shock of failure.

He’d wanted to witness the woman’s gift. To know if her power was as great as his own. But perhaps what had happened was proof enough. A sign. A deliverance. She’d been spared this trial because somehow it had been beneath her.

Or maybe she had simply been lucky.


Chapter 31

Andy struggled through the kitchen door with the last of the camping gear from the car. Letting the towels drop from under her arm, she hoisted the esky into the sink. From its watery dregs she removed the sand-coated margarine tub and a slimy wedge of cheese. She tossed the latter into the bin and began rinsing the esky, mulling over the events of the past three days.

The trip hadn’t exactly been all she’d hoped for. Her plans of spending quality time with Jeremy had been dashed by the fact that she’d hardly seen him the entire trip. By day he’d gone exploring with Shawn and Megan and at night the three played storm-the-castle or huddled in their sleeping bags telling ghost stories.

By all indications Jeremy had had a wonderful time. But that had little to do with her being there. Perhaps next time she’d try something different, something just the two of them could enjoy.

Up-ending the esky, she left it to drain, then tipped out the backpacks onto the floor. As she sorted the mountain of smoke-scented clothing—how could two people create so much from only three days?—she considered what her next option might be.

She was going to have her work cut out for her finding something she and Jeremy could do together. What normal ten-year-old boy wanted to do something with his mother? Fishing? A movie? The fauna park? Those were all things he’d rather do with mates. A shopping trip to Adelaide maybe? Now there was something that might appeal.

As she bundled the first load into the washer, she noticed the cat’s bowl beside the back door. She’d filled it with dry food just before they’d left. Jinx was a fairly independent creature and required nothing more over the space of a few days. But the food appeared to have hardly been touched.

With her foot she nudged the kitty port at the base of the door, wondering if perhaps it had gotten stuck and prevented Jinx gaining access to the house. The flap swung freely. Obviously he just hadn’t been hungry. But then he always ate less in warmer weather.

Gathering up the sleeping bags, she went out the laundry door into the yard. Jeremy was just coming back from stowing his boogie board in the shed. ‘Have you seen Jinx? I’ve been calling him but he hasn’t come.’

‘He’s probably inside somewhere, sulking because we left him alone for three days.’ Andy watched him as he walked to the house. ‘Up for takeaway pizza tonight? I don’t feel like cooking.’

‘Whatever.’

Heaving a sigh at the curt response, Andy watched him go through the back door. She threw her sleeping bag over the wash line, unzipped it and opened it out. A thorough airing was all it would need, seeing as this had been their first camping trip of the season. She’d get both bags dry cleaned the next time.

Jeremy’s was next. She flung it up beside her own. Rolling it open across the line, she paused at a sound from inside the house.

Her heart slammed her ribs when she realised it was Jeremy screaming.

Andy rolled the headstone into place and set the bouquet of roses on top of it. She stepped back to take her place beside Jeremy, standing silently before the freshly dug grave.

She wanted so much to reach out and hug him. But all the warning signs were in play—the downcast gaze, the stiffened shoulders, the tightly clenched jaw. Signs that told her clearly any overtures on her part would be rejected.

Her feelings went beyond mere compassion for his loss. Indeed, if he broke down and cried she’d feel in some strange way relieved. No, what struck her as odd, even worrying, was the fact that he was showing no emotion at all.

His initial reaction had been vivid enough. She’d found him at the back of the guestroom closet, cowering beneath the hems of their winter clothes. For a moment she thought it was some kind of waking nightmare. Until she saw the toppled stepladder, the box overturned on the floor in front of him.

Realising he must have taken a spill, broken bones became her immediate concern. ‘Jeremy, are you all right? Did you hurt yourself?’

‘It fell on me! It fell on me!’ was all he seemed able to repeat for a moment.

‘What fell on you?’ she said when she’d managed to settle him a bit. ‘The box? That couldn’t have hurt too much, it’s just filled with blankets.’

‘No, it’s not!’

She’d looked around at where he was pointing. Only then did she see the cat’s tail trailing out from under the box.

‘I went looking for him. I thought he was up on the closet shelf where he likes to sleep. I saw his tail hanging down and tipped the box over to pull him out and …’ At which point he’d burst into tears.

Jeremy had stared with eyes wide and dark as she’d pulled him to his feet. It had frightened her how much he’d been shaking when she’d finally walked him from the closet. And yet now, seeing him so grim-faced and silent, she almost wished for some return of that emotion.

She put out a hand then reluctantly drew it back again. She knew he was suffering. Not only had Jinx been a beloved pet, he was one of the last things Greg had given his son before he’d died. Even if Jeremy didn’t see the significance, he might well be feeling it at an unconscious level.

Ignoring the ‘keep back’ vibes he was radiating, Andy slipped her arm around his shoulders. His body never softened as the seconds ticked by. It seemed she held a little wooden soldier in her arms.

‘How did he die?’ His words were as expressionless as his face.

‘I’m not sure, sweetheart. I think he might have been bitten by a snake.’

The slightest movement beneath her hand. The slightest tensing of the tendons in his neck.

‘You know how Jinxie liked to chase anything that moved. I’m so sorry, Jeremy. But these kinds of things happen in the country.’

He sloughed off her hand and walked back to the house.


Chapter 32

‘I don’t want to go to the park. There’s nothing to do there, the park is boring.’

Jeremy’s words resounded from his bedroom, following Andy as she went down the hall to answer the front door. She couldn’t believe what a battle it had become to get him to do something, anything, with her. He seemed to be almost deliberately thwarting her efforts to get close to him. Well, she was just as determined she would succeed!

‘Then let’s go to the beach like I suggested in the first place,’ she called over her shoulder as she passed through the lounge room.

‘What about Shawn’s birthday party?’

‘That doesn’t start until six o’clock. We’ll be back in plenty of time.’ She opened the front door.

It had become an all too familiar reaction—forgetting to exhale when confronted with Dev’s compelling presence. Normally the pressure building in her head was enough to kickstart her breathing again. But seeing him unexpectedly like this, and dressed in jeans and a form-hugging T-shirt, she had to make more of a conscious effort.

‘What’s up?’ she wheezed, stepping back to let him come in.

‘I checked out the local pet shop, like you suggested. They don’t know anyone in town who keeps snakes.’

‘Did you ask them about their rats and mice? Do they sell a lot to anyone in particular?’

‘They don’t sell rats and mice at all. And as for those reptile places in Adelaide you mentioned, they don’t recall ever getting any orders from here.’

Andy nodded, trying to keep her mind on the facts. Suddenly the entryway felt very small. ‘Looks like the killer must do his own collecting.’

‘Well, at least that limits him as far as species.’

‘I wouldn’t count on it. South Australia has a variety of environments and at least three snake families are well represented here. There are twenty-odd species of elapids alone. Then you’ve got your pythons, your blind snakes, your …’ Andy trailed off, distracted by his smile as he leaned against the door.

‘Got any coffee?’

She hesitated. Coffee and what else? More talk about the killer? Or would they stray into areas she’d rather not go?

Rather than becoming clearer, her feelings for this man had grown ever more confused in the time they’d been working together. The officer she’d spoken to at the station last week had dropped some not-so-subtle hints about Dev. Like Osbourne and Edwards, Constable Croydon seemed to hold some kind of grudge against him.

Normally she placed little stock in gossip. But in this case the innuendos were about a man who was spending a good deal of time with her son. And what did she really know about Dev? He must have done something to earn the contempt of all his peers. What did they see in him that she couldn’t? What unsavoury traits had her attraction to him blinded her to? Maybe it was time she found out.

‘Actually, Jeremy and I were just about to head off to the beach. I’ve packed enough food to feed an army and we’ve got plenty of towels. You’re welcome to join us.’

‘Oh, I wouldn’t want to—’

‘Dev! Hi!’ Andy turned to find Jeremy standing in the living-room doorway. ‘We’re going to the beach; you wanna come? Dev can come with us, can’t he, Mum?’

Andy stared at her son in disbelief. All week she’d been trying to get him to do something with her, without success. Now, when it looked like Dev might come with them, he was keen as mustard.

She let out a sigh. ‘I’ve already asked him.’

Jeremy pushed forward to stand beside her. ‘I’ve got two boogie boards—you can use one of them.’

Dev’s smile broadened. ‘With an invite like that, how can I refuse?’

‘So how are you finding Port Matthews so far?’ Andy asked as she and Dev settled down onto their blanket. They sat side by side, elbows on knees, watching Jeremy run into the surf.

‘The beaches are certainly spectacular.’ Dev looked along the crescent of white sand backed by a series of low weathered cliffs. ‘I can’t believe there are so few people here. We’ve got the place practically to ourselves.’

‘The wind’s wrong today, the waves aren’t that big. Otherwise there’d be a dozen surfers out there.’

‘Is that what you call a lot? Beaches like this are full year-round where I come from.’

She slanted a look at him. ‘I imagine living here must be quite a change after Sydney.’

‘You could say that.’

‘But you like it though? In general I mean?’

With more impact than some drugs she’d taken, the smile he flashed her should be illegal. ‘I’m liking it more and more all the time. Most things at least.’

She held his gaze as long as she could, determined not to let him see its effect on her. ‘So I take it there are some things you don’t like so much. What would they be?’

‘Oh, the usual drawbacks of coming to a new place. Missing mates, family. Getting used to strange surroundings. Different house, different routine, different … partner.’

‘So you did the same thing in Sydney as you’re doing now?’

‘Pretty much.’

‘But not exactly.’

This time his smile held a glint of curiosity. ‘I was a detective in Sydney, now I’m a constable.’

‘Sounds like you took a step down with the move. You must’ve had some other incentive to come here.’ Andy winced at what she’d just said. ‘Sorry, that’s prying, you don’t have to answer.’

‘No, you’re right, the move involved a reduction in rank. Is that such a shock?’

‘Well, actually … On top of everything else you just mentioned it sounds like there were more negatives than positives.’

‘So why’d I do it?’ He gave a shrug, turning to stare back out at the sea. ‘Same reasons anyone travels, I guess. New experiences, meeting new people … Isn’t that pretty much why you came here?’

‘Yes, I suppose.’

‘I mean as different as it was for me, this place must’ve seemed like another planet to someone from New York. Why Port Matthews of all places?’

‘Well, I didn’t know exactly where I’d end up when I first came over. I accepted a contract to teach somewhere in South Australia and this was just where the department sent me.’

‘And this is where you met …’ His tone was leading.

‘Greg. Yes.’

She began their story never intending to finish it. A gloss over the least personal details was all she meant to disclose. She hadn’t spoken of it to anyone before. Not all of it. Not the darkest, soul-crushing parts.

But subtly, gently, Dev drew her out, coaxing the words from her in a way that made her feel safe and supported and totally at ease. On that dazzling early summer day, in the company of this puzzling yet compelling man, her pain seemed something she could almost live with.

‘So how come you never went back to America?’ Dev asked when she’d finished.

‘There isn’t much to go back to anymore. I’m an only child and my parents are dead. Besides, Jeremy was born here so to him this is home.’

They stared out at the breaking waves. ‘I’m glad you have no plans to leave,’ he said finally.

She felt his shoulder warm against hers, his skin smooth and soft over a firm core of muscle. She drew away slightly. ‘Don’t think I don’t know what you’re up to, Jenkins.’

He arched his brows at her. ‘What I’m—’

‘You very cleverly changed the subject. We were talking about you at the start of this conversation.’

‘Were we?’ He eased into the gap she’d created between them. ‘I find you a far more interesting topic.’

A spray of cold water drew a gasp from them both. ‘Hey, aren’t you guys coming in?’ Jeremy said.

‘Sure we are!’ Andy jumped up and ran past him down the beach.

Dev watched her go as he got to his feet. ‘Lead the way, mate. I’m right behind you.’

***

Jeremy and Dev bounded from the surf, breathless and chilled from a lengthy session of boogie-boarding. Just at that moment, as the brisk offshore wind abraded his skin, Dev envied Andy her sheltered position reclining in the sand.

Jeremy led the way back towards the mound of towels and clothing they’d left on the beach. But as the boy crossed a shallow seaweed-filled pool, he suddenly flinched back from something on the ground. Casting an embarrassed look over his shoulder, he hurried on, dropped his board and picked up his towel.

Dev looked down at the spot as he passed. A long sinew of driftwood rocked gently in the current, creating the convincing likeness of a snake. If he’d come upon it unaware he might well have taken an unsteady step himself. Even so, Jeremy’s reaction seemed inordinate.

For perhaps the hundredth time in the past two weeks, Dev recalled the scene at the Kilford farm. But this time, instead of shuddering over Andy’s close call, he drew to mind the horrified reactions of her ten-year-old son.

Dev had suffered his own nightmares over the incident. Having known the woman only a few short weeks should have meant he could handle her occupation with objective indifference. But Andy, he was finding, was not a woman he could remain indifferent to. Nor could he stop himself seeing similarities between her and a partner whose self-destructive urges he’d been unable to curb.

Yet as bad as it had been for him, to a boy who’d lost his father only three years earlier, such a scene might hold even deeper terrors.

Dev recalled the first exchange he’d witnessed between mother and son—Jeremy’s remark at the cricket club room that Andy was always going out on snake calls. On other occasions as well he’d noticed how strained things seemed between them. It was hardly his place to interfere, yet it seemed the two were unaware what was wrong. Perhaps if those issues came out in the open …

‘I thought I might have seen you at that last snake run-out your Mum got called to.’ Dev picked up his borrowed towel and began drying off. ‘Didn’t you feel like tagging along?’

‘It was a week day; I was at school.’

‘Right, of course.’ Dev heard reluctance in Jeremy’s tone and pushed past it. ‘That one she did at the Kilford place sure was amazing though, wasn’t it? Talk about your close calls. Couldn’t cut it any finer than that.’

Jeremy continued towelling himself, his carefree mood deflating rapidly.

‘I mean, when that baby picked up that snake and handed it to your mum I thought to myself, this is it, say goodnight nurse. But what does she do? Just reaches out and takes it off him—like it was a toy or something.’

‘It wasn’t that great,’ Jeremy muttered, rubbing his arms more vigorously.

‘Well, I guess you get to see her do it all the time. Me, I’d never seen anyone do something like that. I can tell you I was sure impressed. No way would I go near one of those things, not if my life depended on it.’

Jeremy threw his towel in the sand and snatched up his T-shirt.

‘Something wrong, mate?’

‘I wanna go home. I need to get ready for Shawn’s birthday.’

‘Right, you’ve got that party to go to.’ Dev flung his towel around his shoulders. ‘Guess your mum shouldn’t be away too long either, in case she gets another call. She’s got her phone with her of course but … Well, if it was another emergency like that last one she’d need to get there in a hurry.’

‘Why do you keep going on about Mum? Like she’s some kind of hero or something.’

Dev looked up and met the boy’s gaze. He regretted the anguish he saw in his eyes but it was precisely because of it he had to keep pushing.

He gave a shrug. ‘Guess I just think she’s pretty special. Don’t know many women—men either, for that matter—brave enough to do what your mother does. Who’d risk their lives for—’

‘It isn’t special, it isn’t brave, and she isn’t a hero. It’s stupid and weird!’ Jeremy picked up his board and stalked off.

Dev grabbed the other board and followed him. ‘What’s stupid, mate? Your mother’s job?’

The boy walked faster.

‘Hey, come on, tell me. What’s wrong?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Sure looks like something’s wrong to me.’

‘Just leave me alone.’

Dev took his arm and turned him around. ‘If you won’t tell me, at least tell her.’

Jeremy glared at him. ‘Tell her what? What are you talking about?’

‘The truth. That it scares you when she handles snakes. That you don’t like her taking chances like that. That you want her to stop.’

Jeremy pulled away and kept going.

‘You know there’s a genuine need for what she does,’ Dev said, trailing him. ‘She doesn’t do it just to upset you.’

‘What do you know?’

‘I know she’d think twice if you told her how you feel. As far as she’s concerned it’s just a job.’

‘Boy, you really don’t know anything, do you?’

Dev was jolted by the words. If a ten-year-old could see the truth, how could he continue to deny it? Jeremy was right. Andy’s fascination with snakes went far beyond a mere occupation.

He’d seen it in her eyes at the Kilford farm. She should have secured that snake in something, a box or a bag, for transport out of town. Instead she’d chosen to hold it on her lap. And even that first episode at the park—carrying that brown half way up the beach …

He reached out and stopped Jeremy again. ‘All right, maybe it is more than a job to her. But I’m sure she’d listen if you told her the truth. She probably has no idea how you feel.’

Jeremy looked down, swiping angrily at the tears in his eyes.

Dev put a reassuring hand on his shoulder. ‘You and I see the danger in what she does, but she might not. She’s done a course in the subject, had half a dozen successful captures. It probably never occurs to her anymore that something could go wrong.’

Jeremy looked up, his tears falling freely. ‘Maybe she just doesn’t care if it does.’


Chapter 33

Andy endured the silent trip home, barely able to contain her misgivings. The mood of her two passengers had altered dramatically from what it had been on the way to the beach. Dev and Jeremy had talked nonstop then—about cricket, surfing, other bloke interests. Now they seemed more absorbed in the view from their respective windows. What had happened to subdue them so much?

She’d watched the two of them all afternoon. The scene had been one of domestic perfection—ideal setting, gorgeous weather, a family complete in all but name. Yet in the end it had stirred so many conflicting feelings in her she’d returned alone to her spot in the sand.

She still hadn’t made up her mind about Dev. On the one hand he was all too easy to open up to. On the other were all those disquieting things she’d heard about him—none of which she’d been able to discredit through her questioning of him. Plus, if she were brutally honest, there was the tiniest bit of emerging jealousy that her son was accepting this relative stranger so much more readily than herself.

What were Dev’s ultimate motives regarding Jeremy? Was he trying to take Greg’s place in his heart? Would Jeremy let him? At his tender age would he even have a conscious choice in the matter?

It was different for her. She could control who she loved and didn’t. But Jeremy was a child and still needed a father’s attention. He couldn’t bear loneliness the way an adult could, the way she had learned to.

Gripping the steering wheel, Andy frowned. Loneliness. Was that what she felt? Was she weakening in her struggle to get by alone?

The point she had always held to grimly was that denying a new love would not be a struggle. Living without Greg, that was the struggle. There would never be anyone else like him. Never be anyone she could feel as much for. It was a simple truth she had long accepted.

But if it was a truth, then what was she fighting?

Forcing a return to her original question—what had changed between Dev and Jeremy since they’d set out that morning?—she steered the car up her tree-lined driveway. Had the two had a fight? Was Jeremy coming down with something? Or was she just imagining it all?

They pulled to a stop in front of the yard. Andy got out and opened the boot for Jeremy to retrieve his boogie boards. In his more familiar fashion of late he murmured only a curt goodbye to Dev before heading off towards the garage.

‘You’ve got about an hour to get ready for the party,’ Andy called after him.

He never looked back.

Throat tightening, she watched him go. Her little boy. Without each other who did they have? Yet he seemed perfectly fine with the idea of going it alone. Was she such a bad mother? Had she failed so miserably that—

She turned to find Dev studying her intently.

‘He’s just tired,’ she said in excuse. She walked around and opened the car’s back door.

‘I wouldn’t doubt it. He sure wore me out.’

There it was, a simple explanation for their behaviour—they were both just exhausted.

Andy started brushing sand from the seat. ‘Despite the way it might’ve looked just now, he does enjoy your company.’

‘And I enjoy his. He’s a great kid.’

‘I’m glad you feel that way. And I want you to know I have no objections to the two of you spending time together. So long as you realise how much it could come to mean to Jeremy.’ She stopped and looked up, hoping to impress on him the gravity of her words.

Dev smiled back. ‘I’m happy for our relationship to become anything he—or you—would like.’

The invitation was clear in his eyes, creating a stutter in her pulse. Please, not now. ‘Just so we understand each other.’

She grabbed a wet towel and started shaking it out, forcing him to take a step back. ‘I won’t tell Jeremy we had this conversation. He thinks his mother fusses over him too much as it is.’

‘You reckon?’ Dev leaned against the side of the car.

‘Doesn’t every ten-year-old boy?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. I seem to remember enjoying my parents’ attention at that age.’

She pursed her lips. Of course he couldn’t just let it slide. ‘You must be the exception to the rule.’

‘I’d have thought most kids felt that way.’

Andy snapped the towel with a resounding crack. Let it go, Jenkins.

‘I mean I couldn’t imagine a fatherless boy being indifferent to his mother’s affection. In fact I don’t know of any child that would—’

‘You’re right. It must just be me he doesn’t like.’

Dev blinked at her razor-edged tone. ‘I wasn’t suggesting that.’

‘Yeah, well …’ Andy turned away, the tears too close. She focused on folding the towels one by one and stacking them on the roof of the car.

‘And you’re wrong, you know. I’m sure Jeremy adores your attention.’

‘The thing with kids is, you have to give them what they need when they need it. Not when it suits you. Not when you feel in the mood to give it.’

Dev moved closer. ‘Wouldn’t that go for grown-ups as well?’

The calmly stated question caught her off guard. She’d just been babbling—now she had to consider what she’d said. ‘Not so much, no.’ She stepped round the back and took out the esky.

‘Why would it be different?’ he pressed.

‘Because adults can handle that kind of thing.’

‘What kind of thing?’

She refused to look up but his voice was close again—he was trailing her around the car. Suddenly she sensed he was laying an ambush but couldn’t see from which way it would come. ‘Delayed gratification. Not always getting what you need when you need it. Adults can cope better.’

She slammed the boot and turned for the house. Only to find him blocking her path.

‘What if you wanted to do more than just cope?’ His form was a shadow blocking out the sun.

Andy swallowed. She could smell the ocean on his skin. Why hadn’t he put his shirt back on?

‘What if a person didn’t know what they needed?’ he murmured. ‘Or what if they knew and simply couldn’t admit it to themselves?’

She squeezed shut her eyes. One step. That was all it would take to bring her lips to the wall of his chest. He would taste of salt and sunshine and heat.

Snatching the towels from the roof of the car, she stepped around him. ‘Sorry, I’ve got a party to go to.’

She half expected him to try and stop her as she hurried for the house but made it to the veranda without feeling his hand on her arm. In the sheltered alcove around the front door she dared a look back.

He was right behind her.

He held up the esky then set it down on the veranda beside her. Muttering a thank you, Andy fumbled in her bag for her keys.

‘So what are you doing while Jeremy’s at his party? Feel like having dinner with me?’

‘I promised Cheryl I’d help out.’

‘You don’t think she could manage without you?’

‘Jeremy and the others are sleeping over. It’ll be total bedlam there for the next twelve hours.’

‘So?’

