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Prologue

Kanpara, Queensland

Sunday night

It’s gone 8 p.m. and fully dark when Mark knocks on Karen’s door. He’s nothing more than a shadow in the gloom. The street lights are sparse – one at the junction with the highway half a kilometre away and another, slightly closer, at the junction with Victoria Road. Once night falls, the only real light comes from neighbouring houses, each one sitting on its half-acre block, strands of gum trees between them and Karen’s place. The block behind her house is vacant and the place on the left already in darkness, the truckie who lives there either on the road or early in bed. The artist who lives on the right is awake, his house ablaze with light, but thanks to the shadow of the trees even that nosy git would struggle to see a man arriving, much less name him.

He can hear the TV on inside, the upbeat voice of a male presenter, the lift in volume as an ad break kicks in. He knocks harder and this time she hears him; the TV goes off, he hears her footsteps approach. She opens the door, stands silhouetted behind the screen, the light behind her. He steps forward and she opens the screen door, a smile travelling from her lips to her eyes.

‘Hello, you,’ she says. She waits until he’s closed the door before she reaches her arms up around his neck, and he pulls her close, kisses her. They stand like that, entwined, close, warm, kissing for a minute before he pulls away, strokes her hair off her face, sees the swollen cheek and eye, the red mark that will bruise to blue and purple.

‘That fucker,’ he says. ‘I should fucking kill him …’

Her smile fades. ‘Please, let’s not talk about him,’ she says, turning away so he can’t see the bruise. He pulls her back, close to him, and she leans into his chest.

‘You have to leave him,’ he says.

‘I know.’ Her voice is muffled against his shirt.

‘Why don’t you leave right now? You can stay in my caravan at the workshop. I’ll take you there, right now, and then you can decide what you want to do in the morning.’

She looks up at him. ‘What? Stay there with you? The two of us? What about Vero?’

He hesitates; that’s not exactly what he’d meant.

She sees the indecision in his eyes and steps back. ‘Not so easy, is it,’ she says, her voice not bitter, just resigned. ‘Look. It is what it is. I’ll be OK. I just needed some company tonight, that’s why I texted. You don’t have to fix this, I just didn’t want to be alone.’ A thought occurs to her: ‘You didn’t bring your car, did you?’

‘No, course not,’ he says. ‘I left it down the road at Blair’s. I need to see him later.’

‘I thought he was leaving?’

‘Yeah, tomorrow morning. But someone told Dean Wilson that we found opal, and Wilson started hassling me at the pub about selling it to him. Must have been Blair, mouthing off.’

‘But you haven’t been finding anything …’

‘Yeah, nah, I guess Blair was big-noting himself. And then Stewie Charles had a pop at me. Pulled a knife, threatened to kill me …’

‘Oh my god!’ She looks at him, eyes wide. ‘Are you OK? Did he hurt you?’

‘I’m fine. Some cop broke it up.’

‘Was Todd there? In the pub?’

Mark nods. ‘Yeah. Halfway pissed already.’

‘I figured,’ she says. ‘He’ll be there all night. He always feels like shit after we have a fight, gets pissed. He’ll be apologetic as hell tomorrow. I’ll be OK.’ She pauses, steps closer to him again, pulls his shirt out of the waistband of his jeans, runs her fingers along his bare stomach. ‘Todd won’t be back till late, if he comes home at all. He usually sleeps it off in his vehicle. Why don’t you stay for a while …’

Afterwards, Karen asleep, her head on his shoulder, her arm flung across his chest, Mark suppresses a sigh. He’s lying in another man’s bed, with another man’s wife, a man who was once a friend, maybe even his best friend. He owes Todd no favours – the bloke’s a drunkard and a wife-basher and he’s pretty sure that when they were mining together Todd stole from him too. But still, he doesn’t feel good about it.

And then there’s Vero. Marrying her was a mistake. They’re too different, want different things from life, and he’s working up to telling her that it’s over. She can sense it – that’s why she’s up here this season, not living it large on the coast as usual. And he knows that one reason he hasn’t actually gone through with the advice his divorce lawyer gave him is that Karen might expect the two of them to get together, and though he likes being with her he doesn’t want that either, doesn’t need the aggro of it.

He suppresses another sigh. He doesn’t understand why he isn’t happy. Last week he’d found a huge opal, the kind of stone he’s been looking for all his life. He’s kept it quiet, told only Blair, a bloke he’d thought he could trust. But now Dean Wilson knows about it. Wilson wasn’t even due in town but he can smell opal from a hundred miles away. And it must be Blair who opened his trap, probably trying to sell the opal himself, take what isn’t his, which means he can’t trust him and needs to reconsider his plans for the stone. He’d thought the plan he’d cooked up was the best possible solution, keeping everyone else out of it. But now – well, he’s already told Blair that he wants the stone back, is going to sort this himself. He’ll drop by Blair’s after he leaves here.

This opal is the stone that means he’s set for life. If he keeps it quiet, then when he divorces Vero she won’t take everything he’s worked for away from him. The opal is perfect, but he can’t find the kind of joy in it that he’d expected. Maybe he’s lost his passion for mining, for this life. Used to be a time when as early as January he’d be itching to leave the city and get back out bush. He’d be making plans and studying maps and counting the days till the worst of the heat was gone, the wet done for another season, and he could be back out here, living in the camp, working long days, looking for opal.

He’d always said that, no matter how much money he made, you’d still find him here. Not just because of the spine-tingling pleasure of breaking open a nondescript boulder to reveal the veined iridescence of an opal, but also for the peace of being out here. The romance of it. The timelessness of it. Of surviving the elements, of communing with the land. No one bothering him, no one breathing down his neck telling him what to do, just wide blue skies, hard yakka and a couple of old-timers on the neighbouring claims to have a beer with when he was in the mood for company. The kind of blokes who didn’t feel the need to fill a silence with pointless words but who could tell you yarns of the old days, when shifting gear needed bullocks, when mining was a bloke with a shovel, and when roughing it was proper rough, before solar-powered fridges and TVs and fucking Wi-Fi and all the rest of it.

But now, coming up on fifty, the heat and the dust are wearing him down. The old-timers like his grandad are all dead and gone and he doesn’t like the blokes who’ve taken their place. They’re either crims hiding out from cops or other gangsters, or chancers and cheats, no idea about opals and likely to snort any money they make back up their noses. No stories, no love for it, just bullshit and aggro. Nah, he can’t see the poetry out here anymore.

He thinks back to the day he’d found the opal, trying to feel the passion, the old magic. He’d bought the claim from the Charles brothers at the end of last season, getting a good deal because they were neck-deep in shit. They’ve got no clue about mining – he’s got no idea why they’re out here. Running from trouble, is his guess. He’s never asked, and they’ve never said, but he can smell trouble on blokes a mile off, he’s seen that much of it on the opal fields, even back in the day. Last winter, the two brothers had been running out of cash so fast they couldn’t afford fuel for their drills and excavator, let alone booze or drugs. They’d been happy enough to sell the land to him. Had spent the money on coke and women, no doubt, then crept back this season looking as thin and broke and rough as ever.