Andy looked down. ‘Dev, please …’

Heaving a sigh, he crossed his arms and leaned against the door. ‘Has it occurred to you, Mrs Vaughn, that you’re afraid of all the wrong things in life?’

‘What are you talking about? I’m not afraid.’

‘Look at your hands. They’re shaking more now than when you held that brown snake at the Kilford place the other day.’

She slid her hands deeper into her bag.

Dev straightened and took a step closer. ‘What is it about me that scares you more than a deadly snake?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. I told you—’

‘You handle those things the way most people eat lunch or comb their hair. Your job is doing something any normal person would have nightmares about. Yet you can’t do the one thing they seem to have little trouble with.’

Andy felt the wall of the house at her back. ‘That’s absolute nonsense. You don’t know what—’

‘How long has it been since life was more than just coping, Andy?’ His voice was a whisper.

Please, don’t do this. ‘It’s not that I can’t, it’s just that—’

‘Don’t you see where the real dangers are? Losing your life for some mindless obsession—that’s something to be afraid of.’

Dev took the towels and purse from her hands and set them aside. ‘Living alone, immersed in the past when you could have fulfilment here and now—that’s something to panic over.’

He brushed a lock of hair from her brow, then settled his hands on both her shoulders. The warmth of his body enveloped hers. ‘Those are things to be frightened of, Andy. Not me. Not this.’

She was grateful in the instant his mouth covered hers for it muffled the groan she couldn’t contain. Need as raw and demanding as this could not be born in complacent silence.

That need had lain dormant all these years, clinging to the shadows, of which there were still many in the recesses of her mind. But in one smooth gesture he’d brought them to light, sweeping away her facade of indifference. Forcing her to face the lies she had told herself.

Face, perhaps, but not openly admit.

She shoved him away.

‘Practice your analysis on someone else, Jenkins.’ She snatched up her purse and resumed her hunt for her keys.

***

Dev stepped back to give her space. He couldn’t deny the rejection stung but he’d deal with that later. The important thing now was to get her to see some sense in the matter. What would it take to get through to the woman?

‘Analysis,’ he mused. ‘Now there’s an idea. You should look into it, it just might help.’

She ignored him as she delved in her bag.

‘My guess is you’ve got some kind of death wish. Handling snakes is the ultimate gamble.’

‘That’s deep, Jenkins. Is bullshit a hobby or did you take a course in it.’

Dev bent close to ear and whispered, ‘Life’s just too empty without that old adrenaline rush, isn’t it?’

She spun to confront him. ‘Where do you get off giving me advice? You don’t know anything about me.’

‘I know you’re prepared to take more chances ending your life than beginning it again.’

‘I’m not taking chances. I’ve been properly trained for what I do.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry. I must have mistaken you for that woman at the Mason place the other day. You know, the one that got bitten by the snake.’ His temper was heating. He fought to keep it under control.

‘I told you that was a harmless—’

‘That’s not the point. The point is you’re not invincible. Maybe it was a harmless snake that time, but what about the next, when it’s a tiger or a brown?’

‘I’m a lot more careful with the poisonous species. I knew the minute I saw that one—’

‘So no trained handler has ever had an accident. There’s absolutely no chance you could get bitten.’

‘Well, of course there’s a chance. But the job’s no more dangerous than a lot of others.’ Her gaze grew fierce. ‘Certainly no worse than being a cop.’

‘That’s different.’ He straightened. ‘You can’t compare the two.’

‘You mean it’s all right for a man to have a dangerous job, but not a woman.’

‘I mean it’s all right for me because I don’t have a kid. If anything ever happened to me not a soul in hell would give a damn!’

***

Andy was brought up short by the outburst. She’d never heard him raise his voice before. Was it only concern for her safety that prompted it or was there something more to it? Her thoughts flicked briefly to the phone conversation she’d overheard him having the day she’d come by to drop off some books.

‘Whatever risks my job may involve, I’m prepared to take them,’ she said more gently.

Dev sighed and shook his head. ‘God, you’re impossible. No wonder Jeremy’s having nightmares.’

His words were a hammer blow stopping her heart. ‘What did you say?’

‘Have you ever stopped to think what your little obsession is doing to him? You honestly believe he’ll understand when it costs him his mother’s life?’

‘Who told you Jeremy was having nightmares?’

‘He did, of course. You have any idea what it was like for him watching you have that near miss at the Kilford place? The kid was terrified. He thought he was watching his mother die.’

Andy stood with her hand to her mouth, his words working through her like shards of ice. ‘Jeremy said that? He was really afraid I—’

‘Well, put yourself in his place.’

She thought for an instant then shook her head. ‘No. No, you’re wrong. If Jeremy was worried he’d have said something to me. He’s never so much as—’

‘And you’re enjoying a totally open relationship with him at the moment, are you?’

Her jaw clamped tight. ‘That’s low, Jenkins. Even for you.’ She shifted her bag and her keys fell out. She grabbed them up and stepped to the door.

Dev pressed closer. ‘He’s worried about you and so am I.’

‘Well, I suggest you get over it. It’s not your place to be—’

‘It’s my bloody place if I’m in love with you!’

She turned to gape at him. Already in turmoil from his previous words, she just couldn’t cope with this fresh revelation.

She reached for the door but he took her arm. ‘If you won’t stop for me then do it for him.’

Andy straightened as best she could. She felt trapped and heartsick and overwhelmed. ‘Don’t ever discuss my personal affairs with Jeremy again.’

‘He’s got to talk to someone about it. He needs one responsible adult in his life.’

‘And you think that’s you? Someone whose workmates don’t even trust him?’

She regretted the words the instant she said them; even more when she saw the look on his face. She’d only wanted to make him stop.

She unlocked the door and retreated inside.


Chapter 34

Andy contained herself long enough to reach her bedroom and close the door quietly behind her. She sank down on the edge of the bed and covered her face with her hands.

She tried to tell herself it wasn’t so bad. The things Dev had said about Jeremy might be sheer speculation on his part, a reflection of his own views and fears for her safety. But then hadn’t he claimed he’d talked with Jeremy? And didn’t the pair’s sombre mood on the way home go a long way to substantiating that claim?

Andy slumped. If that was the case, it meant her son felt more comfortable discussing his deepest fears with Dev than with her. The fact did little to ease her despair.

But that wasn’t the only thing bothering her about her encounter with Dev. When he’d taken her in his arms she’d felt something begin to tear loose inside her. A mooring that had, for three long years, secured her to the life she had known. Not the man’s kiss, nor even his declaration of love, had surprised her as much as her own reaction. Yes, on top of her apprehension over what she might be doing to Jeremy, guilt of a different kind had begun to eat at her.

Andy pushed the thought aside. That she may or may not have betrayed Greg’s memory didn’t matter right now. The important thing was Jeremy. She had to find out if what Dev had told her was true, if her new occupation was the cause of her son’s anxieties and the ever-widening rift between them. And the only way to do that was to confront him about it.

She took a deep breath and got up from the bed. She was hardly in a fit state for such a discussion but there could be no putting it off. If Jeremy was suffering over something she’d done she would have to make changes in her life at once. She went to the bedroom door and opened it.

Passing through the bathroom to reach the hall, she stepped in a gritty puddle of water. Jeremy’s bathing suit lay in its centre, just outside the empty shower stall. How many times had she told him not to leave his dirty clothes here? She bent to pick it up and found herself engulfed in a sudden flashback.

It had been one of Greg’s little annoying habits to leave puddles like this after he showered. She remembered the time she’d slipped in one, turning her ankle so badly it had been swollen for days. She’d been furious with Greg for being so careless and their ensuing disagreement had led to a fight.

Now, as she stared at the phantom reminder, emotion bubbled up her throat. It wasn’t that long-ago fight that haunted her, not regrets over arguments past that was making her eyes burn, but memories of how she and Greg had often resolved their disagreements.

Without knowing quite how it happened, Andy found herself on the bathroom floor. Water quickly soaked through her shorts, and sand scratched at the backs of her legs. Her control slipped further as more thoughts of Greg came flooding to mind.

At any point in the last three years she’d have given everything she owned to find a pair of his wet bathers on floor. Or to have to clean his whiskers out of the bathroom sink. Retrieve a dirty sock from the bottom of his sports bag. Those simple acts, bothersome as they’d been in life, seemed now precious reminders of what she had lost.

She placed a trembling hand to her mouth. The thought that she was crying over something so ridiculous made her laugh.

And the laughter turned her tears to sobs.

She sat alone, oblivious to all but her despair, until small arms wrapped around her shoulders.

‘Mum, what is it! What happened, did you fall?’

She tried to speak but for a moment her grief was unrestrainable. Jeremy sat close to her side, waiting anxiously for the storm to pass.

At last she managed to laugh again. ‘No, mate, I didn’t fall. I’m all right, I just—’

A fresh surge of feeling drew her up short. Was this her son sitting here on the floor with her? Did he actually have his arms around her? Was that concern she could see in his eyes?

She cleared her throat. ‘I’m upset about something Dev just told me.’

Jeremy released her but didn’t move away. He looked at the floor, avoiding her gaze.

‘Jeremy, I have to ask you something. I know things haven’t been right between us for a while now. And I know it was my fault, at least initially. But you must have seen that in the past few months I’ve been trying to make things up to you.’

Jeremy shrugged.

‘Yet, despite all my efforts I sense that you’re resisting me. That you … don’t want anything to do with me anymore.’ She swallowed. ‘I have to know—is it something I’ve done?’

Andy waited but he didn’t answer.

‘Dev thought that, whatever was wrong between us, my new job might be making it worse. That you were afraid something could happen to me when I was handling snakes. Is that true? Is that what’s wrong?’

His nod was barely perceptible.

‘Oh, baby, why didn’t you tell me you felt that way? You could’ve come to me, I would’ve listened.’

His head came up. ‘Does that mean you’ll stop?’

The words were nearly out of her mouth—Of course, I’ll quit tomorrow if it bothers you that much. But a second thought stopped her.

Quit her job? Turn her back on the Blakes and Megans and other children that might come in danger? And with no-one else to take her place?

Andy faltered. Where a moment ago she’d have thought she’d do anything Jeremy asked of her, suddenly it wasn’t so easy a decision. In fact now that their problem was out in the open it seemed not nearly so insurmountable. Surely they could work this out some other way. Surely they could find a less drastic solution.

‘I guess that’s something we’ll need to talk about.’

Jeremy blinked at her. ‘Can’t you just quit?’

‘Well, yes, that’s one solution, of course, but I’d prefer to think of it as a last resort. You see, by accepting the job with Parks and Wildlife I made a commitment. It wouldn’t be right for me to quit for no reason.’

He drew away slightly. ‘But there is a reason.’

‘Yes, there is. But it’s a personal one and the department might not think it’s good enough.’

‘They can get somebody else to do the job.’

‘That’s the problem. There is no-one else.’

Jeremy got to his feet. ‘So you’re not gonna stop.’

Andy rose too, her insides twisting at the look he was giving her. ‘I didn’t say that. I just thought that if you and I sat down and talked about it we might be able to reach a compromise.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘We each give a little. Like … if I found an even safer way to catch the snakes, you might agree to let me keep doing it.’

His look was doubtful. ‘What safer way?’

‘Perhaps if I wore more protective clothing. Longer boots, thicker trousers, gloves even. Or if I agreed not to actually touch the snake but to only use the noose or hook to catch it.’

‘You can’t always do that though, you said.’

‘No,’ she conceded, ‘not every time.’

Jeremy stood frowning.

Andy held her breath. They were so close; she couldn’t bear to lose him again. And yet …

‘Look, all I’m asking is that you give me a chance to think about it, all right? Give me until tomorrow, when you get back from Shawn’s house. I’m sure I can come up with something that’ll satisfy both of us. What do you say?’

His frown slowly cleared. ‘All right.’

Andy smiled, then glanced at her watch. ‘Hey, it’s ten to six. We better get a move on or we’ll be late for the party.’

Jeremy nodded, started to turn, then swung back and flung his arms around her. Andy dealt with the instant of shock then clung to him with equal fervour. It had been so long!

Heart buoyed on wings of relief, she watched him walk away. Even if their problems weren’t completely ironed out, at least they were communicating again. After all this time they had finally made a breakthrough.

And how had she thanked the man responsible?

Andy heard the car coming up the driveway long before she could actually see it. She hurried down the veranda and out to the gate. Maybe it was Dev returning.

If it was, she would ask him to wait while she drove Jeremy to his party. She would give Cheryl some excuse for deserting her and come straight home again. Then she and Dev would sit down and talk.

At the very least she’d apologise to him for what she had said. Maybe he’d understand that she’d felt backed into a corner at the time and had simply blurted the first thing that came into her head. Maybe he’d agree to talk with her more about her problem with Jeremy, the one he’d been able to see so clearly.

And then there was a host of other maybes.

Andy stared at the small grey sedan coming towards her up the last stretch of drive. This wasn’t Dev’s car. In fact it didn’t belong to anyone she knew. She hoped whoever it was wouldn’t delay their departure further. They were going to be late as it was.

The car pulled up and stopped behind hers. A spidery figure emerged from the driver’s side. She recognised the pale aqua eyes and pitted skin but couldn’t figure what the man was doing there. ‘Hello, Eli. This is a surprise.’

‘I was looking for you. I got your address from your forms at TAFE.’

Andy blinked at the strange young man. No apologies. No ‘I hope you don’t mind’. Just the blunt pronouncement of what he had done. In fact she did mind his invasion of her privacy. But Eli Finch was so painfully shy she couldn’t help feeling sorry for him.

‘Well, now that you’ve found me, what can I do for you?’

‘I wanted to give you something.’ He handed her a thin paperback book. ‘I found this. I knew you were interested, so I thought you might like to have it.’

Andy took the copy of Snakes of South Australia. Not only did she already own one, it was available through P&W where she worked. ‘Thank you, Eli, that was very thoughtful.’

‘I found it at work. Somebody must’ve dropped it.’

‘Don’t you think they might want it back?’

‘Oh, no, this was a while ago.’

She couldn’t think what more to say. Hoping to give him a subtle hint she was on her way out, she stepped to the driver’s door of her car. ‘Well, thank you again.’

Eli followed her. ‘There was something else I wanted to give you.’

This time he handed her a small leaflet, a single folded sheet with ‘Purity Of Faith’ printed on the front. She took in the naive drawing of Christ walking in a garden.

‘I thought you might be interested,’ he said.

Andy shifted. Tell him the truth or just be polite? ‘Well—’

‘I thought you could read it and then we could talk about it.’

She glanced towards the house, hoping to see Jeremy coming out the door, but there was no sign of him. ‘Actually, Eli, I was just on my way somewhere.’

‘I could come back.’

‘Yes, I know but—’

‘I give my message to lots of people, but none of them understand,’ he said softly. ‘I think you would though. You’re different. You’re special.’

A sinking feeling gripped Andy’s stomach. Suddenly it was clear just what was going on here. Somewhere along the line she’d become the focus of Eli’s affection.

Most likely it’d happened simply because she was one of the few people who gave him her time and attention. And that was unfortunate. Still, she couldn’t let him go on believing she returned his affection.

Andy looked up into the pale hopeful eyes, sensing that for someone like Eli, rejection could be devastating. She would have to let him down as gently as possible.

‘Eli …’ She smiled. ‘Do you mind if I ask you how old you are?’

‘Twenty-six. And you’re thirty-four. I saw that on your registration form too.’

She smothered her annoyance. Didn’t the little twerp have any sense of propriety? ‘So there’s eight years between us. Don’t you think that’s a fairly big age gap?’

‘Oh, no, age doesn’t matter. If two people are similar in nature, if their souls are compatible …’

Andy put up a hand to stop him. Obviously she needed a different approach. ‘Eli, you know that I was married once, don’t you?’

His smile died. ‘That’s all right. It was a mistake.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘You were young. Young people do things they regret. You couldn’t know I’d be coming along later.’

She tightened her grip on her straining patience. ‘No, Eli, it wasn’t a mistake and I don’t regret it. My husband was very special to me. In fact in the three years since he died I’ve been unable to get over losing him. The truth is I don’t know if I ever will. Maybe some day. But for now—’

‘No, you’re wrong. You just hadn’t met the right person yet. I understand. I had to wait too.’

She shook her head. ‘It’s not about meeting the right person. It’s about me being unable to let go of the past.’

Andy paused, reflecting on a face. And that the fact she’d just related, while true a week ago, might actually have begun to change.

Still, that had nothing to do with the man before her. ‘I’m sorry, Eli, I’m just not interested in a relationship right now.’

The front door of the house opened, then slammed. Andy looked around to see Jeremy bounding towards them. ‘Ready!’ he said and jumped in the car.

She turned back to Eli. ‘I have to go. I hope you understand about what I just said.’

He nodded, tight-lipped.

She held up the pamphlet and book he’d given her. ‘Would you like these back?’

‘No, you keep them.’

‘Well, goodbye then, Eli. I’ll see you next week.’ She opened her door and slid behind the wheel.

In the rear-view mirror she watched her visitor return to his car. With what seemed an inordinate sense of relief she started her engine. For all his shyness the man had a disquieting aura about him.

As she started around the circular drive, Jeremy spoke up from the seat beside her. ‘Who was that?’

‘Someone from TAFE.’

‘Another student?’

‘Actually he’s the janitor.’

‘What did he want?’

‘To give me those things.’ She nodded at the items sitting on the dashboard.

Jeremy gave them a quick look-over, then tossed them back again. ‘He was hitting on you, wasn’t he?’

Andy couldn’t conceal her smile. ‘And just what do you know about things like that?’

‘He was, wasn’t he?’

‘Yeah, he was.’ There wasn’t much point in denying it.

‘And you knocked him back because you like Dev.’

She jerked the wheel, then straightened it again. ‘Why do you say that?’

Jeremy shrugged. ‘You look at Dev the same way you used to look at Dad.’


Chapter 35

The Southern Cross pub was a simple affair—a jarrah-topped bar running its length with wine barrels placed around the room for tables. Its entire front wall was open to the sea. Balmy air laced with the scent of creosote and brine followed Dev as he stepped inside.

He went straight to the bar and took up a stool. The barmaid was engaged at the opposite end and he drummed his fingers as he waited to be served.

As he had on the taxi ride into town, he worked at keeping his mind a blank. If he let himself think—about Sydney, why he’d left, the decisions he’d sworn to live by since—he might just turn around and walk out again.

Instead he looked about at the other patrons. A Sydney pub would be filled with trendies at this hour on a Saturday night. But it appeared the Cross catered to a different clientele—grain haulers, farmers and silo workers by the look of the rugged plain-clothed men on either side of him. With the exception of the scarecrow sitting right next to him.

‘Ian?’ Dev said with a double-take.

The bowed head rose and turned slowly towards him, confused gaze clearing to one of recognition. ‘Deev-o! Hey, good to see ya, mate!’

As rotten as he felt, Dev couldn’t begrudge his partner a smile. Such genuine welcomes were few and far between these days.

‘Don’t reckon I’ve seen you in here before,’ Ian said, their greetings exchanged. ‘Or any other pub in town for that matter. Thought you were on the wagon. Something happen to knock you off?’

‘Let’s just say I was in the mood.’

Ian nodded solemnly over the words. ‘It happens. So can I buy you a drink?’

‘You could twist my arm.’

Ian flung a hand in the air and the barmaid miraculously appeared before them. With a crooked finger he beckoned her closer, then leaned precariously across the bar to whisper his request in her ear. Shaking her head, she strode away to get the order.

‘So…’ Ian swivelled to face him again. ‘What plans you got for the rest of the weekend?’

‘Same as every other bloody weekend since I’ve been here. Why do you ask?’

‘Thought you might have scored a date with Andy by now.’

Dev arched a brow. He thought he’d been concealing his growing feelings for Andy fairly well. Her rejection wasn’t something he cared to make public but in Ian’s condition he’d probably be struggling to remember his own name in the morning.

‘Haven’t had much luck in that department.’

The barmaid set their drinks before them and Dev stared grimly into his glass. ‘A lemon squash? Seriously?’

‘Relax; my shout,’ Ian said, thumping his shoulder, wobbling a bit on his stool with the action.

‘Yes, but I wanted—’

‘No, no, forget it. Your money’s no good and that’s the end of it.’

Dev sighed. Ian could be fuzzy at the best of times. Drunk, there was probably no hope of reaching him. The beer he’d been hanging out for so desperately would just have to wait another few minutes. He took a sip and winced at the soft drink’s sickening sweetness.

Ian returned to his inquiry. ‘You asked her though, right? Andy I mean.’

‘Yeah, I asked her.’

‘And she knocked you back? Truly?’

‘You think I’d be sitting here with you right now if she’d said yes?’

Ian nodded at the validity of his point. His frown deepened. ‘Could’a sworn there was something between you two. You weren’t too pushy?’

‘Bloody hell, what are you, my mother?’

‘Cause that wouldn’t be the way to go with Andy. Yeah, she’s stubborn, but fragile too. Get the feeling she’s just on the edge, you know? Almost there but not quite. Not a good time to be putting the pressure on. Make her feel backed into a corner.’

Dev could only stare at the man. He couldn’t decide if Ian Lonsdale was a gifted clairvoyant or a rambling drunk. Whatever the answer, he needed a break.

‘Be back in a tick.’ He downed the rest of his drink and shuddered. Getting it over with seemed the best move. At least he could have that beer when he came back.

He pushed off his stool and headed for the men’s room. But as he worked his way across the bar, Ian’s words followed him.

Had he come on too strong with Andy? With his usual finesse he’d been blunt about some things, but in his opinion those things needed saying. As Ian had so astutely observed, Andy could be stubborn. If she was determined to take risks with her life, he’d be as blunt as he had to be to get her to stop.

His declaration of love however—now that was different. It might well have come as a shock to Andy. Hell, he’d bloody well shocked himself! He didn’t normally go blurting things out like some lovesick adolescent; he’d always played his cards close to his chest. But then he seemed to be doing a lot of things differently where Andy was concerned.

He was still pondering the matter when he returned from the men’s room a few moments later. He slid onto his stool and sat looking down at the fresh glass of squash on the bar before him.

He shook Ian’s shoulder, breaking the man’s hypnotic fascination with his beer. ‘I thought this was my shout.’

‘Hey Dev-o, you’re back! Good to see you! No, no, I told you, your money’s no good. I’m buying all the rounds tonight.’

‘Well, in case I miss it again, you think I could get a beer next time?’

‘A beer?’ The man’s puzzled look turned to mild horror. ‘Oh, gee, Dev, I’m sorry.’

‘It’s okay, forget it.’

‘No, no, I’ll call her back. We’ll get you that beer.’

‘Just get it next time.’ He should never have mentioned it.

Ian was already looking around. When the barmaid failed to notice his wave he rose to stand on the rung of his stool. His vigorous movements threw him off balance and Dev grabbed his arm to keep him from falling.

‘Whoa! That was close,’ he said, settling down.

Dev kept hold of him, mindful of the alarming list he’d developed. ‘I wonder if it might be time to call it a night.’

‘Yeah, I was thinking the same thing myself. My car’s out front. If you just help me out there I’ll head on home.’

Dev eased the man down off his stool. ‘How ‘bout I call you a cab instead?’

‘You think I could be over the limit?’

‘At the moment I’d say your blood was worth bottling.’

The two commenced a meandering course across the room. They got as far as the door when Ian stopped. ‘I can’t take a cab. I need my car in the morning to drive Mum to church.’

‘Just get up early and take a cab back here to pick it up.’ Dev urged him forward and out the door.

He stopped again after only two steps. ‘I’m not real good with early starts, Dev. Mum’d be pissed if I forgot.’

Dev sighed. His plans for the evening seemed doomed anyway. ‘Looks like I better give you lift then.’ He spotted Ian’s car and steered him towards it.

***

Jeremy ran up to Andy as she stood setting the table on Cheryl’s back lawn. ‘Hold this for me, would you, Mum?’

Andy accepted his sopping wet T-shirt and held it at arm’s length. What a wonderful idea Cheryl had had—a water-balloon fight at a birthday party. ‘Lovely. What am I supposed to do with this?’

‘I don’t know, just put it somewhere.’ He turned to leave, then spun back and planted a kiss on her cheek. ‘Thanks,’ he said before dashing back into the fray.

‘Not so close to the table you lot!’ Cheryl called, approaching with a tray of sandwiches and drinks. She set it on the table and began unloading it. ‘Is it my imagination or are things a bit better between you Jeremy?’

Andy followed her gaze to the boys playing at the far end of the yard. ‘They are actually. No thanks to anything I did though.’

‘Just happened by itself, did it? Guess that supports what I’ve been saying all along.’

‘Which was?’

‘That there was never anything wrong in the first place. It was just a phase he was going through.’

Andy shook her head. ‘Oh, there was a problem. It just took a certain outside party to get me to see it.’

‘Ah,’ Cheryl said with a ghost of a smile. ‘This outside party—that wouldn’t happen to be a handsome and, as yet, unattached police officer, would it?’

‘It would.’

‘Well, I hope you showed him an appropriate measure of gratitude for his efforts.’

Andy’s hands stilled over the platter of fairy bread she was unwrapping. She looked to her friend. ‘Cheryl, I’ve made a bad mistake.’

‘You mean in addition to ruining your son’s life, or are we on a different subject now?’

‘Cher, I’m serious. I said something awful to Dev and I feel terrible about it. Especially after the way he helped me.’

‘Two mistakes in one year—how do you live with yourself? So what did you say that was so unforgivable?’

Andy described the rumours and impressions she’d picked up about Dev over the past two weeks. Then she related her parting words to him in the exchange they’d had less than an hour ago.

‘I don’t even know what he was supposed to have done. Yet that didn’t stop me using it against him.’

‘Why did you do it?’ Cheryl asked softly.

‘I felt trapped, I guess. Confused. Defensive. He was hitting me with one shock after another, I just needed to make him stop.’

Cheryl shrugged. ‘So what’s the big deal? Call him and apologise.’

‘I can’t, he’ll think I’m encouraging him. The whole reason I think I was feeling trapped was because he wants a relationship.’

‘And you don’t find him the least bit attractive?’

‘That’s not the point. Whether or not—’

‘I’d say it was very much the point.’

Andy sighed. ‘I told him I’m not ready to get involved but he just won’t listen.’

‘Good for him!’

Andy turned to blink at the woman. ‘Whose side are you on?’

‘Yours, believe it or not. Though sometimes I don’t know why I bother. Look, if it was simply a case of your not being ready, you’d have declined his advances in a rational manner. You wouldn’t have flown off the handle like that.’

Cheryl placed a hand on Andy’s arm. ‘If you ask me, kiddo, it’s not that you aren’t ready for this. I think you’re afraid because you know you are.’

***

Dev pulled Ian’s car to a stop at the foot of the stairs to his own back veranda. After further discussion along the way—most of it incoherent on Ian’s part—he’d decided it was easier to simply bring the man home with him.

He climbed from the car, went around to the passenger door and reached in to haul his partner out. ‘Come on, mate, let’s get you inside.’

Ian got to his feet unsteadily and peered around at the moonlit yard. ‘This isn’t home.’

‘No, we’re at my place. Got a spare bed you can have for the night. I’ll make sure you’re up in time to drive your mum to church.’

‘Thanks, Dev. You’re a real mate.’

With the man’s arm draped around his shoulder, Dev prayed he wouldn’t get any more emotional.

They stumbled up the stairs and into the house. Dev supported him through the kitchen and down the hall. In the spare room, he sat him on the edge of the bed, then drew down the covers and laid him back.

‘Dev?’

‘Yeah, mate.’ He lifted the man’s legs onto the mattress.

‘Don’t hurry back.’

‘Back from where?’ Sliding his sandals off, he dropped them beside the bed.

‘Figured you might be going out again. Still fairly early.’

Dev threw a blanket loosely over him. ‘And just where did you reckon I’d be heading off to?’ Back to the pub to tie one on? The thought did still hold tremendous appeal.

Ian was silent for several seconds. In the darkness it was hard to tell if he’d simply passed out. ‘Andy’s place maybe?’ he said at last.

Frowning, Dev straightened. All the way home he’d been thinking about Andy. Wondering if she was back from her party. If she’d still be up and would consent to talk to him.

But even more curious than Ian’s remark was the fact that he was suddenly sober enough to make it. ‘Well, if I do decide to pay her a visit, I’ll be sure to get back in time to wake you for church in the morning.’

‘That’s what I’m saying. You don’t have to worry—Mum’s getting a ride with a friend tomorrow.’

Dev stopped halfway through his turn for the door, his eyes narrowing as he dwelled on the words. Suddenly the course of the evening’s events seemed not so serendipitous as they’d first appeared.

‘Guess I got a little confused,’ Ian said. ‘The grog. Always muddles me. You know how it is?’

The penny dropped. ‘So was that why I never got my beer tonight? This was your way of keeping me on the wagon?’

Dev waited but this time the man really had gone to sleep. He shook his head as he stood staring down at him. There wasn’t much more you could ask of a mate than to keep you on track when you started to stray.

His smile died as he stepped to the door. If he’d done as much two years earlier, Warren Perkins might still be alive.

‘See you in the morning,’ he whispered as he left.

***

Andy pressed ‘end’ on the phone after only two rings. She been trying Dev’s number without success ever since returning home from Cheryl’s house a half hour ago. She’d just been in the process of trying again when she heard her doorbell.

Hurrying through the empty house, she clamped down hard on her sudden excitement. If this was Dev—and she couldn’t imagine who else it might be—then his arrival was simply a matter of convenience, she told herself. It meant she could talk to him in person now instead of over the phone.

She would deliver her apology, for what it was worth; perhaps even touching on the reasons for her actions. Cheryl was right, she had come a long way in the past three years. She was ready to take the considerable step of trusting Dev with her thoughts and fears. She was possibly even ready for the initial stages of deepening their friendship. But as for a relationship …

She opened the door and saw his face. In the instant she stood transfixed by his gaze, she knew all her motives for what they were. Sheer pretence.

She let out her breath and stepped into his arms.

***

Clouds scudded over the face of the moon. Shadows shifting beneath tree and shrub veiled the passage of a lone figure along the driveway. It abandoned its cover and slid towards the yard, moving with the confident stealth of one familiar with the terrain.

As he’d done on two prior occasions, The Revealer eased silently up to the rear of the house. He knew the occupant was home now because her car was standing out front. But a second car was parked behind it and that seemed strange for such a late hour.

Surely there was an innocent explanation. With Christmas now only two weeks away it was reasonable to expect a woman might be visited by her family. But this woman was American, he recalled uneasily. Even if her relatives had come to visit, it was unlikely any of them would have their own car.

Suppressing an unfamiliar sensation, he eased up to the window and peered inside. The bedroom was lit by a single candle glowing on the dresser. Discarded clothing littered the floor. Movement drew his eye and with great reluctance he lifted his gaze to the double bed.

What he saw there appeared for an instant to be a single being, the malformed creation of an unholy God. Then the woman arched back, a tumble of hair obscuring her shoulders as she moved to straddled the man beneath her.

His hands framed her waist, guiding her into position over him. Then they reached up to cup her bare breasts, thumbs gently teasing their hardened centres.

The Revealer stood impaled by the sight. Nothing could have prepared him for this betrayal. This woman was chosen, as he was himself. How could she so defile her sacred gift?

Breathless, he pressed his face to the glass, forgoing all concerns he might be seen. He ignored the pressure at the back of his throat, the bile rising from his churning stomach. With a shudder of revulsion he forced his gaze away from their nakedness, at the same time squinting to see better through the gloom.

Filth and degradation were not for his eyes.

It was the man’s face he needed to see.


Chapter 36

Pre-dawn stillness wrapped around him. He wore it like a cloak, comfortable in its folds and seams. Not an insect churred, not a feather rustled as he made his way beneath the row of sugar gums, squatting at their shadow’s edge. The sack moved gently in his hands as he peered out over the moonlit yard.

A single car stood at the back of the old farmhouse. The intrepid Officer Jenkins had returned home from his night’s entertainment at the Vaughn residence. It had, after all, been several hours. Long enough for them to cement their damnation.

The Revealer too had returned home in that time. Seeking guidance, he had communed with his fellows. They had shown him what needed to be done. Now as he stood at the brink of that course, a familiar excitement squirmed in his veins.

Crouching low, he slunk from the shadows. He crossed the yard, opened the passenger door of the car and laid his offering beneath the seat. Before easing the door shut again, he untied the cord that had held the sack closed.

Reluctantly he returned to the shadows and made his way back the way he had come. He felt almost cheated at being denied witness to the final drama. Of all the cases he had placed before God, this was the one he’d have liked most to see.

But his work was only half completed. The most important, most fulfilling act was yet to come. He must away and make preparations.

***

Andy poured circles of batter onto the oiled hotplate. For once she felt like eating a hearty breakfast. Her night had been a dream of discovery, her appetites regenerated in more ways than one.

So many feelings had arisen for her in the past twelve hours she was still struggling to come to terms with them. More than once she had fought back tears. At a level not yet fully conscious, she sensed she was saying goodbye to something. A time and part of herself she would always hold dear but which could now be relegated its appropriate place. The past.

But overriding all she had felt was the convincing belief she could now cope fully with what was happening to her. At long last she felt herself ready. For Dev. For love. To begin her life again.

She had thought only briefly of how Jeremy would react. The change in her was not something she’d be able, or even want, to hide. Nor were her growing feelings for Dev.

But Jeremy seemed to have already accepted the idea of having Dev in their lives. At times he’d seemed almost to have been urging her in that direction. No, she doubted he’d find anything wrong with the way things were turning out.

Nor did she. As she stood listening to Dev’s movements from the bedroom, as she fussed over the breakfast she was making for both of them, she could honestly say she had no regrets. Only dreams and plans and thoughts for their future.

She smiled as she heard his footsteps approaching.

Easing up behind her, he slid his arms around her waist. ‘Smells good.’

‘The kettle’s just boiled; help yourself to coffee or tea.’

‘I’d rather help myself to something else.’ He buried his face in the crook of her neck.

‘Would you like me to keep cooking or should I let these burn?’

‘Let ‘em burn, baby.’ He turned her around. ‘Let’s us set off the smoke alarm instead.’

Andy moulded her body against him. Even after the night they’d spent, his kiss could ignite her all over again.

At last she drew back and gazed at his face. ‘God, you are handsome, Officer Jenkins.’

‘At least you’re not telling me to keep my pistol in my holster anymore.’

Andy laughed. ‘Get away, you, and let me finish this.’

He stepped to the adjacent counter where she’d set out the makings for tea and coffee. He assembled a mug and carried it to the table.

Andy took a moment to choose her next words. There was still one matter she needed to clear up. One thing they hadn’t done much last night was talk.

‘I tried to call you last night, before you came around,’ she said.

‘Sorry, I went out and forgot my phone. What was it about?’

‘Two things really.’ She set down the spatula and turned to face him. ‘First, I wanted to apologise. I didn’t mean what I said yesterday about your workmates not trusting you. It’s just that you were pushing me faster than I could handle and … Well, I only said that to make you stop.’

‘I think I pretty much realised that.’

‘I’m glad. Because the truth is I don’t know anything about it. I only know—’ She cut herself off, suddenly wondering how he would react.

‘Yes?’

‘Well, impressions really. And … what a few people have said about you.’

‘Why, Andy, you surprise me. A girl from New York, listening to the gossip of small-town locals?’

She studied him a moment. His tone hadn’t sounded entirely teasing. ‘I didn’t say I believed it,’ she said. ‘It’s just … Well, that day you asked me to come to the station to talk to your superiors. I could have read it all wrong, but Edwards and Osbourne didn’t exactly seem cordial towards you.’

She waited, hoping he would care to comment, but he just sat staring into his coffee. She sensed more than ever there was something here they needed to discuss.

‘And then there was last week when I dropped off those books to you at the station. I never told you, but I came back again after I left the first time.’

He looked up then.

‘I’d found another snake book under my car seat, but by the time I returned with it you’d already left.’

‘And Croydon was there.’ The muscle in his jaw had started to flex.

‘He never actually said anything specific. He simply implied—’

‘What was the other reason?’

She looked at him blankly.

‘You said there were two reasons why you called me last night.’

Apparently they were done discussing the first. For now at least. But remembering the second one made her smile. ‘I wanted to thank you.’

‘For what?’

‘You were right about Jeremy. I talked with him after you left yesterday and he admitted he had a problem with my present occupation. We agreed some changes needed to be made.’

‘So you’ve sorted things out?’

‘Not everything, but we’ve certainly made a start.’

Dev rose and came to her, slipping his arms about her again. ‘Andy, that’s wonderful. Really. I can’t tell you how relieved I am and how happy I am for you and Jeremy.’

‘And I have you to thank for it. I guess I was just too close to the problem to see it clearly.’

‘The important thing is you did something about it before it was too late.’ On a burst of exuberance, he picked her up and swung her full circle. ‘Your quitting the snake business is all the thanks I need, believe me.’

Her laughter died, drawing a puzzled frown to his brow as he set her back down. She couldn’t bring herself to look him in the eye.

‘You did tell Jeremy you were quitting.’

‘We didn’t have time to go into details. We will though—as soon as he gets back from Cheryl’s house.’

‘But that is what you’re planning to tell him, right?’

‘Dev, the pancakes—’

He took hold of her shoulders. ‘Isn’t it?’

‘It’s one of the possibilities we’ll discuss.’

‘One of …?’ Muttering an oath, he turned away from her.

‘I thought we’d consider a compromise first.’

‘Compromise? What kind of compromise can you make over this? Either you quit or you don’t.’

‘It’s not that simple.’

‘The hell it isn’t! You walk in there, you say “I quit” and you get the hell out! What could be simpler?’

‘Dev, I hoped you’d be reasonable about this. Jeremy is prepared to be.’

‘Is he really? Did you give him a choice? Are you telling me this compromise was his idea?’

She looked away.

‘I didn’t think so.’ Dev began pacing the length of the kitchen. ‘You’re unbelievable. Even after what Jeremy confessed to you, even knowing what this is doing to him, you still won’t stop? Don’t you care at all what happens to him?’

‘Don’t you lecture me on how to treat my son.’

‘Somebody’s got to. You sure as hell—’

‘I couldn’t love him any more than I do.’

Silence dropped over them like a leaden weight. Andy was the first to break it.

‘Explain something to me, will you please. You’re right, Jeremy didn’t suggest the compromise. He didn’t even like the idea when he heard it. Yet he’s still willing to sit down with me and talk about it. Why can’t you? What is this extreme overprotectiveness you feel towards me?’

‘Is that so hard to understand?’ He’d gone back to speaking very quietly.

‘Frankly, it is. You seem to see me as totally helpless.’

‘That’s not true.’

‘Then why this unrelenting obsession of yours?’

‘My obsession?’

‘I’m an intelligent adult, adequately trained for what I do. Fully prepared—’

‘We’ve been through this.’

‘Then why can’t you see it?’

‘Because the last person who said those things to me is dead!’

Andy stood stunned at the sudden outburst. Even at the height of their previous conflicts his voice had never held such raw anguish.

‘You want to know why Croydon and the others don’t trust me?’ Dev swung to face her. ‘My partner back in Sydney was obsessed with success. I knew he was taking drugs to enhance his performance but I let him convince me he could stop. Two days after I agreed not to say anything, he walked into a hold-up and was killed.’

Dev stepped closer, his dark eyes haunted. ‘Not because he wasn’t trained for his job. Not because he wasn’t willing to take the risk. But because I didn’t stop him. I knew what was happening and I did nothing. And now you want me to do the same thing for you?’

He looked away, but not before she saw how difficult it had been for him to speak these words. He seemed to need a moment so she gave him one. Then silently, gently, she eased up behind him.

She slipped her arms about his waist, pressing her cheek to the wall of his back. The muscles of his shoulders were taut and hard. Beneath her hands his stomach clenched. ‘Dev, I’m sorry. I had no idea.’

He took a deep breath and turned in her arms. Hands on her shoulders he managed a ghost of his usual smile. For a long time he simply drank in the sight of her. ‘God, I love you,’ he whispered at last.

A sense of uneasiness stirred in her chest. His words seemed more a goodbye then a pledge.

‘I understand now what you must’ve been going through,’ she said. ‘I wish you’d told me sooner but it’s okay, we can work this out. I’m sure if we sit down calmly and talk about it we’ll find a compromise we all can …’

He stopped her with a shake of his head. ‘No Andy. You were right. I can’t just walk into your life and demand that you change to suit my needs and expectations. It isn’t right.’

He brushed a stray lock from the side of her face. ‘But at the same time, this is something I just can’t compromise about. There can be only one way for me. I’m sorry.’

He took her face in his hands and kissed her.

Stop him! a voice inside her screamed. But she only watched as he backed away.

No, wait, please! I can do it, I can stop!

But she said not a word as he went out the door.


Chapter 37

Ian stared at the ceiling for several minutes before he remembered where he was. He was in no great hurry to get up anyway. The second he did his head would start pounding.

By the sunlight slanting in through the undressed window, he guessed it to be mid-morning. He had the day off. No need to rise yet. But in the end, curiosity drove him to his feet.

He found his sandals lying beside the bed and slipped them on. Assuming Dev ran a tidy ship, he stripped the sheets, folded them neatly and carried them with him out into the hall.

His headache wasn’t that bad after all. It would’ve been far worse had he not quit when he had. He’d planned to make a total mess of himself. But in the end, helping Dev had seemed more important.

A smile turned his lips as he headed for the kitchen. He doubted Dev had so much as a clue what he’d done. And perhaps that was best. A mate shouldn’t ever feel indebted to another. The simple satisfaction of helping was all the reward Ian needed for his efforts.

He poked his head into the first room he came to. It appeared Dev hadn’t slept in his bed last night. Either that or he was already up and about for the day. Hope urged Ian on down the hall.

He found the toilet, relieved himself and left his sheets on the washing machine. The next door brought him back to the kitchen. He picked up the note that lay on the table.

Partner,

Took your advice. If I’m not here in the morning you’ll know she didn’t knock me back this time. Just lock up when you leave.

Thanks,

Dev

A curious pride swelled in Ian’s chest. Partner. He read the word several times. Dev seemed to be saying so much more with it than by merely using his name. And if Dev went to Andy’s house last night and didn’t come home, it meant his advice to him had been correct.

Grinning like a fool, he folded the note, put it in his pocket, then skirted the table and started for the door.

Out on the veranda, he winced at the day. It was going to be a scorcher from what the news had said. Already the cicadas were ticking in the trees, a sure sign the forecast was right for once.

He went down the steps, then stood frowning by the side of his car. What had Dev done with the keys? He didn’t recall seeing them by his bed when he woke. And they hadn’t been on the kitchen table. Too bad if they were, since he’d already locked the door to the house.

He patted his shirt, then his trouser pockets. Finally he bent down and looked through the window. His keys dangled from the ignition.

He opened the door and slid behind the wheel. After taking a moment to adjust all the mirrors, he pulled the seatbelt across his chest. Something on the floor caught his eye as he turned. Something he couldn’t recall having left there.

He leaned over and reached beneath the seat. He had to grope a bit before his fingers latched onto it. He pulled the thing up.

‘What the—?’ He stared at the dirty hessian sack, shook his head and tossed it in the back.

He started the car and drove it from the yard. The interior had already warmed up in the sun so he opened his window to let in some air. He hadn’t yet turned out onto the road when suddenly he thought of something he’d forgotten.

He should have left Dev a note to thank him. Just something simple like the man had left him. In all probability it was Dev who believed he’d done the favours last night, taking Ian home and putting him to bed. He’d surely think him an ungrateful sod if he didn’t at least acknowledge the act.

But it was too late now, the house was locked up. And he didn’t have pen and paper to leave a note outside.

He consulted the dashboard clock as he rummaged through the glove box. Nearly ten-thirty. Surely they’d be awake by now.

Finding his phone, he punched in Dev’s number. He turned onto the road as it started to ring, and in customary fashion pressed the pedal to the floor.

Something slithered over his foot.

The sensation sent a chill up his leg. His testicles crawled and retreated inside him. What felt cool and leathery and dry? The hairless skin of some long-dead animal?

Phone to his ear, he bent back to view the area between his feet. What he saw there stopped the blood in his veins.

***

Dev walked slowly to the end of the veranda. With every step, he prayed the kitchen door would open behind him and he’d hear Andy’s voice calling him back.

The silence seemed a callous betrayal.

He went down the steps and out the gate. At his car he paused and looked back, still hoping he might see her hurrying after him. For a moment his resolve almost abandoned him. Would it be so terrible to let her have her way on this? Maybe he was making more of it than there actually was.

No, he decided and got in the car.

He started the engine and pulled away, resisting the urge to look back at the house. Halfway down the driveway his mobile began to ring on the seat beside him. Dev ignored it. Whoever it was could bloody call back. He settled down to brood on the problem at hand. A problem getting bigger the more he thought about it.

It wasn’t only the dangers involved in what Andy did, he was suddenly realising. It was what her choice had said about them. Even after what he’d told her, even with all he was prepared to give, she’d still chosen her obsession over him.

Dev looked around him. Spotting a windcheater he’d left in the car, he picked it up and threw it over the phone, trying to smother its incessant whining. Hands twisting around the steering wheel, he pulled out onto the road heading home.