He’d had a look at the site, quietly, on the sly, long before he’d offered to buy it from them. Given the chance, it would have been the first part of their claim he’d have mined. The curve of the land, the way it rises and falls, the faults and seams, the way the rock and clay layers. All of it screamed opal to him. But the clueless Charles brothers had started mining in a gully closest to their camp, probably out of convenience as much as anything. They hadn’t been finding any colour and by Mark’s reckoning they’d have been lucky to hit pay dirt there. But this ridge … He’d been certain, really certain, that it would yield.

They’d been working the site all season, him and Blair, day after day, week after week, putting down drill holes, starting a cut, working methodically from left to right, digging out boulders, crushing them and seeing nothing but red dirt and dust. Endless red dirt and dust. The clay was wet enough, the shape of the land was right, the depth was right, but they hadn’t found even a glimmer of colour. He’d set himself a target of the end of the month before he wrote the cut off. He was about as deep as he would ever go to find opal and it’s not worth throwing good money after bad.

He’d been sitting in the excavator, digging out shovel after shovel of red earth on autopilot, mired in gloom, when he’d felt the digger judder and slow as it hit stone. Boulder’s a good sign, especially at this depth. He’d dug in and under, and when the rock emerged he’d been vindicated. It was shot through with colour: blue, green, red, the palest of yellow, all shimmering in the sun.

His heart had caught at the sight. Even after all these years, opal still has the power to move him. Out in the heat, among the dirt, the dust, the flies, comes this beautiful gem, this rainbow captured in stone. Formed over millions of years, and him the first human being to ever see it. He’d climbed out of the excavator for a better look, and up close it had stopped him dead. He could tell that he’d found a huge one. Not yet broken from its stony shell, not yet cut, not yet cleaned, but he could tell. He’d excavated an enormous stone of beautiful harlequin-like colours. The size of it gave him a tremble of something in his stomach. He’d felt his mouth stretch into an incredulous grin. The find of a lifetime. A million dollars. That’s what he’s looking at: a million fucking dollars.

He’d wanted to shout out to someone, ‘I’ve found a stone that means I’ll never have to work again!’ But he’d been alone, deep in the cut, the sun ferocious, the air still. The walls of rock and clay climbing high above his head, a hawk turning lazy circles in the sky above, perhaps attracted by the bright colours of the opal he’d uncovered.

His mind was racing to match his heartbeat: he’d already cut the stone, seen the buyers lining up, spent the money. A second later, other implications came to him. This was a find that could attract envy and greed and potentially violence. An opal this size, a gem like this, could turn anyone to covetousness – it was the kind of stone people would kill for. Vero couldn’t know, she’d only take half of it when they divorced; he hadn’t even told Karen, he’s not sure why. Told himself it was best to keep it on the quiet.

But when Blair had announced that he’d had enough, was quitting for the season, Mark had decided to confide in him. Had asked Blair to take the stone with him. To keep it for a few weeks until he could get Vero on a plane home and come and collect it. He’d trusted the bloke. Blair’s the quiet sort and he’d thought of him as honest. He’d promised Blair a cut if he kept his mouth shut and helped him out. Blair had been more than happy, even a small cut of a million bucks enough to set him up.

But, somehow, the news has leaked out. First the camp was turned over, reinforcing his desire to get the stone out of here and far away. When Blair was insistent that it had nothing to do with him, he thought it might have been chance timing, the Charles brothers trying their luck while he wasn’t around. But now Wilson knows about it – even Vero’s heard rumours and is getting suspicious. And Stewie Charles is upping the aggro, trying to scare him into giving them more dough, spreading stories that he found it on their claim, that he didn’t pay them enough, has stolen it from them.

All of it can only mean that Blair has opened his big trap. Been big-noting himself or worse, getting greedy, getting envious, trying to take more than the share he’s been promised. It proves what his dad and grandad always said: You can’t trust anyone around opals.

The gloom that he hasn’t been able to shake returns. The highlight of his career, of his life, and not one person he trusts enough to celebrate with. Everyone out to backstab, to steal from him.

At the thought, the sigh he’s been holding finally slides out of him. Karen shifts at the sound, turns to face the window, pushes her back against his torso, wraps her legs around his. He should go, collect the opal from Blair, get out of here before Todd comes home and he has to leg it out the back door like a guilty teenager. He’s lying on the side of the bed closest to the door; he could easily slip out and leave without waking Karen. But he’s exhausted from a long week, and the beers he had at the pub – drinking to make the night go faster – are making him sleepy. The bed is comfortable, and Karen is warm beside him. He turns towards her, pulls her close, puts his arm around her, closes his eyes. Just five more minutes, he thinks.

He wakes with a start sometime later. He’s not sure how long he’s been sleeping but the room is pitch-dark. Karen must have switched off the bedside lamp. And something is wrong, he can feel it. He’s about to move, to turn on the light, when he hears a terrible thwack and Karen makes an unnatural gurgling sound. He flings his arm out, touching the base of the bedside lamp to switch it on. It casts a murky pool of light across the bed. He doesn’t have time to think, to even properly register the shape of a person, dressed all in black, standing at his side of the bed, arm raised. He catches the light glittering on the blade of a hatchet as it descends, instinctively puts his arm up to block it. It plunges into his forearm, the pain instant and overwhelming, and he falls back in shock, screaming with pain. The hatchet comes down again. It’s the last thing he ever sees, his mind too confused for any clear thought, just terror and pain as the hatchet crashes into his head, a blow struck with such force that his skull splits like a ripe melon.
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Chapter 1

AFP HQ, Canberra

Two days earlier: Friday

DS Lucas Walker is sitting at his desk in the organised crime unit at AFP headquarters in Canberra when the email alert pings on his desktop. It’s June, early winter, the last light of what has been a miserable day fading to gloomy grey. Rain is lashing the windows of the building; the sky is low and dark. The weather matches his mood. He’s feeling restless and more than a bit frustrated. Since his cover was blown on his last case, his boss, DCI Dan Rutherford, won’t risk putting him back out on the street. Not now that Walker’s ID is in the hands of the Vandals motorcycle gang and, presumably, a host of other villains too. He’s still part of the team, but desk-based, using his hard-won intel on the Vandals to help prosecute its members and put a stop to the gang’s drug importation business. The problem is, Walker knows he isn’t cut out for office work. His real skills lie in being on the ground, undercover, running investigations. He’d requested to join a new unit, one specialising in domestic extremists. He’d begun researching his new subject, learning about the networks of conspiracy theorists, religious hardliners and Freedom Movement groups, born of various ideological and religious influences but holding in common a preoccupation with an imminent apocalypse and a hatred of society and its authorities. These beliefs are starting to lead to violence, as the recent ambush-style killing of two young uniformed cops, along with a civilian bystander, by three Freedom Movement adherents living on a remote Queensland property has shown. Walker had been looking forward to working on something new, itching to get away from his desk and back on the ground, but Rutherford was having none of it. He’d given Walker a flat-out ‘no’, not willing to reduce the team’s resources, at least not until the Markovich case is sewn up.