Yes, Andy had certainly made it clear who and what was most important to her. But then maybe she just needed a little time. Maybe, once again, he had pushed her too hard. Too fast. Surely with both him and Jeremy urging her to quit, she would have to see reason eventually.

Yes, he considered with a fresh surge of hope, it was still possible she might change her mind. Why, it wouldn’t surprise him if—

His gaze darted back to the now-muffled phone. It wasn’t likely this could be Andy. After all, it had started ringing before he’d even left her driveway. Still, if she thought he’d gone straight to his car …

He swept the windcheater onto the floor and snatched up his phone. ‘Jenkins.’

Nothing from the other end. He strained to hear and thought he detected … ‘Hello? Anybody there?’

Then he heard it. Something soft and fluttering. Like someone panting or wheezing near the mouthpiece. ‘If this is a crank call, I think I should warn you—’

‘Dev?’ The word was a rasp.

‘Ian, that you? Speak up, mate, I can’t—’

‘I’m in trouble.’

Instantly the man had his total attention. ‘What is it? Where are you?’

‘I’m in my car. I just left your place on my way home.’

‘What’s the problem?’

‘A brown snake just crawled out from under my seat.’

***

Ian tried to swallow but his mouth had gone dry. Dividing his attention between the snake and the road, he’d moved only his lips in the last sixty seconds. They were the only part of him he dared to move.

‘Is the car moving?’ he heard Dev ask.

‘Too right, it’s moving. The snake’s under the brake pedal, I can’t shift my legs.’

‘All right, stay calm. Where exactly you are?’

‘I’m on the Old South Road heading into town. I just went over the bridge near the golf course.’

Dev took a quick mental stock of the area—flat sealed road, a few gentle curves, paddocks on one side, trees on the other. ‘Okay, listen, I’m in my car and only two minutes behind you. I’m going to speed up and try to catch you.’

Dev dropped the phone as he hit the next curve. At ninety, he needed both hands on the wheel to keep the car from going into a spin. Gravel sprayed in a wide arc behind him as he fishtailed out onto the bitumen road.

He snatched up the phone and fumbled it to his ear. ‘I’m on South Road. I’m at the golf course. I should be coming up on you any second.’

‘Dev?’ Ian’s voice was remarkably calm.

‘What is it, mate?’

‘You know I’m almost at Rayburn’s Hill.’

For a moment Dev could only stare out the windscreen. All roads into Matthews descended to sea level but the hill was the longest and steepest around. ‘Ian, listen to me, you’re going to have to stop the car.’

‘I’d love to oblige, but—’

‘I want you to take your foot off the accelerator.’

‘Dev, I can’t. The damn thing’s practically under my foot. If I move so much as a milimeter he’ll—’

‘Not if you do it right. Their eyes fix on movement. If you do it slow enough, he won’t even see.’

***

Ian shuddered as he gripped the steering wheel. He watched the sheoaks streaking by, the white line blurring as it swept beneath the car. Sixty Ks had never seemed so fast. ‘All right, Dev, I’ll give it a go.’

Slowly, painstakingly he eased up his foot. He’d been holding it rigid for so long, at first it threatened to seize in a cramp. His calf muscle twitched. He gritted his teeth. Blessedly, the snake seemed oblivious to both.

The spasm subsided and he renewed his efforts. His foot lifted free.

‘Dev, I did it. The car’s slowing down.’

‘Where are you now?’

‘Just passed the scenic lookout road. I’m on the last flat stretch before the descent. Coasting now. Down to fifty. Forty-five.’

‘Look in your mirror. You just came in sight.’

But Ian couldn’t pry his gaze from the road. ‘There can’t be more than a hundred metres left. Dev, I’m not gonna make it. I won’t stop in time.’

‘Get off on the shoulder. Hit the tall grass, it’ll help slow you down.’

Ian eased the wheel a few degrees left. The car started shuddering as soon as it hit the dirt. ‘Slowing to forty. Fifty metres left.’

‘Hang on, mate, I’m almost there. I’ll pull out in front of you and brake for both—’

***

Dev’s eyes widened at the object suddenly blocking his path. He yanked on the wheel, skirting by inches the car that had just emerged from the lookout road.

Another obstacle replaced it at once—a four-wheel drive coming towards him up the hill. He continued hard right, skittering onto the far side shoulder and off into the trees.

***

Spear grass thrashed at the passenger window. Rocks and depressions in the shoulder bounced Ian roughly against his seat.

‘Dev, you there? I’ve hit the slope. I’m picking up speed again.’ Nothing but static crackled in his ear.

Ian let the phone slide back to the seat. He didn’t know what had happened to Dev but it looked like he was on his own. His mind raced as he thought what to do.

One thing was certain—it was more than his own life at stake now. If he went barrelling on straight into town, he might be lucky and just end up in the bay. But more than likely there’d be other obstacles first—cars, buildings and quite possibly people.

He began to ease his foot towards the brake, faster than he should have but he had no choice. The snake’s head turned to follow the movement, its neck coiling back in a threatening stance. Ian froze, cursing his cowardice. Was there no other way he could do this?

He glanced aside at the blurring landscape. Pine trees and scrub lined the right shoulder now. But here on the left, the ground fell away into large grassy paddocks, dotted only occasional with a buckthorn or gum.

The problem was the fence in between—perma-pine post and cyclone wire, built strong to keep grazing stock off the road. But a little further on, he suddenly recalled, the fence was in need of major repair. Rusting wire and aging wood. If he could find a post that was rotted through …

***

Dev slammed his car into reverse. Shaken but uninjured, he spun past the family that had stopped to see if he was all right and back out onto the now-clear road.

Ian’s car was nowhere in sight. The road just ahead dropped away as though off the edge of a precipice. As he sped towards it, he grabbed his phone up off the floor.

‘Ian! Are you there? Can you hear me?’

His stomach lurched as the car became airborne, clearing the summit to start its descent. His head snapped forward when the wheels slammed to the bitumen. He refocused in time to see Ian ahead, now edging out into the centre of the road.

‘What the hell are you doing, mate?’

All at once the answer was clear.

Veering hard left, Ian’s car vaulted the shoulder, ploughing through and taking out a section of paddock fence. The post snapped at ground level, pulling down wire and supports either side.

Dev stared, incredulous, as the car hurtled on. He looked ahead at the course it was taking and realised what Ian was attempting to do. The ground rising sharply at the far end of the field would hopefully slow and bring him safely to a stop.

But something seemed to be going wrong. The car was dragging something. A section of wire torn free from the fence had caught around its right front wheel. The car was veering off to one side, lurching with every small bump it encountered. By the random course it had assumed, it was clear the man inside was no longer in control.

Dev pulled up by the damaged fence post. As he got out to follow on foot, he grabbed up the phone and hit emergency.

‘I need an ambulance on Old South Road.’ He identified himself and gave quick details. Then, hopping over what was left of the demolished fence, he plunged down the grassy bank.

Across the paddock, he could see Ian’s car had reached the incline. It was slowing steadily despite its meandering. But directly ahead was a granite outcrop. If it didn’t change course in the next twenty metres there wouldn’t be much left of the driver to save.

Running now almost as fast as his quarry, Dev watched it close on its apparent target. A metre from impact it hit a fox hole, again taking a random break to one side. It wasn’t enough.

Metal screamed as the fender hit stone, throwing up a shower of sparks. Bouncing up the roughly terraced formation, the car’s right side rose precariously in the air. Surpassing the point of balance, it lolled on its side. Momentum carried it another ten metres where it came to a halt on the tall dry grass.

There it teetered undecided for a moment. Then slowly, almost gracefully, it rolled on its roof.

Dev skidded to a halt beside the car. Kneeling in the grass, he looked in to find Ian unconscious and hanging upside-down by his seatbelt. A gash on his forehead was bleeding freely but otherwise the man appeared unhurt.

‘Ian? Can you hear me?’

His only response was a deep-throated groan.

Dev quickly ran the scene again in his mind. The accident itself had been fairly minor—a little whiplash perhaps but nothing that could have broken limbs or injured the spine. He knew he should wait for the paramedics, but upside-down, Ian’s head wound would bleed excessively.

Dev reached in to undo the man’s seatbelt and froze at a shadowy hint of movement. Coiled bare centimetres beside Ian’s head lay what had caused the whole affair in the first place. Unfortunately it too looked completely intact.

Dev slowly withdrew his hand. The snake’s eyes glinted as it followed the movement. Beside it, Ian gave another moan, this time stirring slightly in his harness. The snake turned towards this new source of threat.

‘Ian, don’t move. Hold absolutely still, the snake’s right beside you.’

The man groaned again. The muscles of the arm dangling down beside his face flexed spasmodically. Dev watched his fingers begin to uncurl.

The snake saw as well. It reared back to strike.

Dev ripped the T shirt off his back, pulled it down over his right arm and thrust his hand back into the car. In the seconds it took him to pin the snake, he felt two sharp blows to his forearm and wrist.

He latched on regardless, not knowing what part of the snake he held. Then in one fluid movement, he pulled back through the window and flung the reptile as far as he could. He craned his head to watch it fly off and land out of sight beyond a small rise.

Dev slumped against the side of the car, hand to his face. He took several moments to slow his breathing, another dozen to settle his heart.

Recovered at last, he opened his eyes—to find Ian conscious and smiling at him.

‘Nice work, partner. Knew you could do it.’



Chapter 38

‘Look, I’m telling you, I don’t need to be here. I feel perfectly fine.’ Dev tried to sit up from the bed he’d been placed on, but the man standing over him pushed him gently back down.

Marshall Wainwright, as his name tag proclaimed, was a round balding man with middle-aged spread and a quiet manner. As doctor-on-call, he’d been summoned to the hospital’s observation room to attend its two most recent arrivals.

‘You might feel fine at the moment, Mr Jenkins, but if you have been bitten, your condition could change quite abruptly.’ He took his hand from Dev’s chest and resumed application of the blood-pressure cuff.

‘Victims of snakebite often experience no symptoms in the first few hours. In cases where effective first aid has been administered, absorption of the poison is considerably delayed.’

‘But that’s what I’m telling you. I’ve been lying here going over it in my head and I really don’t think I was bitten.’

‘You reported feeling the snake strike at you.’

‘Well, yes, I felt something. But I’m pretty sure it only got my T shirt.’

‘And if you’re wrong? If the fangs penetrated the fabric to the skin?’

Dev considered the possibility. ‘I didn’t feel anything sharp or painful.’

‘I wouldn’t have expected you to in the heat of what was happening. Bites are frequently painless anyway.’

‘Well can’t you just dose me up with some antivenom.’

Wainwright regarded him as though he were mad. ‘Firstly, due to the risk of allergic reaction we don’t administer antivenom until certain it is warranted. Secondly, were that to become necessary in your case, we would still need to monitor you.’

‘Well, you examined me!’ Dev flared, holding up his arm in its sling. ‘You said you couldn’t find any puncture wounds.’

The doctor pumped calmly at the blood-pressure bulb. ‘No, I couldn’t. Not with the area so badly abraded.’

Dev sighed and dropped his head back to the pillow. ‘I told you, I scraped it pulling him out of the car.’ He jerked a thumb at the man in the bed on the other side of the room. Ian waved back.

‘And in so doing, removed possible traces of venom that might’ve confirmed what species it was,’ Wainwright complained.

‘Sorry I wasn’t more careful for you. But is it possible you didn’t find any venom because there wasn’t any there to find? Because I was never bitten?’

Wainwright smiled as he removed the cuff. ‘We’ll just have to wait and see, won’t we? In the meantime, I strongly advise you to take it easy. Try being more like your friend over there.’

Dev looked over at Ian again. He shook his head at the admiring look the man was giving him. ‘How’s he doing?’ he whispered to Wainwright.

‘Aside from the sutures, just a mild concussion. We’ll hold him a while to make sure it’s nothing more serious. Any aberrant behaviour could mean complications.’

‘Aberrant behaviour?’ Dev reluctantly returned Ian’s wave. ‘You may find it hard to tell in his case.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Never mind.’

Dev waited impatiently for Wainwright to finish recording his obs. The instant the doctor left the room he got up and wandered over to Ian. ‘How you feeling?’

‘Bit of a headache but otherwise fine.’ His expression sobered. ‘A hell of a lot better than I could have ended up.’

‘You were lucky you scraped out of that one, mate.’

‘Lucky I had you for a partner you mean. I wouldn’t be fine if it weren’t for you.’

It was the first time Dev had had to considered the fact. Strangely, a part him wanted to refute it. ‘I didn’t do anything. I might have if I’d managed to get out in front of you. But I had a near miss at the top of the hill and—’

Ian was shaking his head emphatically. ‘The prang was nothing—a bump on the head. The real danger was that bloody thing. Which you took care of rather nicely. Risking your life in the process, I might add.’

Dev almost started to protest again. Instead he shrugged. ‘You’d have done the same for me.’

‘The hell I would!’

His mouth dropped open, then he laughed at the unexpected response. He wondered if he’d ever figure this man out.

‘Yeah, you really did it,’ Ian reflected. ‘You’ve well and truly broken the curse. Everything’s going to be all right now.’

‘Curse?’ Dev sat on the edge of the bed. Aberrant behaviour coming up. ‘What are you talking about?’

Ian frowned. ‘When something happens to a person that changes the way everyone sees them, even when that person can’t help what it was, or maybe even because they can’t, then I reckon it’s like that person’s been cursed.’

Dev stared back at him. Should he call the doctor? Just how much painkiller did they have the bloke on? ‘Maybe I ought to let you get some rest.’

Ian took his arm as he started to rise. ‘This kind of curse, the one you had on you, it’s the sort no-one else can take away. It stays with you until you do something about it. If you don’t …’

He let Dev’s arm go and leaned back in the bed. ‘If you don’t, you end up seeing yourself the way everyone else does. When that happens you can’t ever change back. Understand what I’m saying?’

‘Not a word. Maybe if we talk about it later.’

‘Doesn’t matter. You did it, that’s the important thing.’ Ian nodded down at Dev’s sling. ‘Sorry about your arm though. Come to think of it, shouldn’t you be in bed? Didn’t the doctor say—’

‘Bloody doctor!’ Dev got up and stalked away from him. ‘I told him I’m fine—that snake never touched me.’

‘You can’t be sure though. What’s your rush to get out of here anyway?’

Dev had crossed the room to the window. ‘You realise that snake in your car was meant for me.’

Ian frowned. ‘I hadn’t thought about it. But, yeah, most probably it was.’

‘Whoever put it there knew where I lived, but not what kind of car I drive.’

‘So the killer found out about your investigation and tried to stop you. He wouldn’t dare try anything again so soon.’

‘It isn’t me I’m worried about.’ Dev swung around. ‘What if he finds out who’s been helping me? What if he goes after Andy next?’

Icy fingers caressed Dev’s spine. Having voiced his fears suddenly gave them a terrible and cogent power over him.

‘What?’ he blurted, realising Ian had said something to him.

‘Give her a call,’ the man repeated. ‘Tell her to come down here so you can talk to her. If you can’t leave the hospital—’

Dev was already rushing from the room.

***

Andy sat slumped at the kitchen table. The pancakes, now long since dispensed to the bin, had burned on the griddle and filled the room with an acrid smell. She hardly noticed.

In the forty-odd minutes since Dev had left, she’d done nothing but sit and dwell on his words. She’d already passed through a string of emotions. Now something inside her seemed to have decided the best recourse was to smother them all with a good dose of anger.

She couldn’t believe how unyielding he’d been. He hadn’t even been willing to talk about a compromise. Sure she could understand the reasons for his attitude. But had he tried to understand hers?

She was a professional, just like him. Her job might not be as high-profile but she took it every bit as seriously. There were risks involved in police work too, yet she hadn’t asked him to give up his job.

She stirred uneasily as she considered the thought. Perhaps that wasn’t a fair comparison. Port Matthews was a far cry from living in the city. If Dev still worked in a place like Sydney she might well feel differently about the risks he would face.

Still, she couldn’t imagine herself ever being as uncompromising about it. Why, they’d only been together one night and here he was laying down ultimatums to her. If he was like that now, imagine what he’d be like after a year or so.

No, Andy thought, sitting straighter in the chair. It was just as well she found out about him now. Before she fell too hard for the guy. Before she let—

She jumped up and ran for the ringing phone.

‘Hello, Andrea?’

Andy wilted like a sun-parched flower. What a shock to hear this thin reedy voice instead of Dev’s deep sonorous one.

She put a hand to her brimming eyes. Who was she kidding? She had already fallen in love with the man.

‘Hello? Andrea? Mrs Vaughn? Are you there?’

‘Yes, Eli, I’m here,’ she managed after clearing her throat. ‘What can I do for you?’

***

Dev stood at the nurse’s station of the hospital emergency wing. Phone in hand, he glanced back the way he’d come to see two figures striding towards him up the corridor. Mat Croydon and Nigel Day paused outside the observation room. They regarded him a moment with open hostility then turned and went through the door.

Dev sighed and replaced the phone. Andy’s mobile had been engaged anyway. He’d try her again in a little while.

He started reluctantly back to the room. Better to get this over with now. If Mat and Nigel knew about Ian’s accident, it was fairly certain who they’d blame for it. Not that there wasn’t an element of truth to that conclusion. One way or the other Dev had been responsible.

He stopped at the water fountain and had a long drink. The incident certainly wasn’t going to make his life in Port Matthews any easier. Once word got around, everyone from Nigel to the boss would be on his back to transfer.

He wiped his mouth and continued on. Bloody hell, maybe he should clear out. What was the point of sticking around if things weren’t going to work with Andy?

Thoughts of the woman made his insides churn. Putting Ian in danger was bad enough, but if something happened to Andy because of him … No, one thing was certain—he wouldn’t be going anywhere until this was all over and he knew she was safe.

Dev pushed through the obs room door. His gaze went directly to Ian’s bed and locked with those of the two men standing either side of it. He waited grimly for the assault to begin.

Mat and Nigel exchanged glances. At an unspoken signal that passed between them, Mat turned away and started across the room. Dev braced as the big man stopped before him.

‘Looks like we had it wrong about you, Jenkins.’

Here it was, the sarcastic opening line. The next would be something about his being far worse than anything they had heard about him.

‘Ian told us what happened. You pulling that snake out from under him like that …’ Mat shook his head. ‘Same as stopping a bullet, I reckon.’

Nigel was suddenly at his side. ‘The blokes at the station will want to know about this.’ He punched Dev lightly in his uninjured arm. ‘Might even be a citation in it.’

Speechless, Dev watched the man walk out then turned back to Mat.

‘We picked up your car from Old South Road. Still had the keys in it so we figured it shouldn’t be left there. It’s out back in the hospital car park.’ He produced the keys and handed them over.

‘Thanks,’ Dev said, accepting them cautiously.

Mat shook his head. ‘Snakes. Bloody hell!’ The big man shuddered.

Five minutes later Dev was once again propped in his bed. He’d returned to it only at the insistence of one of Wainwright’s nurses. At least he’d been able to talk Mat into going out and getting his phone from the car.

Now as he sat listening to Andy’s number ring in his ear, he felt a cold hand twisting his stomach. This time, it seemed, there wasn’t any answer.


Chapter 39

Andy consulted her page of scribbled directions then dropped them back on the car seat beside her. Eli’s place was certainly in a remote and isolated area. She’d lived in Port Matthews almost twelve years and had never been down this potholed dirt road.

He’d said this stretch had once been part of the old highway. But the forest of pines encroaching from its sides, arching across till its mingling branches blocked out most of the midday sun, made that difficult to imagine. The only thing growing in the dense shade was bridal creeper, another rogue species that roped through and strangled all native undergrowth. The place had a decidedly alien feel. According to her directions, Eli lived just around the next bend.

Andy recalled his voice on the phone. The poor man had sounded so frightened. As soon as he’d told her about the snake in his shed, she’d regretted the rather cool way she’d initially spoken to him. She’d thought he was calling to make further advances and, aside from the fact that his timing couldn’t have been worse, she didn’t want him becoming a nuisance.

But the minute she’d learned his call was official, she had excused his not going through the Parks and Wildlife office as he should have. After all, they did know each other. She’d promised to get to him as fast as she could and he’d seemed pathetically grateful in return.

Andy negotiated a sharp left bend. Sometimes she had to remind herself just how frightened many people were of snakes; though even then it was difficult for her to understand. The feeling of helpless panic they seemed to experience was almost the opposite of what she felt when confronted by one.

Was that the root of Dev’s problem with her job? An irrational fear of the creature itself and not so much what it could actually do to her?

Fear was certainly the basis of Jeremy’s concerns. But at ten he was probably too young to understand he was simply transferring his feelings about his father’s death to her.

She was glad now she hadn’t said where she was going in the note she’d left Jeremy on the kitchen table. Better to tell him in person why she had gone on another rescue before they’d had their promised talk. Better to leave it until there was time to explain that she’d had no choice. Someone was in trouble and at this stage it was still her job to go to their aid.

It wouldn’t take long. From what Eli had said on the phone, the situation was fairly straightforward. Chances were she’d even be home again before Cheryl dropped Jeremy back from his sleepover. No sense upsetting the boy for no reason.

A squat limestone cottage, vanquished by age, emerged from the shadows on the right side of the road. Here, at least, the alien forest gave way to more indigenous growth. The surrounding acreage of mature red gums lifted the sorry little setting to a picture of classic Australian beauty.

No reason, she reflected as she pulled the car into its grassless yard. Jeremy certainly believed there was a reason for his fears. A very good reason. Would she ever be able to convince him otherwise? Could she ever make him understand?

Andy braked and shut off the engine, then sat frowning as she stared out the windshield. Why was it she never felt that fear? In contrast, handling deadly snakes gave her a feeling of immense inner strength. It wasn’t so much a sense of power over them as over herself. Of all the things she’d been unable to control in life, this wasn’t one of them. But the question she now had to ask herself was—was that feeling more important than her son?

Jeremy was clearly in trouble too. As much as any of the people she was called upon to rescue. He was having nightmares over what she was doing, something he’d not experienced since Greg had died. He’d asked her, begged her, to end his anxieties and she’d put him off with talk of compromises.

Andy blinked as she gripped the steering wheel. What was wrong with her? How could she have done such a thing? How could she put her job before her son?

The answer that came back chilled her through. The act of handling snakes, it seemed, had become so powerful a force in her life she wasn’t certain she could give it up. Even if it came down to losing Dev, even if it meant alienating Jeremy, she actually didn’t know if she could stop herself now.

Dev was right. If an obsession was something she felt compelled to do, regardless of any and all harmful consequences, then an obsession was obviously what she had.

A rap on the window made her jump. She looked out into Eli’s pale aqua eyes, momentarily confused by why he was there. Then she remembered.

‘Oh, Eli, I’m sorry,’ she said, climbing from the car. ‘I hope you haven’t been waiting long.’

‘It felt like a long time but it really wasn’t.’

‘Yes, I know what you mean. Time seems to stretch when you’re anxious about something.’

For a moment she stood simply staring at him. After what she’d just realised she suddenly felt the urge to turn around and get back in the car, to make some excuse to him and rush home to Jeremy. And to Dev.

But she couldn’t do that. Not after promising this man she would help him. For now, at least, this was till her job.

But tomorrow … Hell, tonight! The minute she got home she would do what she had to. And if she couldn’t do it, she’d seek help with her problem and—

‘Andrea?’

‘Yes, Eli, I’m ready.’ She grabbed her equipment from the back of the car. ‘Show me where the snake is and I’ll get rid of it.’

One way or the other this would be the last time.

***

Jeremy let himself into the house with the key Andy kept under a pot near the door. He was surprised but hardly concerned that she wasn’t home. He was a little earlier than what he had told her and she’d probably just gone into town for something. This close to Christmas the shops were open all day Sundays.

He walked through the house, noting a penetrating acrid smell. ‘Burnt toast for breakfast, Mum?’ Tossing his sleeping bag in his room, he went on to the kitchen.

There on the table was the note he’d expected. She always left him one if their arranged plans changed. As he picked it up, an unfamiliar ringing filled the room—not many people called their landline any more.

‘Jeremy, hi,’ Dev greeted him at hearing his voice. ‘How was your party?’

‘Great. We stayed up practically all night.’

‘Sounds like fun, you’ll have to tell me all about it. But first could I have a quick word with your mum? She isn’t answering her mobile.’

‘She isn’t here, and she’s left her phone behind on the table. She left a note though.’ Jeremy consulted the scrap in his hand. ‘It just says she’ll be home in a little while.’

‘Probably out doing some Christmas shopping. Well, could you let her know I called? Tell her I have to talk to her about something and it’s very important.’

‘Sure.’

‘And Jeremy.’ Dev hesitated. ‘Tell her it’s not about the discussion we had earlier.’

‘You mean the fight you had yesterday when we got home from the beach?’

‘She told you about that?’

‘She said you had a talk, but she was crying so I figured it was a fight.’

‘Yeah well, this was a different talk.’

‘You guys had another fight? Wow, it’s almost like you’re married already.’


Chapter 40

Eli led the way around the back of his house. Only as she passed it did Andy take in the full extent of its disrepair—the paint peeling from windows, the rusting roof, the salt damp eating its way up the walls.

They continued across what was probably once a small patch of lawn, past a row of disused chook yards and on towards a straggling wormwood hedge.

Andy tried to make conversation. ‘Do you live here alone?’

Eli nodded. ‘My parents used to run the place when I was little, but they’re gone now.’

‘So you grew up here then. It’s funny, I’ve lived in Matthews for nearly twelve years and I’ve never seen you around town before.’

‘I didn’t leave the farm much until I was older.’

‘Helping your dad, eh? Any brothers or sisters to lend a hand?’

‘No, just me.’

Andy looked beyond the edge of the trees at the open paddocks rolling towards every horizon. ‘There aren’t any other properties out here. It must have been lonely for you.’

‘That was the idea.’

She turned to him. ‘I beg your pardon.’

‘Before I was born my parents lived on a commune in Queensland. When I was three my mother decided the views of the group weren’t strict enough to instil me with the proper devotion. We moved here where she could educate me herself. With as little contact with the world as possible.’

Andy couldn’t help feeling a pang of sympathy. Such a bleak upbringing for a child. ‘I see.’

He stopped abruptly. ‘You don’t, you know. You couldn’t possibly have any idea what it was like.’

She hesitated. The look on his face was mildly reproachful, startling in contrast to his usual lifeless tone and expression. She’d thought her comment harmless enough. What had she said to prompt such a reaction?

Before she could speak, he flashed her one of his wincing smiles. ‘But that’s okay. I wouldn’t expect anyone to understand.’ He continued walking.

A heartbeat’s pause and she followed after him.

‘As you can see, I don’t have time to keep up with things like my father did.’ He nodded towards the rusting hulk of a tractor.

His voice had returned to its colourless drone. Andy found herself relaxing again. She may simply have misread his earlier display. ‘It must be difficult when you’re working full time at another job.’

It was a gracious concession, Andy felt. Even working two jobs, she imagined he could manage to get some things done around the place.

‘Yes, I am very busy these days.’

‘You do a lot of work for your church I imagine.’ She looked around when he didn’t answer to find dark amusement crinkling his eyes.

‘You say that because you think someone like me wouldn’t have much of a social life.’ He stopped again. Despite his smile, that tone was back. The barest hint of the razor’s edge.

‘Why, no, Eli. I simply thought—’

‘You might have asked me if I went out to the pub every night. Or if I played sport, or if I was dating one of the girls at work.’

‘Well, yes, I suppose—’

‘But you assumed I wasn’t. Why is that, Andy? Is it because I don’t look like everyone else? Or because I don’t act like them?’

Andy clutched the sticks she was carrying. She’d never seen this side of Eli. Gone was the small shy boy she had known. No longer was she Andrea or Mrs Vaughn, but Andy—a person of equal or lesser standing in his eyes.

Yet even that didn’t cover it all. His entire demeanour had altered. The man before her was imbued with an aura of tenable power, however unstable. She suddenly felt the need to tread carefully.

‘I’m sorry, Eli. I mentioned the church only because of that pamphlet you gave me. I didn’t mean anything by it.’

He continued to stare at her, his pale eyes piercing. Recalling their meeting the day before gave sudden significance to his mood. Was this all just bitterness over her rejection?

‘Yes, I do a lot of work for my church.’ The fire had receded from his gaze to smoulder just below the surface. ‘Though it isn’t really an actual church so much as my own personal beliefs.’

‘How interesting.’ She refused to say more. She would not risk inciting him further. She wanted nothing now but to do her job and get out of here.

Almost as though he’d read her mind he smiled again. ‘I suppose we’d better find that snake, eh?’

They came through a dense copse of sapling pines. The ground fell away into a paddock-sized hollow where the red gums grew to grand proportions. A bank demarcated the area from the house. In it, Andy saw as they turned to flank, was the door to what had to be an underground chamber.

‘A dugout,’ she said with genuine interest. ‘I’ve seen pictures of the ones up in Andamooka but I didn’t know there were any in Port Matthews.’

‘It was here when my parents bought the place. Built as a bushfire refuge I believe.’ Again his bearing seemed to have changed. He was smiling faintly as he gazed at the door. ‘I’ve spent a lot of time here over the years. I enjoy the solitude.’

This was the Eli she felt comfortable with. ‘Well it certainly has that. It’s completely concealed from the road and the house. I wouldn’t even have known it was here if you hadn’t shown me. Is this where the snake is?’

‘Yes, Andy, this is where it is.’

‘Well, you better let me take things from here then. I know how you—’

Eli reached out and pushed open the door.

Andy felt an instant’s hesitation. She’d been about to say, ‘how you don’t like snakes,’ but he was showing no hint of his previous concern, of the fear she’d heard so plainly in his voice when they’d spoken on the phone.

She eased towards the entrance, the shadows within. Straining to see, she turned her back to him. And tumbled headlong into darkness.


Chapter 41

Andy eased her chin up off her chest. Shooting stars flared before her eyes. She fought the blackness, willing herself not to pass out again. A sound like the ocean roared in her ears. At last the room stopped heaving enough for her to get a look at it.

She was facing a door of thick timber planks with an open padlock dangling from a chain. Shelves of terrariums at floor, waist and eye level extended to the walls on either side and continued around the sides of the room, disappearing from view behind her.

She took a deep breath to help clear her head. The air was tainted with dust and decay. Heavy beams buttressed a ceiling of poles from which hung a single unshaded globe. Its jaundiced light did little to push back the stifling cave-like feel of the place.

She tried to turn but found she couldn’t. She looked down and saw she was actually tied to the chair she sat in.

The first wave of fear sang through her veins. Her assumption that she’d fallen and hit her head was obviously wrong. Eli had deliberately knocked her unconscious. Where was he now?

She flexed her wrists, straining at the ropes that bound her hands behind her back. They felt strong and unyielding. If she wanted to see what was behind her, she was going to have to turn herself, chair and all.

Hesitantly she leaned to one side. The last thing she wanted was to fall over and hit her head again, this time on the rough stone floor. But the wooden chair was relatively light. It was a simple matter to tip it on one leg and walk it around.

The banks of terrariums ended about ten feet from the back wall, creating the effect of a separate room. She could see a chest freezer and table on one side and a mattress on the floor in the opposite corner. It was what was between them that held her gaze.

Above what appeared to be a butcher’s saw bench, several newspaper articles were taped to the wall. Blinking to clear her blurred vision, she made out the pictures and captions of each. Three documented the recent snakebite deaths in Port Matthews. The remaining were about her rescues in the area.

Another wave of dizziness hit her, the result of emotional rather than physical shock. She gaped at the photographs of herself—one of her standing near the Seaview Park outhouse, another in a local resident’s backyard. She paled at the significance of such a collection. The magnitude of her present situation hit her like a heavyweight’s punch to the gut.

Hearing the scrape of the dugout door, she pushed the chair around to see who had entered.

Eli stood regarding her in surprise. ‘You’ve moved. How enterprising of you, Andy.’ He closed the door and slotted the padlock through the chain. The click of it locking resounded off the walls like a gunshot.

‘I’m sorry I had to leave you for a while. I thought it wise to move your car before anyone saw it. Not that many people pass this way, but you can’t be too—’

‘You killed Nora Harris, Ted Seacombe and Scott Quinn,’ Andy blurted.

He looked briefly startled and for an instant she hoped she’d imagined it all.

Then he smiled and shook his head. ‘No, Andy, I didn’t kill them. Their faith was weak. They killed themselves.’

Her mouth hung open. She’d prayed for denial and been gutted by truth. Dreading the answer, she forced herself to ask, ‘What do you want with me?’

‘It’s not so much what I want with you, it’s what I need to find out about you.’

‘Fine, ask me anything. I’ll tell you whatever you want to know. Just untie me.’

‘Oh, it isn’t anything you can tell me. It’s something we’re going to have to find out together. A journey of discovery, you could say.’

She could only stare at him.

‘Surely you must have wondered about yourself, Andy. Why you’ve been given this extraordinary gift—your strange and wondrous power over snakes.’

She had no idea what he was talking about, but if she played along, tried to humour him … ‘I … I never thought of it as a power so much. More a skill, really. Something acquired with training and practice.’

‘It’s much more than that, Andy. Which is why it disappoints me so to see you abuse it.’

‘Abuse it? No. I never meant—’

His laugh was chilling. ‘You have no idea who you’re talking to, do you? Anyone who can handle the deadly serpent and not get bitten has a power. I, of all people, can assure you of that. The question we need to ask ourselves here, is—from what source does your power arise?’

Andy felt a burning at the back of her eyes. Was her brain still addled or was he talking nonsense? ‘I don’t understand.’

‘You had me pretty much convinced at the start. I thought you were like me. I thought God had chosen you to do his work in revealing the depths of people’s faith.’ His pale eyes darkened. ‘But after what you did, I can’t be sure of that anymore.’

‘Eli, please, what did I—’

‘You lied!’ he shouted, lunging closer. ‘You said you weren’t able to love. That you weren’t ready. Not for me or anyone else. And then—not so much as a half day later—you went and laid with that … with him!’

Andy blinked. Was he saying what she thought he was? Was he saying he’d seen her together with Dev? That he’d been there, outside her home? That he had actually watched them through the window!

‘You fornicated.’ He spat the word. Then, as though his outburst too was distasteful to him, he drew himself up. ‘That is not normally the behaviour of one chosen by God. And so, like the others, you will need to be tested.’

The brief glint of outrage she’d felt died at once. ‘Tested?’

Eli turned to wander the room, commencing a casual perusal of his stock. ‘People are often convinced their faith is strong. They see themselves on a path to salvation when in fact that perception is entirely false. They’ve never been tested, so how could they know?’

He came to one of the larger tanks and stopped before it. Andy watched as, from a nearby peg, he took a short-handled version of the same noose she used in her captures. He lifted back the terrarium’s lid just enough to slip the noose inside.

‘God chose me to reveal the truth to those people.’ He began manoeuvring the device through the gap. ‘Just as I will for you, Andy. A series of simple but effective tests. If your faith is pure you will be spared, I promise you.’

With a practiced jerk, he drew the noose tight. Then holding its lacing secure in one hand, he reached down into the terrarium with the other. A moment later he stood with its occupant in his hands.

Andy’s gaze locked on the snake. Black. Four foot. Brown or tiger? Did it make any difference? Words she’d once spoken in another place, now seeming so distant and long ago, echoed in her mind. Do you really think it matters to the victim what kind of snake the killer used?

‘It’s only fair that I give you this chance to prove yourself.’ Eli was walking towards her now. ‘Sometimes the truth is difficult to see, even for me.’

The air erupted from Andy’s lungs. ‘Help! Please! Someone! Anyone! I’m in here! Help!’

‘Oh, Andy,’ Eli admonished. ‘You don’t think I’d be stupid enough to forget a gag if it was necessary, do you? Have you forgotten where you are? A room built into the side of a hill? Someone would have to be standing right outside that door in order to hear you.’

She braced as he closed the distance between them. ‘Eli, please.’

He stopped before her, extended his offering towards her face.

Not even allowing her eyes to blink, Andy watched the creature’s head drift closer. It blurred as it broached her range of focus. She imagined she felt its breath on her skin. She did feel its tongue as it flicked her cheek.

Eli smiled as he moved the snake lower. He gave his treasure a final fond look. Then released it down the neck of her blouse.

The snake slid smoothly to her waist, shockingly cool against her bare skin. The fabric of her blouse, gathered by the band of her shorts, cradled it gently to her stomach. It lay deathly still, seeming for the moment as startled as she was.

Andy sat rigid. Moisture beaded her upper lip. A droplet rolled down onto her tongue. Or was it a tear? She tasted salt over copper wire.

She let her lungs empty like a slow-leaking tyre. They burned to recharge themselves but doing so would distend her stomach. How would the snake react to being squeezed between fabric and her flesh?

Shadows gathered at the edge of her vision. Blinking didn’t clear them away. She was getting light-headed. She had to breath!

In desperation she began taking short shallow breaths, hoping to get what air she needed while limiting all movement to her chest. The snake seemed unperturbed by the action. She closed her eyes and gave silent thanks. Then opened them to find Eli watching her intently.

‘Excellent,’ he said. ‘I’m truly impressed. You really do have amazing control. You should have seen my mother at this point.’

She fought against a fresh wave of horror. Another victim to add to the list. Yet, together with the three she already knew, the tally might be no more than the tip of the iceberg.

‘You should count yourself lucky that you’re getting this opportunity,’ Eli said. ‘Such a chance was more than she ever gave me.’ His expression steeled further. ‘They didn’t realise the source of my power. Neither did I at first, or I would have shown them their error much sooner. My mother was convinced it was Satan who claimed me. How else could I have handled his minions without being bitten?’

His hand strayed absently to the scars on his face. ‘For years I endured her denials and punishments designed to rid me of my possessing evil. And then one day it all became clear.’

Andy felt the snake beginning to stir. Tentatively it nosed its way around her side only to meet the barrier of the chair against her back. Restricted in all directions but one, it turned upward towards her armpit.

‘I saw a book,’ Eli said, oblivious. ‘About your native country actually. Members of some southern Tennessee church were handling those magnificent rattlesnakes of yours. And without any form of physical protection. They simply believed that if their faith was pure, God would be their deliverance from death.’

Using its muscular lower half, the snake pushed out from beneath Andy’s arm. It skimmed across the tops of her breasts, tongue flicking delicately. For an instant it seemed poised to emerge the way it had entered. Then it lost purchase and slid back to her waist again.

Eli took her silence for misunderstanding. ‘Well don’t you see? That was why I was able to pick up that snake in the garden that day. That was why it didn’t bite me. Even as a child of five, my faith was purer, stronger than theirs. Mother simply never understood that.’

The snake seemed to have settled again for the moment. Andy felt her heart rate approaching normal. Yes, it was going to be all right. He’d killed four people this way that she knew of. But she had a distinct advantage over them. She wasn’t afraid. She was trained to deal with venomous snakes. She was in control. If this was the worst the killer could throw at her, she just might get out of this alive.

Eli began pacing a slow circle around her, his attention now firmly grounded in the present. ‘That’s a tiger, in case you didn’t get a good look at it.’ He nodded down at the bulge in her blouse. ‘They’re the bulldog of the snake family, did you know that? At least that’s how I’ve come to think of them, based on their endearing tendency to hang on once they’ve bitten a victim.’

He frowned in contemplation of the fact. ‘You’re the expert in these matters, Andy, do you have any idea why they might do that?’

A pleading look was all she could offer.

‘I’d always imagined it was to fully compress the venom sack at the base of the fang. That way they could squeeze out every last drop. But I wonder sometimes if they might do it for a different reason. If maybe they hang on so they can actually feel their victim dying.’

He stilled and narrowed his eyes in wonder. ‘What a sensation that must be. To drive some part of yourself deep into another living being and inject a substance so potent, so deadly …’

A shudder seemed to course through his body and he closed his eyes then opened them again.

‘Eager for a taste of what it must be like, I was inspired to create my own variation.’ He plucked something from a nearby shelf and held it up for her inspection. ‘Not much to look at, I concede—just an ordinary syringe. But what’s inside is anything but ordinary, Andy. A mix of venom from every species in my collection; all among the deadliest in the world.’

He turned the syringe this way and that, admiring the amber liquid within. ‘I’ve long dreamed of trying it out.’

For a moment he stood absorbed in thought. Then the madman turned his gaze back to her. ‘Who knows, perhaps I’ll soon get the chance.’


Chapter 42

Dev answered his phone before its second ring. Not only did he not want to wake Ian in the next bed, he was hoping this would be Andy at last. It was Jeremy.

‘Hey, mate, what’s up? Did you give your mother that message from me?’

‘I couldn’t, she hasn’t come home yet.’

Dev checked his watch—twenty past five. His stomach tightened. ‘Did she call to let you know where she was?’

‘No, I haven’t heard from her. I figured I’d call you to see if maybe she was there.’

Dev heard the concern in Jeremy’s voice. ‘I wish she was, but unfortunately I haven’t seen her.’

‘I called Shawn’s house too. I thought she might be visiting Mrs B but she isn’t. I don’t know where she is.’

‘Look, don’t worry, I’m sure there’s a simple explanation.’ Dev said the words as much to allay his own fears as Jeremy’s. He didn’t know if he felt better or worse that Andy had left her phone at the house. The mobile was her primary link to Parks and Wildlife. Had she left it behind because she was finally seeing reason and didn’t want any more rescue calls? Or had she simply been so preoccupied over their recent fight she’d forgotten about it? Either was preferable to the third alternative—that she’d been forcibly taken from the house sometime after he’d left her that morning.

‘Jeremy, have you still got your mother’s note there?’

‘Yeah, it’s right here.’

‘Do me a favour. Look at it closely and tell me if you think it’s really her handwriting.’

‘What? Why …? How could it not be? Who else would’ve written it?’

‘Just look at it. Please.’

A breath of silence. ‘Yeah, it’s hers. At least I think it is. Dev, what’s going on? Why did you ask me that? Who would leave me a note and pretend it was from Mum?’

Dev debated how much to reveal. He’d wanted to keep his fears from the boy but didn’t see how that was possible anymore. ‘Jeremy, listen, I’m coming over to help sort this out. I want you to stay in the house and not open the door to anyone but me or your mother. Okay?’

‘But Dev, what’s happening? What—’

‘Just hang on, I’ll explain when I get there.’

***

‘What’s going on? Where’s my mum? Why isn’t she home?’ Jeremy rapid-fired his questions as Dev came through the kitchen door twenty minutes later.

‘All right, mate, just take it easy.’

‘But she’s never done anything like this before. She’s never gone away and not told me. She wouldn’t!’

‘I know.’ Dev looked down into the boy’s anxious face. ‘I’m going to tell you everything I know about this, but first I want you to calm down. Okay?’

Jeremy pressed his lips together. He nodded, then noticed Dev’s arm in the sling. ‘What happened to you?’

‘I had a slight accident. Nothing serious.’ Under the circumstances Dev felt it best not to reveal that he might have been bitten by a snake. Or that he’d just left the hospital against doctor’s orders. Still, if he was going to get the information he needed he’d have to be upfront about a few other things.

‘Let’s sit down,’ he said, guiding Jeremy to a seat at the table. He nodded down at his arm again. ‘Actually this wasn’t quite an accident. You see …’ He folded his hands before him. ‘Someone planted a snake in my partner’s car and I got this helping him escape from it.’

Jeremy’s eyes grew round and bright. As Dev revealed more of the details of the incident, all the colour drained from his face.

‘The thing is,’ Dev said, pressing one thumbnail into the quick of the other, ‘Ian’s car was parked in my driveway all night which means … Well, we think the snake was really meant for me.’

Jeremy took a moment to assimilate the words. ‘You mean somebody did it on purpose? Like those other people,’ he whispered almost to himself. ‘The ones in the paper. The ones that …’ He fixed Dev with a wretched look. ‘It was the killer, wasn’t it?’

‘We think it was, yes.’

‘And now you think he’s done something to my mum.’

Dev couldn’t answer. He didn’t need to.

Jeremy got up and walked a few stiff paces. He stood in the middle of the kitchen, seeming as though he’d lost his way.

Dev rose and came up behind him. ‘It’s only a possibility at this stage. The explanation for all this might still be something completely innocent. Your mother’s car might have broken down. Or she could’ve stopped to help someone else. It could be a whole list of things we haven’t even considered yet.’

‘What if it isn’t?’

Dev took his shoulders and turned him around. ‘If the killer had planted a snake in your mum’s car and she’d had an accident, we’d have heard about it by now. So what we’re going to have to figure out is, what else he might have done. And for that I’m going to need your help.’

‘Me? How? What can I do?’

‘You can answer some questions for me. Starting with what time you got home this morning.’

Jeremy frowned. ‘It was right before you called. I guess it would’ve been around eleven-thirty.’

‘So you came inside and found the note. Was there anything different about the house?’

‘Like what?’

‘Was anything knocked over? A chair on its side, things on the floor. Anything that might’ve suggested there’d been a struggle.’

Jeremy chewed his lip as he thought. ‘No, nothing like that.’

‘Well, that’s good at least. All right, here’s another one, but I want you to take your time and think before you answer. Is there anything missing from the house that might suggest where your mother’s gone?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, maybe she only wore a certain jacket when she was going out to lunch with someone. Or maybe she wore a certain hat when she went to the park or the beach or the nursery.’