The email alert pings again and Walker clicks to open the message. He doesn’t recognise the sender’s name – Carlos Aguilar – but the subject line, Stefan Markovich, gets him interested. It’s not just Rutherford that wants Markovich in custody. Walker, too, has unfinished business with the bikie, an old nemesis. It’s only a few months since Markovich put a bounty on Walker’s head, almost succeeding in having him killed. As a result, Aaron Adams and Nick Mitchell, two of Markovich’s key lieutenants, are in custody, awaiting trial. Mitchell has turned government witness and offered valuable insights into the organisation and its allies, but Markovich himself has disappeared, fled the country, and in the last few months they’ve been unable to trace him. And with Markovich on the run, they’re nowhere near breaking the Vandals or, more importantly, identifying the people behind the financing of the club’s drug operations. Walker knows that in order to rid the streets of the lethal fentanyl and other drugs the Vandals supply, they need Markovich in custody. With Markovich still out there, there’s every chance the gang can and will rebuild.

He opens the message, scans it, his heart quickening.

‘Finally!’ he says out loud.

‘What’s got you so excited?’ asks DS Sophie Bragg, poking her head over the pale-blue desk divider that separates her workspace from his.

‘Stefan Markovich. I think we’ve finally found him.’ As always, Walker feels his throat constrict at the bikie’s name. He can’t separate his rage from his fear when it comes to Markovich. ‘One of our undercover guys heard a rumour on the street that he’d gone to South America. I put some call-outs through the international teams and a guy in Guayaquil, in Ecuador, thinks he might have someone that fits the bill.’

‘Ecuador …?’

‘Long way from home, right? But this cop’ – he pauses, looks again at the email he’s received – ‘a Major Carlos Aguilar, focuses on cases involving organised transnational crime and he says there’s a new player in town, working with the Serbian mafia. An Australian going by the name of Milan Pejovic, who Aguilar thinks might be Markovich. Hang on, he’s sent me a surveillance image of Pejovic …’

He pulls up the picture. The image is grainy, fuzzy, pixelated, but Walker’s shiver of recognition is instant. The details of Markovich’s features, his huge build, his tattoos, all permanently imprinted on his memory.

‘It’s Markovich alright,’ he says.

‘Yes! Nice one,’ says Sophie.

He reads the rest of the email. Background on the entrenchment of the Serbian mafia in Ecuador, surveillance of Jocić, the gang’s bigwig, and the arrival of Markovich aka Pejovic as a new enforcer. ‘According to Aguilar, the Serbian mafia is almost untouchable in Ecuador because they have family ties with one of the main Mexican cartels,’ he says. ‘The Mexicans run cocaine from there to the US. The Serbs handle the European distribution. Guayaquil’s a port city, the country’s biggest, and they haven’t got much in the way of border or port security so it’s become a regional hub for drug distribution.’

‘I remember reading about it – crazy violence, a state of emergency,’ says Sophie. ‘Wasn’t that where they had that attack on a TV station?’

‘Yeah, that’s right.’ Walker thinks back on what he knows about Ecuador. Sandwiched between Colombia and Peru, two big cocaine-producing countries; systemic corruption, a prison system more or less the domain of local gangs, and embedded international organised crime, particularly in Guayaquil, leading to a huge escalation of violence around the country. ‘It’s pretty much a narco state,’ he says.

‘Sounds like Markovich’s kind of place.’ Sophie’s voice is grim. ‘Right, what next. Do we have extradition treaties with Ecuador?’

‘Yeah, but we’ll need to work with Aguilar. He needs to get Markovich into custody. According to his email it won’t be easy – he says corruption is endemic, even in his own department, and if Markovich gets wind of it we’ll lose him.’

‘You have to run this past Rutherford,’ says Sophie. ‘He has to sign off on how we move forward.’

She’s right. Walker looks at the time on his screen: 17.05. And it’s Friday, the end of the week, and with spectacularly bad timing he’s away next week. His half-sister Grace is over from Boston to visit him. She’s been in Sydney for a few days, partying with friends and getting over her jet lag, but he’s picking her up at Canberra Airport in a couple of hours and they’ll be driving the 1,100 kilometres to Caloodie tomorrow. They’re due to spend a week up there. He wonders how Grace would feel if he cancelled their plans. If they spent the weekend together, then he came back to work on Monday. He considers the idea, reluctantly discards it. She’s come all this way to see him, to meet his side of the family, and is beyond excited about this trip. She’s never met Michelle or Blair. He can’t cancel. Since his grandma died, a passing that he missed because of work, he’s promised himself that he won’t always prioritise the job over everything else. That he’ll make time for the people he loves. Time to make true on that. Much as he wants to be the one who brings Markovich in, this is a team effort and Sophie is more than capable of leading the search while he’s away.

‘I’m on holiday next week,’ he reminds her. ‘Will you be OK to run with this while I’m off?’

‘Yeah, of course,’ she says. He sees the light of ambition come into her eyes. He and Sophie are the same rank, but he’s been a part of the team for longer, has nominal seniority. She’s probably looking forward to his being away. It’ll give her more influence, more access to Rutherford. He understands – he’d probably have felt the same in her place.

‘We should brief Rutherford together, then,’ he says.

She looks across the room. They can see the DCI standing in the meeting room, studying the Vandals org chart, the arrests that have been made and those still outstanding. ‘Looks like he’s available now,’ she says.

As they head over, Walker says, ‘You’ll keep me in the loop, yeah, while I’m away? Let me know what’s going on? I want to be part of it when they pull him in.’

‘Of course,’ she says. ‘I’ll make sure of it.’
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Chapter 2

Saturday, 9 a.m.

Grace has pushed the passenger seat of the ute back as far as she can, stretching her legs out. Lucas is driving; Ginger, on the back seat, panting doggy breaths into Grace’s right ear. She’s so happy to be here, in this foreign place with her older brother, enjoying an Australian winter that feels more like a Boston summer. She’s glad she made the decision to come. She needs this break from Boston and from her mom hassling her about making choices for grad school. Needs time away from decisions about next year and the rest of her life. The options are so overwhelming that taking this vacation on the other side of the world and extending it maybe forever is very appealing. The road spooling ahead of them, the wide horizons, nowhere to be, no applications to fill in, no job to go to … She feels more relaxed than she’s done for months.