Jeremy deliberated, anguish beginning to distort his features. ‘I don’t know.’

‘All right, let’s forget about that for a minute.’ Dev turned and stalked to the end of the kitchen. ‘Let’s go back and look at the last few days. Has your mother gotten any threatening phone calls that you know of?’

‘Not that she ever told me about.’

‘Did she mention if she’d received any strange mail lately?’

‘No.’

‘Have either of you come across any snakes on the property?’

Jeremy hesitated, his eyes growing wider the longer he thought. ‘Jinxie died,’ he wheezed at last.

‘What? Who’s Jinxie?’

‘Our cat.’ The words were half strangled, and the boy’s body was beginning to quake. ‘We came home from camping and he was … His eyes were all …’ Jeremy threw himself against Dev’s chest.

Dev held on for long silent minutes letting the boy vent some of his fear. When the shaking and tears had subsided he asked softly, ‘How do you know Jinx was bitten by a snake?’

‘Mum said she couldn’t be sure but she thought he was.’

‘So neither of you actually saw it happen.’

Jeremy shook his head, face still pressed to Dev’s damp shirt.

‘I’m afraid that doesn’t really tell us much then. Even if it was a snake that killed your cat it could have been just a coincidence.’ Dev gently held the boy back at arm’s length. ‘I’m sorry. I know this is hard but I have more questions and you’re the only one who can answer them.’

Jeremy nodded. He swiped at his tears and pulled himself up.

‘Have you noticed anyone hanging around the house lately?’

‘There was a guy here yesterday. He wasn’t actually hanging around though, he came to see mum.’

‘Do you know what he wanted?’

‘He dropped something off to her. They were talking in the driveway when I came out to go to Shawn’s party. I don’t know what it was about.’

‘And she knew this man? She told you who he was?’

‘Yeah, somebody from where she takes her classes. The janitor I think.’

‘The janitor?’ Dev stood puzzling over the strange bit of news. ‘Did your mother seem upset when he left?’

‘No. But I don’t think she liked him much.’

‘Why do you say that?’

‘She just seemed glad he was gone.’

Dev stood a moment rubbing his jaw. If Andy knew the bloke, it was probably nothing. Still … ‘You said the man brought your mother something. What was it?’

Jeremy looked around, then grabbed something off the kitchen sideboard. ‘This. Just another book about snakes.’

Dev accepted the small paperback. Flipping through its pages he saw Jeremy was right. It seemed an innocent enough motive for the man’s visit.

Setting it aside, he turned back to Jeremy. ‘You’ve done well, mate. You’ve told me everything you know and it’s been a big help. But I think the next step is for me to go to the station and follow this up from there.’

‘You’re leaving?’ The panic was suddenly back in his voice.

‘I’ll get someone to come and stay with you. How about we call Shawn’s mum and see if she can come over?’ He put a hand on Jeremy’s shoulder. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll wait with you. I won’t go anywhere until she gets here.’

But waiting was always the hardest part, Dev reflected as he tried to keep his hands from drumming the table. In the twenty minutes since he’d spoken to Cheryl, he’d alternated between fruitlessly pacing the kitchen and trying to distract Jeremy with inane conversation.

He’d busied them both briefly with a search of the house. But as Jeremy had assured him, there was no evidence of a struggle, nor anything to suggest where Andy might have gone. Returning to the kitchen, they’d sat again at the table.

‘Have you had any dinner?’ Dev asked. ‘Would you like me to make you a sandwich or something?’

‘I’m not hungry.’

‘I suppose Mrs Bradford won’t mind fixing you something later if you feel like it.’

‘I don’t think I will.’

‘You should still try to eat something. No sense making yourself—’

‘What are you going to do when you get to the station? What will you do to try and find her?’

Dev sighed. He hadn’t wanted to admit it to either of them but under the circumstances there wasn’t a whole lot he could do. Without any leads …

He smiled optimistically. ‘Well, for starters, I’ll file a missing persons report. Normally we don’t do that until someone’s been gone at least twenty-four hours but in a case like this … where we have reason to suspect …’ He trailed off, unable to speak the words.

He snatched up the only thing lying on the table—the booklet on snakes that the janitor had left. With Jeremy’s gaze still fixed on him, he began flipping its pages.

‘I’ll see that our patrols are notified of the situation. They’ll keep an eye out for your mother’s car or anyone fitting her description and report any sightings back to us at once.’

A folded sheet of paper dropped out of the booklet. Dev picked it up and regarded it absently. On its front was a scene depicting Christ in a garden. The words ‘Purity of Faith’ were printed above.

‘Then I’ll check to see if there have been any minor accidents in the area. I’ll find out if anyone’s been admitted to hospital in the last seven hours. Just on the off-chance your mother wasn’t carrying any …’

Once again the words drained from him. A cold creeping tremor, half dread, half excitement, was suddenly working its way up his spine. Dev laid the pamphlet out flat on the table. Something about this picture was familiar.

‘Dev, what is it?’

The words went unheeded. Dev put a forefinger on the page. With its tip he tracked the line of the figure’s robe. From one slight shoulder to the roughly cut hem. Then across and over and …

Dev jumped up, grabbing his wallet from his back pocket. He fumbled it open and pulled out a scrap of paper. Laying it on the table, he saw its fragment of drawing was a perfect match to one corner of the pamphlet.

Not a woman’s bare foot beneath her long dress, but that of Christ’s beneath his robe!


Chapter 43

Andy clamped her jaw against a wave of nausea. Adopting a technique much like the one she’d used in childbirth, she breathed through this wave as she had the last. She wasn’t sure what was making her feel sick—the horror of her present situation or the subtle way the room kept swaying. One thing was certain, she couldn’t give in to it.

She’d allowed herself the barest movement of extremities only—wriggling her toes inside her shoes, lifting her heels so her legs wouldn’t cramp—but hadn’t dared any more than that. In the seven hours she estimated she’d been sitting in this chair, she’d not flexed a joint above her knees.

Seven hours. Jeremy would be frantic by now. Hopefully he had called Dev for help. The man would at least be able to comfort him. But what possible good it could be to her was a different story. She’d cut her own throat with the note she’d left. No-one would have any idea where she was.

Yet Dev had been a detective once. And if Jeremy told him about the visitor she’d had yesterday afternoon he just might, in sheer desperation, decide to follow it up. Yes, though slim, there was still a chance they would learn her location. The question was, could she hold out till then?

For the moment the snake seemed content where it was. It hadn’t moved in the last few hours, a little marsupial snug in its pouch. She’d continued to breath with her shoulders raised so as not to disturb it. But the strain of holding them hunched so long had corded the muscles along her neck. Their spasms had turned an already impressive headache into a thundering beast inside her head.

How long could she stay like this, she wondered. If it was Eli’s plan to leave her until the snake made its move, then she was in trouble. Her nausea and dizziness weren’t getting any better. If they didn’t finish her, sooner or later a cramp surely would.

Andy flicked her tongue over drying lips. Her only choice was to try and get the snake to leave on its own, before she reached her physical limits. If she could do it without inciting it to bite. And without Eli noticing and thwarting her efforts.

She turned her head. For a while her captor had been napping on the mattress in the corner behind her. That would have been the perfect time to implement her plan, had she thought of it. But at the moment he was seated at the table opposite, absorbed in work on one of his pamphlets. Still, he hadn’t even noticed she’d turned to look at him. Perhaps opportunity wasn’t entirely lost.

Andy eased her head back around. All right, she would give her plan a go. But what exactly was her plan? What would motivate the snake to move on without making it feel threatened or enraged? Hunger? Thirst? She could be waiting a long time for either of those. Discomfort? Reptiles were comfortable in a fairly narrow temperature range. If it got too hot in its present environment …

She dismissed the thought. To raise the temperature next to her skin she’d have to raise that of her body. And that would require her to do the one thing she couldn’t—move. So what did that leave?

Before she could think, another wave hit. By the pressure building at the back of her throat she knew it would be her last. Saliva flooded her mouth. Sweat crawled over her face and body. In another instant her stomach would clench and violent purging spasms would rock her.

She tried to breath through it as she had before, but the shallow panting drew her nearer to darkness. As she skimmed the final levels of consciousness, she again lived the labours of her only birth. In that long-ago hospital room, she lay back exhausted. The ringing in her ears became a newborn’s wail. A squirming pink bundle was laid in her arms. Jeremy, she marvelled as she nestled him close.

The image dissolved. The present returned, bringing with it a chilling new prospect. Had she actually spoken her son’s name aloud? Had she slumped, had she moved, in the moment she’d blacked out?

Frantically she took stock of herself. Everything felt as it had. Sweat still clung to her so she couldn’t have been unconscious for long. More importantly she could still feel the snake lying still and cool against her belly.

She squeezed shut her eyes, taking a moment to calm herself. She would not go to pieces and ruin this gift of a second chance. With the image of Jeremy still fixed in her mind, she prepared herself for another attempt.

Opening her eyes, she blinked several times. Was she blacking out again? If so, why did the room seem to have gotten brighter instead of darker? Its interior taking on a golden cast? She looked up, frowning at a faint halo above the bank of terrariums just left of the door.

The answer dawned like the aura itself. The dugout faced west. The sun was setting. Somewhere behind or above these shelves there was a window or vent of some kind.

She tried to remember how the front wall had looked when she’d first seen it. Had there been a window beside the door Eli held open for her? In the instant before he’d struck her from behind, had she seen …

Yes, a window! Set high in the wall. Not visible from her present perspective but definitely there. Narrow, disused and opaque with grime. But a window Eli might have forgotten to lock!

Hope splashed over her like new season rain. That she’d still need to break free of her bonds before she could even get to the window didn’t matter. That Eli had called this the first of her tests couldn’t deflate her. She had found a way out and she was going to reach it!

With fresh determination she returned to her plan. What would urge the snake to move by itself? The answer came on that backwash of hope.

Pressure. Gentle, persistent pressure.

Before the next wave could take its toll, Andy eased her shoulders down an inch. Any relief she might have felt was drowned by fear of the snake’s reaction. But though the move brought more of its length against her skin, it wasn’t sufficient to prompt a response.

With a silent prayer she arched back, stretching her blouse taut over the bulge at her waist. The snake, now pinned between fabric and flesh, had suddenly become a captive of its lair. Even at this, the creature lay still.

Straining an entirely new set of muscles, Andy grimly held her pose. She pushed out still further with the wall of her stomach. And was rewarded with the first hint of the tiger’s displeasure.

The creature shifted lazily at first. She felt its scales gently grating her skin as it sought the comfort it had known only moments before. When initial efforts failed, it set to probing the area directly beneath it. Then deciding it would have to extend its search, it began to nose slowly around her waist.

Andy leaned the opposite way, maintaining the pressure by pushing with her side. Finding no relief, the snake moved on. As with its earlier explorations, it came to the barrier where the chair met her back. But this time, distressed by its growing confinement, it tried to squirm into that narrowing crevice.

Andy tensed. A froth of hysteria bubbled to her throat. The creature seemed intent on worming its way into her very flesh.

Without warning, it doubled back on itself. It rippled so quickly around her waist she had no time to maintain the pressure she’d created. But coming around her opposite side, it once again found its way barred by the chair. Andy leaned left to squeeze it in place.

Frantic now, the snake shot upwards. It slid over her shoulder and down into her armpit, skimming the sensitive curve of her breast. The hairs along her right side bristled. Her scalp came alive with phantom lice.

Writhing and twisting for every inch, the tiger broke from her bodice into unexplored territory. Andy felt its entire length rope down her arm, then spill from the cuff at the end of her sleeve.

She opened her eyes, not daring to breath. She couldn’t see it, but it couldn’t have gone far. From the lower edge of vision she caught a glimpse of movement on the floor. The tiger had emerged from beneath her chair and was exploring the area around her feet.

That same strange giddiness rose inside her. Suddenly and more than at any other moment in the past seven hours she felt perilously close to losing control. To exploding in a burst of hysterical laughter, lapsing into a bout of uncontrolled tears.

A new sight sobered her at once.

‘Well, it looks like you’ve come through your first challenge,’ Eli said, stepping out from behind her. ‘I’ll hold off congratulating you until the end however. No point getting ahead of ourselves.’

Andy felt cheated. She’d worked so hard! Yet all was not lost. Eli didn’t know she knew about the window.

‘Right about now you’re probably thinking it’s all going well. That if you can just hang on a little longer someone’s bound to come looking for you. Your son is surely worried by now. No doubt he’s raised the alarm that you’re missing.’

Andy stiffened. Hearing this madman speak about Jeremy made her previous fears seem like mild misgivings.

‘You think any minute he will come bursting through that door and save you, don’t you?’ Eli shook his head with a pitying expression. ‘Poor Andy. What a tragic life you’ve had. First a husband. And now to be faced with the loss of yet another loved one.’

Another …? Andy’s blood froze. ‘What are you talking about? What have you done?’

‘Only my job. Only what God has chosen me to do.’

‘No.’ The word was barely audible. Her next ones rose, evaders of all her attempts to control them. ‘What did you do to Jeremy? What did you do to my son!’

‘Your son? Oh no, you misunderstand me. It isn’t your son that won’t be coming, it’s him. Your hero. Your partner in sin.’

Andy sat quaking in her rage and relief. One horror denied, another delivered. ‘Dev?’ She fought to get her mind around it.

‘He underwent his test this morning. Or should I say, failed it. Poor soul. He never did have your composure around snakes.’

She closed her eyes. A strip had been torn from the fabric of her sanity. The edges bled.

‘You do raise an interesting point however.’ Eli slowly skirted the snake on the floor. ‘Powers of the kind you possess could be inherited. Your son may have them as well, without even being aware of it yet.’

He put a slender hand to his cheek. ‘Tell me, Andy, do you think he’s as enterprising as his mother? If I called him and told him you were here, that he could save you but only if he came alone, do you think he would do it?’

She shook her head violently. Words wouldn’t come, but she had to protest. She felt the tears sliding off her face.

‘It’s certainly something to think about, isn’t it? But first things first. For now we must see to your own trial.’

Andy clenched down hard on her sobs. Where a moment ago she could have torn him apart, she could now barely hold herself upright in the chair. Dev was gone.

‘Oh, but you’re feeling overcome.’ Eli’s tone was a mockery of compassion. ‘You need a moment to compose yourself. By all means, take it. Take all the time you like. We’ve no need to rush.’

As though through a veil, she watched him move to the corner of the room. He picked up the stick that leaned against the wall and started back with it. Blankly she stared as he lowered the noose to the tiger snake’s head. He collared it, pinned it and picked it up.

‘You use a stick.’ She heard her words from what seemed a great distant. They stirred something deeper inside her mind. She felt it rising like a shark through the murky sea of her grief. ‘A stick. Just like I do.’ Rage broke the surface with jagged teeth. ‘You’re no miracle worker, you’re a fake.’

Eli stood speechless. The black satisfaction she gained from his shock infused her with the will to press her attack.

‘The Chosen One using a stick to catch a snake? You don’t have any divine power. You haven’t been given any gift from God. You’re an amateur. A nobody. A pathetic, snivelling little fraud.’

His icy green eyes darkened a shade. He turned and replaced the snake in its terrarium. ‘I use a stick for convenience only. I’m perfectly capable—’

‘Prove it! Pick up that snake with your hands and show me.’

‘I don’t have to prove anything to you. I have already passed my test.’

‘And I’ve passed mine! You tested me with that snake and it didn’t bite me. My faith was pure and God delivered me. He delivered me from the evil of you.’

‘No!’ Eli spun with the stick in his hands. ‘They were the evil ones. They were the ones possessed, not me.’

‘Then why didn’t God protect you from them?’

Again he seemed to have been dealt a blow.

‘If your faith was pure enough to deliver you from a snake, then why not your parents? If you were chosen by God, why did he let them do all those horrible things to you? Why didn’t he help you? Why didn’t he stop them?’

‘I …’

‘Because you’re a fake, that’s why.’

‘No. I was spared. The snake in the garden … It didn’t bite—’

‘There could’ve been a dozen reasons for that. Was it cold that day? Was the snake sluggish? Did you freeze when you saw it? Those are the things that might have protected you. Simple, explainable, ordinary things.’

He shook his head, bewildered now. ‘It was more than that. It is a gift.’

‘You were five years old. Had you ever even seen a snake before that day? Did you know what kind it was? Was it even poisonous?’

‘No! I mean yes.’

‘Your parents were right. You’re possessed. A sick, twisted, perverted monster.’

Eli stilled. The look of uncertainty drained from his face.

‘Satan, not God, is protecting you!’ She was beyond caring the effect of her words. Only as he started towards her did she know her mistake.

‘Then I suggest you pray he protects you as well.’


Chapter 44

‘I don’t care if it is Sunday night, I want you there in fifteen minutes.’

Those had been Dev’s parting words to the TAFE’s acting manager in the phone conversation they’d had over a half hour ago. Fred Quilliams, however, had exhibited an infuriating reluctance to cooperate. Now, as Dev paced before the building’s main door, he wondered if the man was intentionally causing further delays.

In the time he’d been waiting, he’d done nothing but think. The pamphlet he’d identified at Andy’s house was the first lead he had in tracking her down. But after his initial excitement wore off he had to concede it wasn’t conclusive proof of anything.

As he understood it, churches gave such promotional material to any of their congregation willing to go door to door to recruit new members. Which meant any of a number of people could be distributing them in the area. And since no organisation was identified on the pamphlet, he couldn’t go to the source and ask for a list.

Further, even if the man who gave Andy her leaflet was the same one who gave Nora Harris hers, that wasn’t to say he was the killer. Even if he’d visited Nora the same morning she died, that didn’t mean he’d actually murdered her.

Dev scrubbed a hand over the back of his neck. Yes, his one and only lead was a long shot. But one he would follow nevertheless. The alternative was to simply sit and wait. And he’d never been much good at that.

Dev looked up. Out on the street a car had pulled to the curb beside his own. A figure was getting out—man or woman, in the last light of dusk he couldn’t tell. It started towards him across the courtyard. ‘Officer Jenkins?’ it called as it came up the concrete stairs.

‘You Quilliams?’

‘Yes.’ A grey but athletic-looking middle-aged man stepped into the pool of light around the door. He fixed Dev with an intractable glare. ‘You wanted the address of Eli Finch.’

Dev had his ID ready and presented it.

‘And this couldn’t have waited till tomorrow morning?’

‘No.’

Quilliams turned away. ‘Let’s get it done then.’ He unlocked the door and stepped inside to flick on the lights. After taking a moment to disarm the security system, he started down one of the building’s rear corridors.

‘Tell me about Finch,’ Dev said, falling in beside him.

‘Why, what’s he done?’

‘Just answer the question.’

Quilliams sighed. ‘Twenty-two years old. Average build. Light brown hair.’

‘You can’t think of anything a bit more distinctive?’

‘Not without knowing what this is about.’

Dev stepped around and into his path. ‘I don’t care how miffed you are at being disturbed on a Sunday night. This is a police matter. You can either answer my questions here or at the station. It’s up to you.’

Quilliams studied him a moment, assessing. With a grunt he started walking again. ‘Eli looks younger than his age. He has bad skin, pitted, from childhood acne most would assume. And unusual pale green eyes.’

‘Has he worked here long?’

‘About two years.’

‘Any close friends?’

‘None that I know of. He keeps pretty much to himself.’

‘Ever had any trouble with him?’

‘No, not really.’

‘What does not really mean?’

‘Eli’s the sort you have to keep after. If not, his performance tends to slip and things that need doing don’t get done. I’m afraid he’s essentially a lazy boy.’

‘Boy? I thought you said he was twenty-two.’

Quilliams smiled at the attempt to catch him up. ‘I also said he seems much younger. And that isn’t merely a matter of appearance. His social skills aren’t what you’d call polished. He’s shy and awkward around most people.’

‘Sounds like you know him pretty well.’

‘No.’ Quilliams seemed to reflect for a moment. ‘Eli’s not an easy person to know. Like I said, he keeps to himself.’ They’d reached an office and he unlocked the door.

Inside, he walked to a corner cabinet, pulled out the top drawer and rifled through it. Withdrawing a folder, he turned back to Dev with a spurious smile. ‘You still haven’t told me why you need this information.’

Quilliams tapped the folder against his palm. Again Dev sensed a deliberate reluctance. The guy was either truly concerned about Finch or the sort that didn’t like his authority challenged.

Almost as though he’d read his thoughts, Quilliams said, ‘You must understand that as Eli’s employer, I feel a certain responsibility to the lad.’

‘And you must understand I don’t give a fuck.’

Quilliams deliberated, his steely gaze holding not the slightest remorse. With infuriating lethargy he at last opened the file and began scanning it.

‘There’s no street address, just a section number. Eli must live on a rural property.’

Dev took the folder from his hands to confirm.

‘You’ll have to talk to someone from the Lands Office. They’re the only ones that can tell you where that property is located. I’m sorry.’ His smile conveyed he was anything but.

‘Just one more question,’ Dev said, tossing the folder on the desk. ‘Did you ever observe Eli talking with a woman named Andrea Vaughn? She’s a student here, enrolled in the course—’

‘Yes, I know Andy.’ Quilliams frowned then shook his head. ‘As far as I’m aware the two have never met.’

‘They’ve met all right.’

‘May I ask what makes you so certain of that?’

‘Finch went to her house yesterday and dropped off some books.’

The man arched a brow. ‘Sounds pretty innocuous to me.’

‘That may be. Unfortunately Mrs Vaughn has since gone missing.’

Dev consulted the dashboard clock; 11.15, he read with dismay.

It had taken the better part of two hours to track down someone from the Lands Office. There’d been no-one on call. No after-hours number listed in the phone book. In desperation he’d tried ringing local councilmen instead.

None of them were answering their phones. So in the end he’d had no choice but to contact the mayor himself. And he had been nearly as pleased as Quilliams at being disturbed so late on a Sunday night.

Finally, after much back-and-forthing and further delays, Dev had learned the location of Eli Finch’s farm. Finding it, however, was proving just as difficult. Now, as he drove down the close dark avenue through overhanging trees, he wondered if he hadn’t gotten lost again.

He adjusted his sling to negotiate a turn. Glancing down at it, he realised he hadn’t thought much about his possible bite in the past five hours. He took a quick mental stock of himself.

No nausea, no sweating, no shortness of breath.

Slipping his fingers inside his shirt, he probed beneath his armpit. No tenderness or swelling in the lymph nodes. He flexed and clenched his hand round the steering wheel, noting a superficial pain down his arm. From the abrasion or something more?

Dev returned both hands to the wheel. If he had been bitten, how long would it take for the symptoms to appear? It’d been almost twelve hours now since the accident. Surely he was out of the woods by now.

The road ahead took a sharp left bend. Focusing again on his present pursuit, he slowed as a small limestone cottage came into view. He stopped at the foot of the driveway and killed the engine.

According to his notes, this was Finch’s place. The lights were all off but that didn’t mean anything. Its owner might just as likely be asleep in bed as hiding in ambush.

Dev reached into the glove box and pulled out his torch and holstered pistol. Realising he couldn’t use either effectively with his right arm bound, he removed the sling and dropped it on the seat.

***

She tasted blood. Metallic. Sickening.

Moving her tongue against the back of her teeth, Andy winced. A bright blade of pain razored up through her mouth, drawing her rudely and fully to consciousness. How had it happened? What had she …?

Like a dream, her last perceptions flooded to mind. Eli. Her thoughtless words had enraged and provoked him. He’d come at her with the stick he’d been holding, his blow to her jaw the last thing she remembered. She must have bitten her tongue when it happened. How long had she been unconscious this time?

Cautiously, she opened her mouth. She scissored her jaw back and forth, fixing the point of impact at just right of her chin. Its throbbing matched the one in her head—two keen timpanists in a perfectly synchronised fortissimo duet.

She tried to reach up to assess the swelling, only to be reminded her hands were still tied. But not as they had been. Now they were in front of her, bound to a cord that encircled her waist. And at her back—something soft, upon which she lay.

But that wasn’t all that felt different, she realised as her senses slowly sharpened. She felt cold. The air seemed suddenly to have gained access to parts of her body that previously …

Lifting her head set the gyres in motion. As she fought not to retch, she grappled with the reality her brief glimpse had afforded—her blouse lay unbuttoned and open to the waist.

More than her pain, more than her fear, more than the concussion she knew she must have, this new knowledge pushed her past the brink of control. She retched helplessly in her prone position. But the unlikely luck of not having eaten in over twelve hours saw there was nothing to bring up. She swallowed the acid that rose in her mouth then lay back exhausted as the waves eased.

Then she heard it.

Slowly she slid her gaze to the left. Beside her face, the upper third of a massive tiger rose swaying and reed-like from the floor. Its neck was flattened in a cobra-like hood, its harsh warning hisses the sound she had heard.

She looked to the ceiling, willing herself to still every muscle. It would be all right. Unlike before when it was caught in her blouse, the snake now had freedom to retreat at will. No doubt she’d alarmed it with her coughing and retching but if she lay perfectly still …

A shadow fell over her. Eli’s face blocked out the ceiling globe, its glow creating a halo around his head. He smiled down at her as he moved to flank her opposite side. The stick, she saw, was still in his hand.

‘You’re looking positively comfortable there. I wish I could leave you to your dreams but unfortunately that won’t be possible. We mustn’t forget why we’re here, after all.’

He reached out with the stick. Raising it over her, he held it poised a few feet above her stomach. She caught her breath, bracing for the first of what was sure to be many blows. None came.

‘Surely you couldn’t have imagined your tests would get easier,’ Eli taunted. ‘What challenge would there be in that? No, if need be, we must go to extraordinary lengths to discover the truth about you. Otherwise how will we ever know?’

He’d begun slowly moving the stick in the air. A priest giving blessing. A magician preparing to levitate his subject. Andy watched as it scribed languid circles above her. All at once she realised what else might be watching.

Reluctantly she looked to the left. As she’d feared, the tiger too was transfixed by the sight. Its upright length rocked side to side as it avidly followed the stick’s every move.

‘You know I’ve almost begun to hope you come through this alive,’ Eli said softly. ‘Of course it isn’t my place to influence the outcome one way or the other, you understand, but … Well, it’s just that you’ve done so well up till now. None of my other subjects made it this far.’

He raised the stick and eased it forward slightly. The snake arched back to keep it in sight. Seeming now almost oblivious to what he was doing, Eli gazed down at her with undisguised longing.

‘You can’t imagine what it was like for me when I first read those articles about you in the paper. I thought I’d at last found someone like myself. Someone I could commune with. Someone who could finally understand who I was and what I’d been chosen to do. Someone …’

For a moment he stood staring down at her face. Then his gaze slid lower. The stick followed, descending gently to the plane of her stomach. He prodded her tender flesh with its tip.

Andy braced for the snake’s reaction. As though physically joined, its head had lowered to mirror that of the threat it was marking. A strike from it seemed no more or less imminent than a moment ago. But if Eli’s movements became indiscreet, if he suddenly jerked the stick near her skin …

Andy felt the probe gliding nearer her breast. Her body, so cold just moments ago, was now once again bathed in sweat. The stick’s roughened tip caught the lace of her bra. It held for an instant then pulled free with a slight lurch. The tiger’s head gave a twitch in response.


Chapter 45

Dev stepped out onto the small back veranda and flicked on the lights beside the door. A stone’s toss in front of him stood an old Hills Hoist flanked by a trellis stretching out from the wall of the house. A once-rampant vine hung dry and lifeless from the criss-crossing frame.

A rusting rainwater tank formed the third side of the suggested backyard. Beyond it, Dev could just make out a row of outbuildings receding into the gloom. Hopes renewed, he started towards them.

His search of Eli’s house had proved fruitless. Not only had he found no sign of Andy, there’d been no further indication that Eli was even the man he was looking for.

Other than its state of disrepair, the building and its contents were unremarkable. Dev had found no more pamphlets of the sort Eli had given Andy and Nora Harris. He’d seen no books or literature on snakes, let alone the creatures themselves. And like the house itself, every room, wardrobe, cupboard and pantry had been unlocked to his illicit inspection. Hardly the behaviour of a man with something to hide.

But then again, Dev thought, as he left the veranda’s light for the darkness beyond, the Lands Office had told him Eli’s was a modest-sized holding. And from what little he knew of them, farms were places of stables and wool sheds, garages and hay lofts. All of which he intended to locate and search thoroughly.

Having reached what appeared to be a series of pens, he shone his torch around their interior. Each small run was enclosed in wire with a three-sided shelter at its back. Probably once used to house some type of poultry. All were now empty.

Dev moved on.

Beyond a hedge he found a limestone building oppressed beneath the boughs of sprawling cypress. By its proximity to the house and at roughly the size of a two-car garage, he guessed it had once been used as such. But the tin roof had long since rusted and collapsed, rendering it unusable for any purpose.

Fighting a mounting sense of despair, Dev turned to venture further. He stumbled through the darkness for what felt like hours, finding and inspecting several more possibilities, all as forlorn and abandoned as the others.

At last he came to a grassy embankment. The ground dropped away, forming a ridge that disappeared beneath bushes to his left and levelled out into a paddock on his right. The moonlit pasture beyond was empty—no buildings, not even a copse of trees. He’d come to the end of possible hiding places.

Dev stood at the edge of the bank, undecided. He could go back and search the other areas again in the off-chance he’d missed something in his haste. There was always the chance some pocket of scrub or mound of debris might have hidden from view …

He hung his head. No, of course he hadn’t missed anything. The property wasn’t that overgrown. And there was enough of a moon to make out anything the size of a building, even at a distance. Yet he couldn’t just leave.

That he’d found neither Andy’s car nor that of the occupant should have convinced him the place was deserted. God help him, it didn’t.

Was it intuition, years of experience or just blind hope that still made him feel she was here somewhere? That the danger she faced was grave and now imminent? That her fate lay solely in his inept hands?

Dev balled those hands into fists at his sides. Unable to contain the pressures any longer, he lifted his head and called Andy’s name.

***

Eli dragged the stick over Andy’s right breast. His movements so far had been blatantly erotic but subtle enough not to prompt an attack. The tiger, nevertheless, was wholly engrossed. Its black glinting eyes and hooded neck turned to mirror every move her captor made.

‘I thought you too might have been a gift from God,’ Eli went on with the same desperate yearning. ‘His way of repaying me for all the work I had done in his name.’

The stick strayed to her left breast and stopped. Andy looked up. His expression held more disdain than regret. ‘You probably can’t imagine what it’s like to be alone. You’ve always had people like him around you. You just can’t help it. You draw them to you like a bitch in heat.’

He punctuated his last word with a jab from the stick. As much as it stung, Andy couldn’t prise her gaze from the snake. It reared back, giving an explosive hiss.

Eli raised the stick towards the creature’s head. He jerked it first one way, then the other. Then thrust like a swordsman trying to stab his opponent.

Andy saw a blur. A streak of black lightening arched across her. She heard the thunk of bone against wood. The tiger had struck at the stick and connected.

‘You realise that if it hadn’t been for your foolish indiscretion, none of this would be necessary.’ He slapped the stick across her belly.

Andy braced. The tiger’s next strike would find timber or flesh.

‘It didn’t have to be this way. If you’d just been a bit stronger. If you just hadn’t …’

Eli stilled. The snake froze as well, its body arched and primed to strike. At first Andy couldn’t look away from it, but as the moment stretched, Eli’s silence drew her gaze to his face. He seemed to be listening. To what, she couldn’t tell. Her attention had been so fixed on the snake, she wouldn’t have noticed a canon going off.

Then all at once she heard it. A voice. Someone calling her name. And not just any voice.

Confusion raged through her, making her head pound. What was she hearing? Eli had told her this man was dead.

She looked up to gauge her captor’s reaction. He stood with eyes wide, every bit as startled as she. Startled and perhaps something more. Yes, she realised with dawning certainty—more than shock, more than worry, Eli looked scared.

At once she could hardly contain herself. Dev was alive! What’s more he was here! Somehow he’d survived Eli’s ambush and managed to find her. Help had come. All she had to do was answer his call.

She filled her lungs but the air lodged tight. Eli had ceased his taunts with the stick, but the tiger had been agitated to such a volatile state any move now posed a threat in its eyes. Her intake of breath had drawn its attention. Nothing less than complete immobility would assure her safety in the next crucial moments.

Andy listened as the voice kept calling. Dev had to be close for her to hear him. Perhaps even standing on the embankment above. If she answered, he would hear. The nightmare would end. If she didn’t, he would leave, taking with him the only chance she had of being rescued.

Again she willed herself to call out and again the air locked tight in her lungs. The tiger’s black gaze was still fixed on her. Its strike would be aimed at the part of her that moved. And a bite to the face could not be bound as with normal first aid for an arm or leg. Even if Dev did hear and rescue her, the venom would spread so rapidly through her, it was doubtful they’d make it to the hospital in time.

Tears of helplessness streaked her face as she listened to the voice of freedom so near. It continued for several more agonising minutes, then faded as Dev slowly moved out of range.

Only after it was once again silent did Andy look up to find Eli watching her.

‘That was very wise of you, Andy. The tiger does seem a bit overwrought at the moment. Any movement on your part would surely provoke it.’ He backed away and moved towards the door. Standing before it, he cocked his head.

Andy looked aside. As though standing guard, the tiger continued to hover over her. She gritted her teeth to wait it out.

An unexpected storm was building inside her—a reckless rage born of helplessness and fear. Dev was gone. There was no-one to help her. If she was to get out of this, she’d have to do it herself.

She looked back at Eli, savouring the expression of worry on his face. This then was her only chance. She would use his own delusions against him.

Beside her, the snake at last lowered its head and turned away. She couldn’t see how far it had gone but decided to take a chance. ‘What’s wrong, Eli? You look confused.’

He turned to regard her as though he’d forgotten she was there.

‘You know who that was just now, don’t you? That was him. My partner in sin as you call him.’ From the corner of her eye, she saw the tiger disappear beneath the nearest bank of shelves. Her bravura surged a notch.

‘Bet you never expected him to show up here, did you? Not after that trap—sorry, that test you left for him this morning.’

She drew her elbows in close to her sides and levered herself to a sitting position. White flares exploded before her gaze. She’d been lying so long she’d forgotten about her disabling dizziness. She sat bent over her arms for support.

‘Seems he didn’t die after all.’ She looked up at Eli with undisguised challenge. ‘Could it be he too has been chosen by God?’

Eli laughed. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. It doesn’t mean a thing.’

‘I would have thought it meant a great deal. Not only did God protect him from you, he led him right here. Your enemy. The man whose job it is to hunt you down and make you pay for your crimes.’

She watched the worry lines deepen on his face. ‘Why do you think God would do that? Is he displeased by something you’ve done? Maybe he’s picked Dev to take your place?’

‘That’s absurd.’

‘Well, as odd as it sounds, I agree with you. I don’t think God has any intention of replacing you. You’re doing much too fine a job. I think you’ve just been a bit too lenient with your more recent subjects.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘Your tests, Eli. They’re far too easy. You’ve strayed from the basic principle God showed you in the beginning. You’ve forgotten what a true test of faith involves.’

His frown deepened.

‘Remember back to your original test. The one that proved, beyond any doubt, that God was protecting you. And those handlers you read about in Tennessee, how did they show their faith was pure?’

A flash of insight. ‘They handled the serpent.’

‘Exactly. And that was your original test, wasn’t it? You picked up that snake in the garden and it didn’t bite you. What more proof could anyone need?

‘But this …’ She lifted her bound hands. ‘These things you’ve got me doing aren’t tests. They’re games. Party stunts. Anyone could do them and not get bitten.’

His laugh was uncertain. ‘Is that so?’

‘Think about it. You put a snake next to me or down my blouse. All I have to do is hold perfectly still and it won’t bite me. Where’s the challenge in that?’

She leaned forward, adding emphasis to her next words. ‘Only those who can handle the deadly serpent are chosen by God, Eli. Only in that way can they prove themselves.’

He reflected a moment, his gaze growing cautious. ‘What are you saying?’

She held up her hands again. ‘Untie me and let me prove myself. Choose any snake from your collection, put it on the floor and I’ll pick it up with my bare hands. No sticks. No nets. Just my faith to protect me.’

Eli hesitated. Did he suspect her ploy or was he merely intrigued?

‘You want to learn the truth about me, don’t you? That’s why you brought me here. Or are you afraid of finding out you’re wrong?’

A smile bloomed slowly across his face. ‘You’re very clever, Andy. I see I must watch my step around you.’

Eli calmly backed away. He went to the nearest terrarium and withdrew its occupant using the stick. With the creature swinging from the end of the hook he started towards her. ‘Lie down.’

Andy felt her bravado slipping. ‘Eli, haven’t you been listening to me?’

‘Yes, I heard you. An intriguing proposal. We’ll talk more about it when I return.’

‘Return?’ Her courage slipped another notch.

He took a step closer, extending the snake. ‘I’ll not ask again.’

She eased herself back down on the mattress. He dropped the snake on the floor beside her where it coiled defensively. She held her breath. Hadn’t she just been in this position?

She could do no more than watch as he made a further series of withdrawals from his stock. As each snake was lifted clear of its tank, Eli tossed it to the floor beside her. The rough handling was enough to assure each was roused to angry aggression. There were four in all when he finally turned away, counting the one that went under the shelves.

‘Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to see to our uninvited guest.’ He stepped to the door. ‘It shouldn’t take long so just lay back and make yourself comfortable.’

He opened the padlock and pocketed the key. ‘I can’t lock the door from the outside unfortunately, but I feel this arrangement should work just as well.’ He raised a hand indicating the snakes all around her.

‘You see, there’s no way I could tie you to that mattress so you could get up if you really wanted to.’ He smiled perversely. ‘But then you’d certainly need to be careful where you stepped.’

He shut off the light and went out the door.


Chapter 46

Dev walked back the way he had come. Surely Andy would have answered if she could. That she hadn’t must mean she was either out of earshot or incapacitated. His mind glossed over that second possibility and latched onto a third.

She wasn’t here.

He had to accept it. The lead had been a thin one to begin with and he’d found nothing to suggest, let alone prove, Eli was involved, that Andy was or had ever been to this remote location.

Yet even as he walked, of their own volition his feet turned aside. Veering wide of the little-used path, he strode away from the cluster of outbuildings and into the black depths of the surrounding pine forest.

He stumbled through the dark for perhaps five minutes before he came upon a shed—by far the largest building he’d found so far.

By its lack of rust he judged that it might still be in use, though the track leading up to it was barely discernible. His excitement grew at discovering its doors were chained and locked.

He went to a window and stepped up on the harrow that lay beneath. A late model Holden sedan, nondescript grey in the light of his torch, stood at one end of the shed’s interior. Beside it was what might be a second vehicle covered in a tarp.

Dev scanned the area behind him. No movement in the closely packed trees. He turned back and broke the glass with his elbow, reached through to unlock the window and climbed inside.

He dropped to the floor in front of the sedan. Wary of the shadows surrounding it, he stepped to the driver’s door and peered in. Nothing of interest in the front, but in the back, dozens of pamphlets lay strewn across the seat. The same type Finch had given to Andy.

His excitement growing, he walked around to the tarp-covered mound, grabbed a corner and threw back the cover.

His heart took a skittering lurch in his chest. Andy’s car! If he hadn’t known from the model and make, the book on the front seat would have told him—Venomous Snakes: A Natural History.

He left the shed the way he’d entered. Andy was here, she had to be. But rather than waste time looking alone, he’d call for assistance. With a search team going over the place they might have a chance of finding her in time.

Running for the house, he pulled out his phone. Now he would see if Nigel Day was as good as his word. If Dev had redeemed himself by rescuing Ian, he should have no trouble securing the manpower needed.

He broke from the trees and stopped to tap the station phone number.

Someone picked up. He opened his mouth, drew breath to speak. Then darkness deeper than night descended.

***

Andy stared into seamless black. She could see no more with her eyes wide open than she could with them closed.

She tipped her chin and looked towards the door. Not the slightest corona of light shone around the shelves to its left. If there was a moon tonight, it was either not up yet or its glow was too feeble to penetrate the window she knew was there.

She lay back and listened. Was it her imagination or could she hear the faint sibilation of scale against stone? A sound that seemed to be coming from all around her. The sound of the snakes exploring the room.

A cold rope of leather slid over her leg. She gasped at the unexpected sensation, a chill that rippled its way to her scalp. It answered her question anyway. She forced herself to recover and think.

She had only a matter of minutes to decide—lie here and wait for Eli to return or walk the gauntlet and attempt an escape?

She had no idea of the risks of the later. Even in her extensive reading, she’d come across little on a snake’s night vision. Would they see her if she began to move? Could they sense the warmth of her body like vipers?

The door was unlocked. She wasn’t tied down. She might never get another chance like this.

Still the situation seemed almost too inviting. Was Eli tempting her to act recklessly? Could this be another of his tests?

Even if she managed to get to her feet, what then? She’d still have to get from the mattress to the door.

She could slide her feet instead of lifting them, eliminate the chance of stepping on a snake. But she might still bump into one, and at that close range, even in the dark, its strike would be accurate.

But what was her option? Wait and hope? She couldn’t count on outside help. Dev was probably long gone by now. And even if he was still here, given the advantage of surprise and darkness, Eli could incapacitate him. In which case they’d both be helpless prisoners of a madman.

At that thought her decision was made. Using her elbows she pushed herself to a sitting position.

The flares returned, stabbing the room like flashes of lightning. She clutched at her stomach, bending over her tightly bound hands to keep herself upright.

The painful reminder took its toll on her confidence. More doubts surfaced as her mind slowly cleared. Could she even get to her feet? What if she stumbled, what if she fainted half way across the room?

A rustle of movement stirred at the door. She looked up, for all the good it did. Eli had been gone only a few short moments. Could this be him returning already? Or could it be Dev having found her after all?

The door slowly opened. Fresh air wafted over her. A grey rectangle appeared in the blackness. And in it, the faint silhouette of a man. A tall, athletic, broad-shouldered man.

Joy gave over at once to horror. ‘No Dev! Stay back! There’re snakes on the floor!’

She waited, wondering what would come next—the sting of fangs, another blow from Eli’s stick, or the sweet sound of Dev’s voice.

The light came on, blinding her briefly. She forced her eyes open and gaped in astonishment. ‘Oh, my God. What … how …?’

‘Don’t be afraid, I’ve come to get you out of here.’ Fred Quilliams took a step into the room.

Andy recovered enough to speak. She’d get answers later. ‘The snakes! Look out!’

‘Yes, I see them,’ Quilliams said. ‘Two anyway. How many are there?’

She had to think. ‘Four in all.’

‘All right, yes, there’s a third behind you. It shouldn’t be a problem where it is. But I’ll need to get these others out of the way before I can reach you.’

Quilliams spied the hook against the wall and grabbed it.

‘Be careful, they’re highly agitated.’

He nodded and started slowly towards the snakes.

The first—a brown, Andy saw now that the lights were on—beat an unprompted retreat before him, joining the others at the back of the room. But the second, a tiger, held its ground. Quilliams reached towards it with the hook.

Too fast, Andy thought but dared not speak with the snake right beside her.

The tiger lunged. Quilliams jumped back, dancing away to stand in the doorway. The snake moved after him, stopped near her feet. The man took a breath and reached out with the stick again.

‘That won’t work, it’s too stirred up.’ She looked around. ‘Use the chair. See if you can drive it out the door.’

Quilliams set the hook aside. He picked up the chair and, holding it before him, began circling round the other side of the mattress.

The tiger turned to follow his movements. Its taut body arched over Andy’s legs, eager for the next opportunity to strike. For one breath-stealing instant she was between them, a living barrier, then the man moved out of sight behind her.

Andy heard movement from the rear of the room. The two browns swept past her to the front of the dugout and out into the night.

The tiger remained, upright and defiant in the face of Quilliams’ fresh advance. From the corner of her eye Andy saw the chair legs urging it back. They jabbed at the snake. The tiger reared. Thunk, it hit the wood of the seat.

Quilliams bore down, banging the chair legs against the floor. The snake gave ground reluctantly. Finally sensing escape behind it, it turned and whiptailed out the door.

Quilliams dropped the chair and knelt on the mattress.

‘What on earth are you doing here?’ Andy asked as he began untying the rope at her wrists.

‘The police are looking for you. They came to me for Eli’s address so I put two and two together.’

Andy’s eyes widened. ‘Yes, the police! One of them was here a short while ago. Did you see him?’

Quilliams continued to work on the knot.

‘He was calling my name but I couldn’t answer. You must have heard him at least. Where is he now? Is he gone? Has he left?’

‘He’s still here,’ Quilliams said softly.

‘We’ve got to hurry, we have to warn him! Eli’s out there. He’s going to—’

‘Eli won’t find him.’

Andy stilled. ‘Why, where is he? What’s happened to him?’

‘I knocked him out. Don’t worry, he’s all right; I just needed time to get you out of here before he found you.’

‘Needed time? But why?’ Her head was reeling and not from concussion. ‘I don’t understand. Why are you here? How did you even know about this place? Why did—’

‘It’ll be okay. No real harm has been done after all. You were frightened of course, but that’ll wear off.’ He seemed to be speaking to himself more than her. Her confusion grew with his every word.