‘Mom’s on my back about grad school,’ she tells Lucas, enjoying how distant that all feels right now. ‘I don’t know what I should choose. She’s all for me doing applied math but it’s not really my thing. I want to do something more impactful. Environmental studies or something like that …’

He’s watching the road, thinks about it before he answers. ‘I did applied maths,’ he says. ‘Mum was pretty happy about it and it got me my first job as an analyst in the AFP. But I reckon you don’t have to decide yet. Why not take a year out, see how you feel afterwards?’

Grace relishes the thought of some time out but knows it will be a battle to convince her mother, who thinks academic achievement is more important than any other. Her father, Richard, Lucas’s stepfather, is also a mathematics professor but he has more balance to his life. He loves sailing, dancing. ‘I might enlist Dad’s help,’ she says. ‘Remember how he signed me up for karate a few years ago? Well, I got my black belt this year.’

Walker looks over at her. She can tell he’s surprised – she’s slim, and not that tall either; both her mom and dad are slight. Lucas gets his height and broad shoulders from his dad’s side of the family. She laughs. ‘Can’t you just see me on a karate mat, throwing down the big guys?’

‘I reckon I can.’ He laughs. ‘Good job, sis!’ After a pause he asks, ‘Does your dad do karate too, then? I wouldn’t have picked Richard for the type …’

‘Oh, no, not Dad. But he thinks it’s good for girls to feel confident in their strength. He encouraged me to start and then I was kind of a natural. You don’t have to be a big strong guy – in fact sometimes it helps if you’re not.’

‘When I was living in Boston during high school your dad tried to convince me to learn to dance,’ says Lucas. ‘He said all women love a man who can dance, but I never took to it. We ended up going sailing together instead.’

‘That sounds about right,’ says Grace. ‘Dad’s a really good dancer, better than Mom. He’s learning ballroom dancing now.’

This time Lucas laughs out loud. ‘Richard is such a good bloke,’ he says. ‘I’ve always liked him. He’s the reason I survived when I first went to Boston, before you were born. I didn’t want to be there, but he made me feel like I belonged, like I was family.’

By midday, the sky above is an inverted bowl of deep vivid blue. Grace has never seen so much sky. It hangs above them in every direction, flowing down to a horizon so wide it seems endless. The sun is warm through the passenger-side window, mirages of heat shimmering on the road ahead. They’ve been underway for seven hours, having climbed into the ute – a new addition to her vocab, one of many she’s picking up from Lucas – in the dark of a bitter winter morning in Canberra. The air frosty, the windscreen icy, and the sky first dark and then grey, no visible sunrise. When Lucas had said, ‘We’ll get going early, beat the heat of the day’, she’d laughed, heat being one thing sorely lacking on a June morning in Canberra.

They’ve driven north-west, through green fields, woods and farmland, and slowly, almost imperceptibly, found themselves in the great Australian outback. The sky opening up above them, pale grasslands shimmering in the sun, occasional farmhouses surrounded by trees: tiny verdant islands marooned in an ocean of grain fields. They stop for lunch in a small town with tall concrete grain silos standing sentry at its edge, a main street with a little wooden church, a general store with a shaded veranda and a couple of businesses – saddlers and farm equipment suppliers. It’s a typical country town, she thinks. It looks a little different, but the vibe is like the towns you find in the Midwest back home. Lucas finds the bakery, which serves coffee and food she doesn’t see at home: meat pies, a savoury pastry with meat inside called a sausage roll, and sweet buns with pink icing. The other patrons, farmers wearing shorts and work boots and cowboy hats, nod and say ‘G’day’ as if they know them. She tries a g’day herself but it sounds wrong in her mouth so she sticks with hi.

In the afternoon, the country around them gets drier and the earth gets redder, with shades ranging from russet to deep wine. She falls asleep, the endless straight road soporific, only waking when the ute’s wheels hit the gravel verge – Lucas pulling to the left to let one of the huge trucks – road trains, he calls them – pass the other way. Four long carriages sway as it speeds by, huge wheels kicking up stones and gravel that bounce off the bonnet. They cross a wide mud-coloured river. The road gets slimmer, barely enough room for two cars to pass, and bumpy and uneven with deep potholes. Lucas pulls over at a rest stop – a gravel square on the edge of the road with a basic bathroom and a metal picnic table under a big tree. They get out of the car, Lucas taking a long drink of water, Ginger stretching a downward dog and sniffing around the base of the table, while she uses the bathroom to change out of her jeans into shorts. It’s 3 p.m. The heat has a physical presence, the sun bright with a burning edge. It’s difficult to believe it’s winter, impossible to imagine how hot it might be in summer. It’s quiet, everything resting in the heat of the day, and there’s a sharp menthol scent on the air that Lucas says comes from the eucalypt trees. Shortly afterwards, back in the car, snacking on a share-pack of Cherry Ripe – a dark chocolate, cherry and coconut candy that Lucas says is his favourite – she sees the first signpost for Caloodie, 197 kilometres ahead.

‘Caloodie!’ she says, pointing it out, and Walker laughs.

‘Yep, almost home.’

The landscape changes again. Nothing familiar, nothing resembling the wheat plains of the Midwest now. The earth here is a burnt red colour and the trees that line the highway are black-barked with silvery-green foliage. Birds of prey turn lazy circles in the sky above and occasional flocks of grey-and-pink parrots rise from the grassy verges as they pass. With Caloodie almost in sight, she notices something in her older brother unwinding. As the vistas get bigger and the sky gets bluer and the roads get straighter and emptier, Lucas’s shoulders relax, his Aussie accent broadens, the lines around his eyes and forehead smooth away, and his smile, always ready, comes even easier. He’s heading home. Home to Caloodie, the town she’s heard so much about, the town she’s envied for the place it holds in her brother’s heart. Home to his family, the cousins and aunts that she’s never met but who are as much a part of him, perhaps even more, than she and their mother are.

As he pulls off the highway and drives into Caloodie proper, Walker feels the familiar sense of calm that coming home always gives him. He’s tired – the drive took almost thirteen hours because he made more stops than usual to give Grace a chance to see a bit of the country, and Ginger a break from sitting in the ute. The town is lit by the setting sun, buildings and trees casting long shadows onto the quiet streets. Grandma’s house, now his aunt Michelle’s, looks the same as always but his heart feels heavy as he parks on the street outside. Grandma isn’t here to hug, to make him laugh, to welcome him home.

But as he opens the car door and sees Michelle striding along the balcony, the pain subsides a little. Caloodie is still home, his family is still here, and Grandma is still with them, alive in their hearts. Ginger pushes her way out of the car as soon as the door opens, bounds over to Michelle, barking and ecstatic, her tail going so fast it’s a blur.

Michelle says, ‘Hello, Lucas, love, welcome home’, and holds him close. She’s inherited Grandma’s hugging skills. When he introduces Grace, Michelle steps over and hugs her in exactly the same way. ‘I can’t believe we’re finally meeting you after all these years,’ says Michelle, pulling back a little and looking at Grace. ‘Lucas talks about you so much that I feel like I know you. Look at you, you’re so beautiful! You take after your mum – I can really see your mum in you.’