‘The important thing is I got here before anything more serious happened. Before Eli got himself any deeper in …’ His voice trailed away.

Andy watched as his face drained of colour. She followed his gaze to the articles taped to the wall behind her. The headlines proclaiming the town’s recent snakebite deaths may have been murder.

Mesmerised, the man rose and stumbled towards them.

‘Wait, stop, you haven’t finished untying me.’

At the wall he reached out to touch the photos as though hoping his eyes had deceived him. ‘Dear God, no.’

‘Please. Come back! Hurry before—’ A shadow slithered across the floor.

Eli stood before her when she looked around. He closed the door and slotted the padlock back into place.

Quilliams turned at the sound of the lock clicking home. He stared at Eli incredulously for a moment then raised his hand to the pictures on the wall. ‘This is your doing?’

Eli stared.

‘Tell me they’re wrong. It’s just a mistake.’

‘It’s no mistake.’

Quilliams looked at the pictures again, his face twisted. ‘What? All of them?’

‘And others no-one knows about yet.’

Quilliams’ hand lowered. He stared unseeing. ‘I suppose at some level I already knew. I just refused to accept the truth.’ He put his face in his hands. ‘Sweet Jesus, what have I done.’

‘Nothing,’ Eli sneered, stepping towards him. ‘The same thing you always did. The same thing you did for eighteen years.’

Quilliams looked up. ‘Didn’t I pay the price for that? Carrying your secret? Shielding you from them?’

‘You did that because you knew she deserved it.’

‘I found you work, made sure you survived. Didn’t my silence atone for what I’d allowed her to do?’

‘Atone!’ Eli laughed. ‘Only you could believe that was possible.’

Quilliams slumped. ‘It doesn’t matter anymore. All that matters is what we do now.’

‘We?’ Eli arched a brow.

‘I could have stopped you, that makes me part of this. My guilt can be no less than yours.’ His expression grew hopeful. ‘But we needn’t be damned, neither of us. There’s still time to redeem ourselves.’

He stepped towards Eli, hands outstretched. ‘I’ll stand with you. For what I have done I can do no less. Let her go and we’ll face judgement together.’

Eli’s lip curled as the man came towards him.

‘You can see that this is what we must do. We have no choice.’

‘Yes, Father, I can see.’

Andy gaped. Warm, kind, compassionate Fred Quilliams—the father of this unspeakable monster?

‘Then you’ll come with me now? You’ll let her go? You’ll give yourself up?’

‘Of course. As you said, it’s the only way.’

Quilliams smiled and reached out his hand.

Andy stiffened. What was he doing? Couldn’t he see? The icy treachery in the madman’s eyes. No. Get back! But the sound, the warning, died in her throat.

Quilliams’ hand lighted on Eli’s shoulder. He pulled his son forward into his arms.

Andy leaned sideways to keep them in view. They were standing directly beside her now. She saw a slight movement disturb them both. A subtle jerk. Then reluctant, uncertain, Quilliams drew back.

He stared at Eli with a puzzled frown, raised a tentative hand to his neck. She saw the scratch just below his left ear, the smear of blood it left on his fingers. Bewilderment deepened in Quilliams’ eyes. Before they rolled back up in his head.

He dropped where he stood, landing half on, half off the mattress. His arm sprawled over her. Tight as a bow it twitched and quivered across her thighs. She tried to pull back. Tried to scream. But the sight of his wildly convulsing body froze her immobile.

It was over quickly. A dozen gasps and the spasms subsided. The arm draped across her gave up its rigour. The fist unclenched. The last finger twitched.

Quilliams lay still. Yet for agonising moments she could not look away. She stared at his face, the grimace still set in his lifeless features, the bluish cast to his sun-bronzed skin. At last she looked up.

Eli stood over her, gazing down with silent indifference. By his bland expression it could have been a cockroach that lay at his feet.

He held up the syringe filled with amber liquid, the unholy cocktail of lethal venom he’d created. ‘Just a drop required. Not as physically pleasurable as it would be for the tiger I’m sure.’ He gazed at the body. ‘But immensely satisfying nonetheless.’


Chapter 47

Dev stared up at the moon through the trees. Time and place amassed slowly around him. Andy. In trouble. He had to find her. He pushed himself up on one elbow and winced.

He felt the lump at the back of his head. No prizes for guessing who had knocked him unconscious. But where was Eli now? And why hadn’t he done him a more serious injury?

Dev pushed himself to a sitting position. How long had he been out? He shuddered to think. He’d been calling the station. He’d heard it ring, but had to assume the connection was cut before anyone answered.

He felt around him. His pockets. The ground. The cell phone was gone but oddly his pistol was still in his belt.

He got to his feet and waited briefly for his vision to clear. His car was still parked at the foot of the drive, a stone’s throw away. It wasn’t much use to him without his phone. Yet all was not lost. There was a phone in Eli’s house.

***

Eli let go of his father’s arms. Having dragged the man’s body to the corner of the dugout he brushed off his hands and walked back to Andy.

‘There now, just the two of us again. With these tiresome distractions out of the way we’re free to resume our appointed task.’

Andy glared up at him as he came around her. Witnessing the death of Fred had pushed her to the very edge of the pit. She’d felt herself sliding over the edge, feeling the pull of that yawning void, when something quite unexpected had happened.

A realisation. If she died here, no-one would know. Eli would be free to continue his work. There was no way to be sure who he’d choose next but with the interest he’d voiced in the heir to her gift, it might well be Jeremy.

The thought knifed through her stupor like a blade. She stepped up onto her immobilising shock forcing it beneath her with an iron will. She would not let it happen. Even if it meant neither of them left this place alive, Eli would be going nowhere near her son.

‘What appointed task?’ she said, through clenched teeth.

‘Your trial of course. The tests that will show us the source of your gift.’

‘Your tests mean nothing.’

He began calmly pacing the room. ‘Yes, I’ve been giving some thought to what you said earlier. About how I’ve strayed from the basic principles. About what constitutes a true test of faith.’ He spun to face her. ‘I believe you’re right. Why complicate things when the simplest way is usually best?’

Andy straightened. A glimmer of hope. Or maybe not. In her present state, shocked and concussed, could she still pull it off?

‘What’s more, I believe I have just the snake for you. The perfect specimen by which to prove yourself.’ Eli picked up the noose from the floor. Still flashing her his grimace of a smile, he strolled to a terrarium just right of the door.

Andy watched as he took down a pair of long leather gloves and slipped them over his slender hands. His smile faded as he inserted the stick beneath the tank’s weighted lid. It returned a moment later when the sleek brown reptile was safely in his gloved hands. He set the noose aside and walked towards the mattress.

‘This is my most prized specimen. I’ve never used her in a test before because I couldn’t bear to risk losing her. One thing I can assure you is that she is anything but tame. She doesn’t get handled that often, you see.’

He squatted down before the mattress and held the snake out to her. ‘Exquisite, isn’t she? You recognise the species, I’m sure.’

Andy swallowed. The creature swam in and out of focus but she could see enough to know what it was. Narrow head, slim tapered body, dark-edged scales over a lighter ground. ‘An inland taipan.’

‘The most venomous snake in the world,’ Eli marvelled. ‘I had to travel quite a distance to trap this one. All my specimens have been captured from the wild, you know.’ His prehnite green eyes lifted to hers. ‘What good are pets in my line of work?’

Andy cautiously raised her hands. ‘You said you’d untie me.’

‘I don’t recall ever saying that.’

She held his gaze. Though it violated every instinct she possessed, she managed to give him an inviting smile.

Eli faltered. The blustering confidence left his eyes. His gaze dropped hesitantly to her open blouse.

Andy leaned closer, her voice a husky whisper in his ear. ‘Let me show you. Then we can be together.’

She heard his breath catch. He licked his lips. He studied her breasts as he considered her request. ‘I suppose you can’t prove much if your hands are tied.’

Turning away, he half tossed, half slid the snake across the room. It came to rest at the foot of the door, gathering itself into coils of annoyance.

He removed his gloves and began untying her, keeping one eye on the taipan as he worked. With the final knot loosened, he lingered a moment, his hands over hers. ‘If you can do this, Andy …’

She leaned close again. ‘You will know I truly am meant for you.’ With her gaze she held him—the power of the snake to transfix its prey.

At last he rose and walked away, retreating to the furthest corner of the room. Over her shoulder she watched him climb up to sit cross-legged on the chest freezer. He extended his hand towards the taipan and nodded. ‘Whenever you’re ready.’

Andy turned back to the snake. Even the slight movement set her head to spinning. How was she ever to get to her feet, let alone handle this most deadly of creatures?

She took a breath, pulled her legs beneath her, and pushed herself up. A tightrope walker, she stood several moments, arms outstretched, hoping to stabilise the gyrating room. Only slowly did her dizziness abate.

‘You’re looking a bit unsteady there,’ Eli said with mock concern. ‘Must have been that knock on the head I had to give you earlier. I would offer to postpone the proceedings if it were possible, but unfortunately—’

‘Forget it, I’m fine.’

Andy looked over at the base of the door. The snake was still there, so far unperturbed by her presence and proximity. But she was still the better part of ten feet away. How calm would it be if she passed out on top of it?

She took her first steps to the nearest shelves, only half pretending to need them for support. The chair stood before her where had left it. Praying the ploy would again go unnoticed she moved it aside, leaving it directly below where she had judged the window to be.

The taipan lay but a few steps away now. She’d come too far; Eli could do nothing but verbally protest. Disregarding her promise completely, Andy grabbed the hook that leaned nearby.

She would use the tool, but not in the way it was designed. She didn’t just need to lift this snake. To carry out her plan, to secure herself an effective weapon, she had to actually get the thing in her hands. Hook outstretched, she edged towards her quarry.

‘What is that you have there, Andy?’

She ignored Eli’s words, focusing instead on the taipan’s head. It had turned to face her and was tracking her approach but had not yet reared back in a threatening pose. Despite its rough handling, it didn’t appear nearly as agitated as the tiger had been.

She would need to change that.

‘Are you forgetting the terms of our agreement? You said you would handle the serpent without the use of any tools. This can hardly be considered a true test of faith.’

Andy slowly lowered the hook. The taipan followed its approach with interest but still seemed unmoved to retreat or attack. Only when the stick touched the back of its neck did it try to pull away. It was too late by then. In one swift stroke she had pinned it to the floor.

Andy bent quickly. She had but seconds before the taipan panicked and broke free. Its coils were already bunching behind it when her hand closed around its neck. She had him! She had secured the means by which she would finally …

In her excitement, she straightened too fast. The room heaved around her and she toppled sidelong against the front of the shelves. Freestanding on the rough stone floor, the entire bank rocked with the impact. She dropped to her knees, one hand reaching to break her fall, the other still holding the neck of the snake.

Don’t let go.

Don’t let go.

The world swirled slowly back into focus.

She groped behind her and found a shelf. Using it for balance, she pulled herself up. She teetered a moment on boneless legs. Then she turned and started for the rear of the room.

Little more than adrenaline was driving her now. The fight-or-flight rush of a cornered animal. Her course was set, her path started down. She would not deviate no matter the risks.

Eli reclined on the freezer chest, one slight wrist draping his thigh. He smiled knowingly as she staggered towards him.

‘Oh, I am disappointed in you, Andy. Did you honestly believe you could deceive me this way? That I would accept this breach of your earlier promise?’ He shook his head. ‘That knock I gave you must have been worse than I thought.’

She held the snake up and stumbled closer.

‘Yes, I see, you’re handling the serpent. But you didn’t pick it up in the way we agreed. No tools. No protection. That was how you were to prove yourself.’

She pushed her way through thick churning waters, fighting unseen currents that threatened to subvert her every step.

Eli studied her, head to one side. ‘Tell me Andy, how does it feel?’ He nodded at the snake. ‘To hold the power of God in your hands?’

Andy heard a wild pulse in her ears. When the moment came, she would have to move quickly.

‘Anyone else would say that was merely a snake you’re holding. But we know better. Don’t we, Andy?’

She staggered to a halt and stared at him blankly, her course, her objective, suddenly forgotten.

‘You see it of course, I know you do,’ Eli whispered. ‘It’s death you hold. The embodiment of loss. That which steals from us those we hold dear. Mothers. Fathers. Husbands. Sons.’ His voice grew hushed. ‘But in the moments you hold it, you are its conqueror. As humans we’re powerless. Pathetic victims. But hold death in your hands and all that changes.’

He leaned forward slightly, fixing his serpent’s gaze upon her. ‘Don’t tell me you’ve never felt it before.’

Andy stared. Yes. Yes, she had. A feeling half horror, half wonder engulfed her. A madman’s reasoning—enough to sicken any sane human being—and yet, God help her, she knew what he meant. She knew exactly.

She reeled from the impact of realisation. Though she’d tried repeatedly to figure it out, up to that instant she’d not understood. Perhaps her despair had just been too great. She’d been unable to fathom the forces at work, those behind her obsession with snakes, because a need far more basic, more profound and imperative was being satisfied.

It was so simple, now that she saw. So clear, now that he had defined it. After years of feeling utterly helpless she’d suddenly known power. And that taste had been enough to blind her to reason.

Andy looked up into Eli’s pale eyes. She’d seen, but not realised. Known, but not grasped. And in the end it had taken a killer to show her.

‘Thank you.’ She lifted the snake to her lips in offering.

His smile faded to a look of confusion. As he swung his legs forward to slide from his perch, Andy bit the tail off the taipan and threw it.


Chapter 48

Andy turned before she even saw the snake land. She knew only that Eli had flung himself backwards against the wall in reaction. The heavy thudding she now heard had to be his hands and feet hitting the freezer. His frantic efforts to escape being bitten.

Like the shifting floor in an amusement-park funhouse, the room lurched sideways as she fled across it. She reached the chair, planted one foot on its seat and pushed herself up.

A streak of black shot towards her face. She flinched back and nearly spilled to the floor. The enraged snake struck at her again, this time producing a hollow thunk when it hit the glass. Only then did she realise it was still in its tank.

Clutching the chair back, she rose to stand. Her chin just cleared the top of the shelving. There, as she’d prayed, was the hidden window.

She reached over and tried its latch. For a heart-stopping moment it refused to budge. Then, with a jerk, it gave and released.

She felt with her foot for something to step up on. Her shoe slid down the face of a terrarium. Moving it sideways, she at last found a crevice between glass and wood.

Behind her, footsteps resounded on stone.

Fear charged her muscles and propelled her upwards. Bracing her stomach against the top shelf, she pushed at the window. Long-seized hinges creaked in protest. She reached through and felt the night air on her hands.

Someone grabbed her leg from below.

She was pulled roughly backwards, all but losing her grip on the sill. Beneath her, the shelving swayed, an alarming reminder it was not fixed to the wall. Kicking out, she managed to free herself briefly and in that instant regained the inches she’d lost.

Her fingertips curled round the outside sill. Secure in its leverage she dragged herself forward. Now with her stomach flat across the shelf, she tried to hold her legs up out of Eli’s reach.

But the chair she had used was now his advantage. Perched atop it, he could reach her easily. And no amount kicking would dislodge his grip.

Again she felt the shelving unit part from the wall as he pulled her back. She cried out in panic as it teetered beneath her. Suddenly an image burst upon her mind.

She drew up her free leg, pulling it close against her chest. When the unit rocked back again, she wedged her knee into the widening gap. And pushed with all the strength she had left.

The extra urging was all that was needed. The unit hung briefly at the point of balance. Then, with a groan of protest, it pitched to the floor.

A cacophony of sound exploded in her ears—splintering wood, shattering glass. And a single high-pitched terrified scream.

Andy looked down as she hung from the windowsill. An entire wall of terrariums had just smashed open, releasing their occupants onto the floor. And pinned beneath all, unable to move, Eli lay reaching out for her leg.

Andy looked away as the first tiger reared. She tried not to hear the pattering thuds, each a strike against unshielded flesh. She focused on pulling herself through the window.

The ground outside rose up to its sill. She let herself roll unchecked down the embankment.

In panic’s grip, she scrambled to her feet and ran. If she ran till she dropped she could not get far enough away from this place.

Stumbling through darkness, she made for the house. How she knew which direction to go dawned on her only as she reached the low hedge at its yard’s furthest bounds. Eli’s back porch light was on. Surely he hadn’t left it on all this time. Someone else was here. Someone who’d come looking, but hadn’t yet found her.

She ploughed through an unbroken section of hedge. There, just emerging from the building’s back door, was a tall lean figure haloed in the light.

‘Dev!’ she screamed.

The figure turned towards her. ‘Andy? Is that you?’

Exhaustion and shock at last took their toll. She dropped to her knees and watched him run towards her. The light from his torch blinded her briefly, then rose to spear the darkness behind her.

Only then did she see what else he was holding.

Dumbstruck, she watched as he raised the pistol. The muzzle flashed, the hiss of a bullet flew past her head. She turned to see what target he’d aimed for.

Behind her stood a living Medusa. Like shining black locks, tiger snakes hung writhing from its head and face. For an instant Eli stood where he’d burst through the hedge, his hands reaching towards her, open mouth silent. Then he fell face down in the dirt.

Andy backstroked wildly from the hideous sight. She screamed when arms closed around her from behind, then turned to find herself in Dev’s embrace. He held her still as one by one the snakes released their grip on Eli’s flesh and slithered off.

Andy stared at the small still body. She fought her last battle with dark oblivion long enough to turn and look up at Dev. Reaching out to touch him, she felt herself step back from the edge of the pit.


Chapter 49

‘You’re late!’ Andy said, swinging open her front door.

‘I know. I’m sorry. You’ll never guess what—’

Jeremy pushed his head out from beneath Andy’s arm. ‘Dev! You’re here!’

‘Hey! Merry Christmas!’

‘Hurray! We can open our presents now!’ The boy vanished into the living room as quickly as he’d appeared.

Dev called after him, ‘Good to see you too, mate.’

Andy laughed as she accepted some of the packages he was carrying. ‘You try getting a ten-year-old to be patient on Christmas morning. Now what was this lame excuse you were about to hand me?’

‘I’ll tell you later. We better not keep him waiting any longer.’

They went into the living room and placed Dev’s parcels under the tree with the rest. Andy disappeared briefly into the kitchen and returned with a tray of coffee, apple juice and thick slabs of toasted homemade raisin bread.

‘I’ll hand them out!’ Jeremy said from his position on the floor in front of the tree. ‘This one’s for me! And hey, so is this one. And another for me!’

‘Hang on there! That last one said “to Andy” on it.’ Dev pushed off the couch and settled onto the floor beside him. ‘I think I better keep an eye on you, otherwise your mum and I are gonna miss out!’

Andy sipped her coffee, nestling back on the couch to watch. One short month ago she’d been dreading this day. Even with Jeremy, the last two Christmases had been among the bleakest times she’d ever known. Could it be those times were at last behind her? If not gone, at least receding?

Dev looked up suddenly and caught the question in her eye. He mouthed three words she had as yet been unable to utter back to him. But she felt, just then, that the day might not be long in coming.

A multicoloured tide of ribbon and wrapping paper rose steadily around them. They ate their breakfast, rejoiced in their gifts and settled down for a brief lull in the day’s activities.

‘I hope you remembered your bathers this time,’ Andy said as Dev rejoined her on the couch.

‘They’re chafing me even as we speak.’

She laughed. ‘You didn’t have to wear them here, you could’ve just brought them. That way maybe you’d have gotten here sooner.’

‘Nope. It wouldn’t have made any difference.’

She sensed an almost boyish delight in his words. Beyond the transient spirit of the season, Dev seemed aglow with a newfound peace.

‘I got a phone call as I was going out the door,’ he said in answer to her unspoken query.

She waited, expectant.

‘It was my parents. Both of them. They rang to wish me a Merry Christmas.’

‘You spoke to your father?’ Her astonishment was as great as she knew his would have been. ‘Dev, that’s wonderful. What a perfect gift.’

‘Normally I would’ve called them of course but this year … Well I never thought …’

‘How long has it been since the two of you spoke?’

‘A while. Not since what happened in Sydney. Ours is a family of cops, you see.’

‘Well it would appear your father’s had a change of heart. What do you think happened?’

‘My sister came on at the end of the call. Apparently one of the guys at our station here knows a fella in Redfern. Word got over there about Ian’s near miss.’

‘You mean how you rescued him from the snake in the car?’

‘Yeah that and the whole Finch case. I guess it made up for things a bit in his eyes.’

She reached up a hand and touched his face. ‘And in your eyes?’

Dev thought a moment. ‘Living with it is about as much as I’ll ever manage, I think.’ His voice was hushed. Then he smiled, took up her hand and kissed it. ‘But that’s going to be a whole lot easier now.’

‘Hey when are we going to head off to the beach?’ Jeremy said from the sea of wrapping paper.

Andy’s jaw dropped. ‘I don’t believe it. Don’t tell me you’re bored with your presents already.’

‘I want to try out my new snorkel set.’

‘All right, well,’ she said, consulting her watch, ‘how about you boys go and load all our stuff in the car while I go and put the turkey in the oven.’

‘Consider it done.’

***

Jeremy led the way down the hall. He stopped before a cupboard, pulled out three towels and stuffed them into the beach bag Dev held open for him.

Dev cast a furtive glance up the hall. ‘How has she been?’

‘A lot better now. Those sessions she had with the counsellor helped.’

‘Oh good.’ He shifted a bit. ‘So has she said anything? About … you know. Has she made a decision? Has she called them yet?’

Jeremy shook his head. ‘We haven’t talked about it. And I haven’t heard her on the phone to anyone.’ He dropped in a tube of zinc cream, his gaze holding fixed on it as he lowered his hand.

Dev tousled his hair but offered no words of encouragement or advice. They both knew there wasn’t much point to that.

They finished filling the bag and took it out to the car. After packing it in the boot with the boards and the esky they headed back to the kitchen.

‘All set?’ Andy asked as they came through the door.

‘Ready when you are.’

She slid the turkey onto a shelf and closed the oven. Plunking a wide-brimmed hat on her head, she took up her sunnies. ‘Looks like we’re off then.’

The phone on the table began to ring. Dev picked it up, listened briefly then passed it to Andy. ‘Parks and Wildlife.’

She accepted it, ignoring the look on his face. He turned to Jeremy as she stepped away from them. ‘Come on mate, let’s wait outside.’

***

Andy heard the door close quietly behind her. ‘Andrea Vaughn,’ she said into the phone.

She listened a moment. ‘I’m sorry, I no longer work for Parks and Wildlife. I can give you the number of their new snake officer if you like.’

She turned to see Dev and Jeremy walking down the veranda steps towards the car. She only half-heard the voice on the phone as she watched them toss a tennis ball back and forth on the lawn.

Her life had changed. Was changing still. Who knew where they’d all be in a year from now?

Together, a voice inside her said.
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