Walker looks at his beaming sister, sees her through Michelle’s eyes. With her slim frame, denim shorts and fitted t-shirt, her dark hair tied back in a ponytail, Grace is a mix of sporty and feminine. She was always a cute, goofy kid, but now she’s growing up she’s more graceful and, if not assured, more confident too. He doesn’t see much of his mum in her: Grace is less complicated and cerebral, more direct and outgoing. But then he didn’t know his mum when she was as young as Grace is now.

The screen door opens with a bang and a small person runs along the veranda and throws themselves into his arms. Ruby, his cousin Blair’s youngest daughter, almost ten years old but still young enough to want a spin in the air and a hug from her favourite uncle. Zoe, her older sister, stays standing at the screen door. She’s fourteen, getting shy with adolescence. He gives her a hug then introduces her to Grace and smiles to himself at the way Zoe looks at Grace, open admiration filling her eyes at her twenty-one-year-old cousin’s sophistication.

‘Where’s your dad, then?’ he asks. After Grandma, it’s Blair he always misses the most when he’s away. More like brothers than cousins, they’re less than a year apart in age and grew up together. He’s been looking forward to having a coldie and a laugh with him.

‘He’s away. He’s mining opals,’ says Ruby, still holding his hand.

Surprised, Walker looks at Michelle, notices a shadow pass across her face. He lets Ruby walk ahead and go inside with Zoe and Grace, then turns to Michelle.

‘Blair’s alright, is he?’ he asks. ‘What’s he doing mining opals?’

Michelle sighs. ‘Him and Tracy needed the money. The tourism business is a bit slower than they’d hoped and you can make a decent bob out there. But I don’t think it’s worked out. He called a couple of weeks ago and said he wants out, but he can’t get home. He left the car here for Tracy and the girls and he can’t find a lift back. He wanted Tracy to come collect him, but she can’t get the days off work.’

‘Where is he, then?’ he asks. ‘How far is it?’

‘Oh, not far. Maybe four hundred kilometres, something like that. Kanpara – it’s out west, past Wulina.’

‘Righto,’ Walker says, decision made instantly. ‘I’ll go and collect him. If I drive up tomorrow, we’ll be home on Monday.’ He’s tired from today’s long drive but knows Blair would do the same for him in a heartbeat. And it’s not like Blair to be a quitter, or to ask for help. If he wants to get out, he must have good reason.
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Chapter 3

Sunday, 12 p.m.

The drive to Kanpara takes longer than Walker expects. The road is bad from the get-go – a single lane of bitumen, no markings, just one car-width of tar with gravel verges on each side. Then the bitumen turns from black to pale orange, as if the road crew had run out of tar and begun mixing it with the fine red dust that blankets the ground, and shortly after a signpost saying Kanpara 297km the bitumen peters out completely and they’re on a gravel track that hasn’t been levelled for a long while, juddering over deep ruts and corrugations, a plume of red dust and tiny stones spitting into the air behind them. The earth gets progressively redder, changing from iron red to an almost fluorescent orange as they head west, the trees spindlier and shorter until there’s only a few thirsty-looking shrubs dotted across the dusty plains.

Leaving Grace in Caloodie had proved impossible. ‘It’ll be tiring and boring, a long drive up, just a quick overnight and a long drive back,’ he’d said, but she’d been insistent on coming with.

‘I don’t mind,’ she’d said, a stubborn set to her mouth that he remembered from when she was a toddler, and that had made him smile. ‘I’m here to see you. I don’t care if we’re driving or whatever, I want to hang out with you.’

So he’d given in as he always did with Grace and brought Ginger along too. Ginger’s been sleeping on the back seat but, as they approach Kanpara, the juddering of the gravel finally replaced by a stretch of bitumen, she stands and pushes her head over his shoulder. He cranks the window down a notch and she sticks her nose out, sniffing this new air. It’s almost noon when they cross a bridge spanning a sluggish muddy river and arrive in the town.

Kanpara is tiny, much smaller than Caloodie, and unprepossessing at first glance. They drive along the main street, the continuation of the highway west, passing the post office, a shop with an Opal for Sale sign that looks shut down, a big tin shed with Rural Fire Service written above the door, a dusty rugby pitch – all gravel, no grass – and then they’re through the town and out the other side, heading west. Another low bridge lies just ahead – the town must sit in the curve of the river – and the highway stretches beyond that into the far distance. He slows, chucks a U-ey and drives back, past the only modern looking building in town – a roadhouse, opposite the rugby pitch, then a little park – the grass yellow and dry. After that, a small bungalow with Queensland Police signage and then, almost back at the first bridge, the pub, fronted by a dusty car park and a wide veranda. He pulls up in the car park and chucks another U-ey.

He’d seen two side streets coming off the left as they’d driven through, one before the post office, the other just after the fire service shed. ‘Blair’s place must be on one of those two side streets,’ he says to Grace, and sure enough the first street, almost opposite the pub, is Albert Road, Blair’s address. He turns and immediately they’re off the bitumen again, on graded gravel, no people or other vehicles in sight. There are houses on either side of the street, set wide apart on huge blocks. A couple have sprinklers on, the grass almost green, fences lined with pink bougainvillea, flowering wattles and acacia trees. But most, including the place where Blair is staying, which is halfway along, look uncared-for and unkempt. Low, cheaply made bungalows with carports to the side, dusty driveways and gardens that are nothing more than patches of long dry grass and spinifex bounded by sagging chicken-wire fences.

They pull up in front of number 3 and get out, Grace stretching her arms above her head and bending from side to side. Walker, relieved to be out of the driver’s seat – his bad leg, still not fully recovered from the bullet it took last year, is aching and stiff from the two days’ driving – enjoys the warmth of the sun on the back of his neck, calls Ginger to heel.

‘Cuz!’ Blair is standing on the veranda, beaming. ‘Bloody great to see you.’

Walker goes over and they hug, Ginger nudging her way in between them. Walker feels a smile come to his face. It’s been too long, many months, since he’s seen Blair.

‘This is Grace,’ Walker says, pulling Grace forward, introducing her, noticing Blair’s smile falter for an almost imperceptible second before it lights up again.

‘Well, whaddaya know, after all these years, finally I get to meet my youngest cuz. I can see you got the looks of the family,’ he says, laughing. ‘Come in, come in, how was the drive? Are you thirsty? You want a tea or a bevvie?’

The inside of the house is gloomy and uninviting. The front door leads directly into an open-plan living room and tiny kitchen and there are three rooms running off the hall ahead.

‘Tea’d be good,’ says Walker, and Grace nods in assent. Walker goes to use the bathroom at the end of the corridor, passing the three bedrooms. Two are messy with unmade beds, clothes thrown over the back of a chair in one, hanging out of the wardrobe in the other. The third, Blair’s by the look, is tidy. His bed made, overnight bags on the floor, packed and waiting. When Walker gets back, Grace is perched on the sofa, a fake leather thing that faces a big TV, looking a bit uncomfortable. Blair is standing in the little kitchen, pulling milk from the fridge, the kettle boiling noisily.

‘Who you living with here, then?’ asks Walker.

‘There’s two other blokes working for Telstra that stay here,’ says Blair. ‘They’re working somewhere else this week, won’t be back until Wednesday, so I thought you could sleep here. But I reckon, seeing as Grace is with you, it’s probably better if you stay at the pub. They’ve got tourist cabins that are pretty comfy.’

‘Can I use the restroom?’ asks Grace.

Blair looks slightly baffled. ‘The toilet,’ clarifies Walker.

‘Ahh, the dunny. Why didn’t you say so.’ Blair is laughing again. Then he looks concerned. ‘Not sure how clean it is. Maybe we should go over to the pub. You can get settled in and we can have lunch and a beer.’

Walker and Blair are sitting in companionable silence, drinking their beers while they wait for their steak sandwiches and chips. He and Grace have checked into one of three little self-contained tourist cabins situated a short walk behind the pub. Walker hadn’t had high hopes, but it’s surprisingly modern, with a living area and sparkling-clean kitchen, two bedrooms with comfy-looking beds and a gleaming bathroom. It’s a definite step up from Blair’s place and when she’d heard there was Wi-Fi, Grace decided to take a rest. ‘I’ll take a shower and check my phone and then I’ll come over for lunch in a while,’ she’d said. They’d left her lying on the bed, phone in hand, distant look in her eyes.

The publican, a heavily built woman in her mid-thirties wearing jeans, a black Jack Daniel’s t-shirt and battered Blundstone boots, has delivered two schooners, the glasses icy from the fridge, the beer so cold it hurts your teeth. Walker takes a long drink. After two days on the road, the beer is welcome.

The bar is empty, only the two of them perched on their stools, Ginger resting at their feet and the publican messing about on her phone at the other end of the long wooden bar. It’s not a bad little pub, thinks Walker. The main room is a long rectangle, with the bar running most of the length and two doors opening onto the veranda out front. At the right there’s a small dining area with a handful of tables. A bunch of cowboy hats, used and worn, have been hung high on the wall behind the bar and two big frames filled with pictures of locals partying and celebrating take up the space between the two doors. A blackboard advertises meal specials – Walker has his eye on the sixteen-ounce rump with Diane sauce and chips for dinner – and another has a list of shots, with names like Wet Dreams, Orgy and the Squashed Frog, that he’s doubtful he’ll be sampling.

He takes another long drink of his beer and turns to Blair. ‘What brought you out this way? I thought the business was doing OK?’

‘Nah, well, it’s getting going slowly but last winter we didn’t make enough and summer is always dead. Things got a bit tight. A friend of mine was up this way for a few years, doing some mining, said there was good money in it. He put me in touch with the bloke I work with, Mark Bailey. We’re sort of partners. He pays me a wage, but I get a cut of what we find too. Not that we’ve been finding much …’

‘So what’s happened, then?’ he asks. ‘Why are you so keen to get home?’

Blair sighs and glances down. ‘It’s Mark.’ He pauses. ‘He’s a nightmare. Changeable as the bloody weather. Good as gold one day, moody miserable bugger the next. Him and his missus are falling out and I’m caught between them half the time. I was gonna stick it out till the end of the season but the last couple of weeks it’s gotten crazy. A rumour started that Mark found a massive opal and someone went through our camp while we were in town, made a real mess of it. First Mark accused me. He went ballistic, said I was trying to rob him. That’s when I knew I was done. Can’t work for someone who doesn’t trust ya. I told him to fuck off, walked out. He came and apologised afterwards but I’ve had enough. Apparently he was in here too, same day, accusing other miners of stealing from him. There was a huge blue and now the whole town thinks Mark has a million-buck opal stashed somewhere.’

He takes a drink of his beer, Walker silently commiserating. A suspicious partner wouldn’t suit Blair – he’s honest and up-front and doesn’t play games.

Blair puts his glass down. ‘To be honest, I was ready to go anyway. This town is fucked up. There’s hardly no one lives here but everyone talks about everyone else, and half the town won’t sit with the other half for a drink. If there’s something happening, the country races or whatnot, there’s some welcome and others who aren’t. Most of ’em hate the miners, wouldn’t piss on them if they were on fire. The miners don’t do themselves any favours. Half of ’em are dodgy, the others are mad as cut snakes and worse with a drink on them. I’ll be bloody happy when we’re back in Caloodie.’

On the back of this long speech, the most words Walker has heard his cousin say in a very long time, Blair picks up his beer and empties it. He’s hardly set it down when the publican walks over and picks it up. ‘Having another, Blair?’ she asks.

‘Yeah, go on, then,’ he says. ‘This is my cousin Lucas; Lucas, this is Susie Smith.’

Walker reaches over the bar and shakes Susie’s hand. Her hair is cut short and spiky, which, when combined with her outfit, gives her an androgynous look.

‘Susie runs the pub and she knows everyone and everything there is to know about Kanpara,’ says Blair.

Susie laughs. ‘Not that that’s saying much since there’s only about a hundred and fifty of us here and nothing happening ninety-nine per cent of the time. You staying long?’ she asks Walker.

‘Nah, just overnight. We’re giving Blair a lift home.’

‘You’re leaving, Blair?’ Susie looks surprised. ‘Doesn’t Mark need you anymore?’

‘Ah, well …’ Blair prevaricates. ‘He hasn’t had the easiest year, hasn’t been finding any colour. He’s fed up and I think he’ll be closing the camp early, heading back to Sydney pretty soon …’

‘Is that right. What about that million-dollar opal everyone’s talking about?’

‘I don’t know nothing about that,’ says Blair. ‘Reckon it’s a bit of bullshit.’

She brings them their fresh beers and leaves them to it, picking up her phone again and typing quickly. She’s as bad as Grace, Walker thinks to himself, can’t leave the phone alone for five minutes.

‘I didn’t know you’d be bringing Grace,’ says Blair, as if reading his mind.

‘I didn’t want to,’ he says, ‘but she was dead set. Couldn’t talk her out of it.’

‘Well, I suppose it’s only for one night …’ Blair’s voice trails off. ‘We’ll all be better off when we get away from this place.’
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Chapter 4

6 p.m.

The pub is busy when Grace arrives for dinner with Lucas. A group of older men, wearing faded jeans and boots and with their cowboy hats on the bar in front of them, are standing near the door. They nod, small inclinations of their heads, as she and Lucas walk in, their eyes curious, assessing strangers. Two younger men are standing at the far left of the bar. One – short, lean, lots of tatts but not good ones, more homemade style – looks her up and down in a way that makes her feel uncomfortable. But the guy beside him is cute in a rugged way, with a nice smile, dark hair to his shoulders, a lick of it falling over his eyes, jeans that fit him well and strong arms visible under a tight black t-shirt.

Lucas turns the other way, towards a little dining area. The five tables are empty apart from a couple – a woman, mid-thirties probably, and a guy a bit older – sitting on the far right. She’s a bottle blonde, you can see the beginnings of her roots coming through, and is dressed up, wearing tight jeans, a low-cut figure-hugging white top and lots of jewellery, including a big diamond ring and a necklace with a colourful stone set in silver. Her partner is in none-too-clean work shorts and a crumpled-looking shirt, his hair dusty and standing up all over the place. They make an odd couple and they’re not talking. She’s looking at her phone; he’s staring into his beer.

‘You grab a table,’ says Lucas, passing her Ginger’s leash. ‘What do you want to drink?’

‘A bottle of Corona, please,’ she says, ‘with a wedge of lime.’ Lucas raises an eyebrow but doesn’t say anything. To be honest she doesn’t drink much, and she probably should have ordered a Coke. She’s only just old enough to drink back home – she turned twenty-one in April – and she never really knows what to choose. But she’d gone to Miami with Ashley last year and they’d had Coronas – Ashley’s parents are kinda boho and hadn’t minded them drinking a beer underage – so it’s the first thing that comes to mind now.

Lucas goes up to order and she chooses a table that puts her within eyeline of the guy at the opposite end of the bar. She’s happy she decided to leave her hair out, it’s hanging long and glossy beyond her shoulders, and that she brought one top with her that’s a bit cuter than a t-shirt – cream-coloured and cut off at one shoulder. It shows her tan off well. The vacation is turning out alright. She hadn’t liked Kanpara when they’d arrived. You can’t really call it a town: a couple of deserted streets, houses that look half-abandoned, no stores. It’s more like the set of an old western movie, with the bar at the heart of the wide-open main street. And it has the same vibe, slightly menacing. But she’s happy she’s with Lucas; he’s got the protective big-brother thing down pat, she thinks with a smile. The little cabin they’re sleeping in is cute, it even has Wi-Fi, and now that they’re set up somewhere comfortable for the night, the bar is busy and there’s even a hot guy, she’s buzzing with the adventure she’s having. She’s already posted a few videos on TikTok and she’ll have so many stories to tell everyone when she gets home.

The heat of the day has passed. The sun was slowly setting, a ball of orange on the horizon, as she and Lucas walked up to the pub just now, the trees around them filled with a flock of little green parrots that flash orange and yellow breasts when they fly, and bigger birds, white with bright yellow crests, squawking and shrieking. The streets were so still and quiet, the only sound the exotic hoots and calls of the birds, that she was pleasantly surprised by the number of cars parked outside the bar and to find other people inside.

The place is totally different from anywhere in Boston. It’s rustic, she decides, snapping a few discreet shots on her phone of the old-timers and, behind them, through the open doors, the last light of the sunset spilling across the empty highway. Definitely a western vibe, she thinks, mentally going through a playlist of the music she might use for the reel.

‘They don’t have Corona or lime,’ says Lucas, arriving back at the table with two big glasses of beer and a bottled beer. She feels a slight lilt of surprise – the lady behind the bar hadn’t even looked her way, let alone asked for ID. ‘I got you a XXXX Summer,’ he says, handing her the bottle. ‘Susie at the bar reckons it’s a light sort of beer. She’s got a slice of lemon if you want it?’

‘No, that’s great, thanks,’ she says, taking a picture of the drinks before she sips hers. With a pang of sadness, she remembers that Kaia had posted a ton of pictures of herself drinking cocktails when she’d been here earlier this year. The beer’s OK but not really to her taste. She decides she doesn’t like beer much, other than maybe a Corona on a sunny day by the water. She’ll ask for a Vodka Cruiser next time. She’d tried them at a bar in Sydney, vodka and fruit juice, sweet and not too boozy, easier to drink.

‘I was just thinking of Kaia,’ she tells Lucas, but then, as something dark and sad passes across his face, wishes she hadn’t. Kaia was a good friend and a lovely person, but she’d had her problems. Lucas had befriended her, tried to be there for her, but hadn’t been able to prevent her death, and she knows he feels responsible. It’s been a horrible few months for them all.

‘Do you miss her?’ he asks.

‘Yeah,’ she says. ‘I do. We all do. She was so fun and like, well, always laughing and so active, it’s still kinda hard to believe sometimes.’

‘I think of her a lot too,’ he says. ‘I wish I could have been there, saved her.’

‘It wasn’t your fault.’

‘I know. But still …’

At that moment Blair arrives, bringing a menu and a big smile with him and lifting the mood. He says ‘G’day’ to the couple at the next table and introduces them – Mark Bailey, his boss, and Mark’s wife, Vero. They smile and say hello but it’s kind of half-hearted and after a few awkward moments they turn back to their own conversation.

She grabs the menu. She skipped lunch and is hungry now. It’s one side of A4 and pretty simple – steaks, steak sandwich, burger, peppered calamari, barramundi – a local fish, according to Blair – and parmi, a chicken schnitzel, says Lucas, all served with chips and salad. They’re a million miles from the ocean so she skips the fish and calamari. Living in Boston has made her fussy about seafood and she’s pretty sure it won’t match up out here. A burger, she decides. That’s pretty standard everywhere.

They sit there and the bar gets first emptier as the old-timers leave, jamming their hats on as they go, and then busier again as more guys turn up. They stand at the bar, most of them in dusty work clothes, all of them keeping a fair distance from each other but seemingly acquainted because they chat in a low-key sort of way. Then two older couples arrive, and stand together at the bar, looking curiously at her and Lucas. She keeps an occasional eye on the good-looking dude too, gratified to see that he’s watching her as well.

Another guy turns up, orders a beer, looks around and spots the couple at the table beside them. In his mid-thirties, he’s dressed differently from the others, wearing flip-flops, not boots, and a vividly bright Hawaiian shirt stretched over a big stomach, his hair oiled back. He walks over to them, giving Grace a sleazy grin on the way past that she ignores.

‘Mark, how are ya? Vero, looking good as always,’ he says. Vero smiles back but Mark says nothing. Unperturbed and uninvited, Greasy Hair takes a seat at their table anyway. ‘So,’ he says, ‘I heard you found a big ’un, a monster, a million-dollar opal …’

‘Where’d you hear that?’ says Mark.

‘Ah, you know me, I got my sources.’ He touches the side of his nose and winks theatrically.

‘Well, your sources are wrong. I haven’t found nothing.’

‘Is that right? Look, I know you don’t like to talk about what you’re finding, like to keep things on the QT, but you know I’ll give you a fair price for anything you’ve got. If you’ve found a big one – well, I’m the only bloke out here who’s good for the money. You know that, Mark. You know you can trust me.’

Grace, who has heard the rule that anyone who says ‘You can trust me’ is basically untrustworthy, decides she doesn’t like the guy, his greasy hair, his fake smile.

‘Fuck off, Dean,’ says Mark, who obviously feels the same way. ‘Even if I had found something you’d be the last cunt I’d sell it to.’

The man stands, seemingly unbothered by the insults. ‘Well, if you change your mind, I’ll be in the shop. I’m staying in town for a couple of days,’ he says. As he passes their table, Grace avoids his eye, but he stops anyway. ‘It’s Blair, right?’ he says, proffering his hand to Blair. ‘I’m Dean Wilson, maybe you heard of me?’

Blair shakes his hand and says, ‘G’day’, but Grace can see he’s less than enthusiastic. She glances at the table beside them and sees Mark, Blair’s boss, watching and listening to the conversation.

‘Mind if I join you for a beer?’ says Dean, again not waiting for an answer as he grabs the chair between Blair and Grace. As he pulls it out, Ginger, roused from her doze under the table, lets out a long, low growl. The sound is so unusual, so unexpected, that Lucas, Blair and Grace all look down in shock. Grace has never heard Ginger sound even slightly menacing. Dean hesitates with his hand on the chair, then says, ‘No worries. I’ll leave youse to it,’ as Susie appears with their meals.

Lucas calls Ginger to his side, runs his hand under her chin. Ginger rests her head on his knees and Grace can feel the gentle swish of her tail against her feet. She notices Lucas doesn’t admonish Ginger, but his eyes follow Dean Wilson all the way back to the bar.

Susie sets their plates down and Grace is happy to see her meal is huge. She’s so hungry she dives right in and finds it totally delicious. A soft bun piled with salad, cheese, bacon and a beef patty that’s thick and homemade beside a pile of fat French fries. She clears her plate, sips the beer – decides it’s definitely not her thing – as Lucas and Blair tell stories about their childhoods in Caloodie.

‘Then Lucas decides he’s going to tame this huge goanna by hand-feeding it some of his steak,’ says Blair, laughing at the memory. ‘But he’s being stingy, he only offers it this tiny little piece, and the goanna decides it’s not enough and takes a bite out of the top of his middle finger as well. They’ve got razor-sharp teeth, he’s lucky he’s still got most of it. They stitched it up at the medical centre, bandaged it tight, he couldn’t bend it or wash it or nothing, and he spent the rest of the summer holidays giving everyone the finger.’

Lucas holds up his middle finger with a grin, showing her the two white scars, long slender teeth marks, that run down from beneath his nail.

‘Oh my god!’ she says, half horrified, half laughing.

She loves being a part of this other side of her family, so different from the Boston side, who are mostly academics. They’re nice too but they’re super-serious and not exactly in touch with real life. Her mom, a respected mathematician, is often lost in her own world and doesn’t play up her Australian roots. But this – Lucas and Blair laughing and making fun of each other, down-to-earth and real – this is her family too.

A bell rings at the bar and Susie, the woman who runs the place, shouts out, ‘Happy birthday, Vero, thirty-five today! Hip hip hooray!’

At the table beside them, Vero stands and takes a bow, as one of the guys at the bar calls, ‘Good on ya, love, happy birthday!’ and another shouts, ‘Drinks on Mark, is it?’

Vero laughs and says, ‘You bloody betcha!’ grabbing a wallet from the table and dancing out of reach of her husband’s hands, pulling a card out and giving it to Susie behind the bar. ‘This round is on us!’

The bar erupts in cheers and when Susie comes to clear their plates and ask them what they’d like, Grace asks for a Vodka Cruiser, relieved to be done with the beer. The free drinks seem to loosen some invisible social bond. The guys at the bar are standing in a group now, Vero moving among them getting birthday hugs and kisses. Mark comes over and says something in a low voice to Blair, who stands and says, ‘Back in a sec.’

Grace gets up to use the restroom and when she comes out she sees Lucas at the bar collecting their drinks. She goes back to the table to grab her bag. Vero is still at her table, looking at her phone. When Grace approaches, she looks up, startled, and pushes the phone away. She smiles at Grace. ‘Your boyfriend is a spunk,’ she says.

Grace must look confused because Vero adds: ‘I love a tall man, especially with those broad shoulders. Yum. Lucky you!’

She suddenly gets it and laughs. ‘No, eugh! That’s my brother. My older brother. He’s way too old to be my boyfriend.’

‘Well, that’s good news for the rest of us,’ says Vero. She glances around. ‘I don’t know where Mark is. Come on, let’s chat with the blokes, that’ll be more fun. You can introduce me to your spunky brother.’ She stands, grabs Grace’s hand and drags her, Grace half feigning reluctance, over to the bar.
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Chapter 5

8 p.m.

The pub is rowdy, the drinks flowing freely, and Walker reckons that Blair’s boss Mark is going to end up with a hell of a bill in the morning. He’s standing at the bar, drinking his beer, watching the crowd, waiting for Blair. Grace has her drink and has joined Vero, the two of them chatting and laughing together at the far end by the tables. He can see what Blair means about the town’s energy. There are two distinct camps in the bar and it’s obvious there’s not much love lost between them. A bloke in working gear, a tradie maybe, and two older couples are sitting at the tables casting disdainful glances at Dean Wilson and a group of rough-looking blokes gathered around him at the bar. Wilson is entertaining the others with some story, the group laughing and relaxed. He wonders if it’s Wilson the patrons don’t like, a point on which Ginger at least would agree, or if it’s the group as a whole that’s attracting attention.

He turns his attention to Mark and Blair, standing together outside. There isn’t much of a connection between the two of them either. Mark looks tense, aggressive maybe – he’s gesticulating with sharp, angry jabs of his hands as he speaks. Blair seems unfazed but Walker can tell his face is closed. As he watches, Blair turns and walks back inside, Mark following.

‘I’ll be round yours before you leave. Make sure you don’t go without seeing me first,’ says Mark to Blair. Blair nods but says nothing as he joins Walker at the bar and looks for Susie, gesturing for another beer.

‘Everything alright?’ asks Walker.

‘Yeah, it’s nothing,’ says Blair. ‘Just Mark being Mark.’

Walker is curious about what’s going on, but he’ll wait for his cousin to tell him, when or if he wants to. A shout of ribald laughter draws his attention back to the blokes clustered around Dean Wilson. Walker, who trusts Ginger’s instincts, asks Blair: ‘So who’s that Dean bloke?’

‘Opal buyer. Comes through during the season from time to time. He buys direct from the miners, takes the opal back to Winton for cutting and selling. That’s some of the miners he’s talking with.’

‘Bit of a lowlife, is he?’

‘I don’t know him that well. Mark doesn’t sell through him, he’s got his own cutters and buyers on the Gold Coast.’

Walker can see Mark is back, sitting alone at his table, on his phone, texting someone. He looks around for Grace, sees her chatting with Mark’s wife and a young bloke with longish hair. Mark’s wife reminds him of Aisha Odell, a cop friend of his. Aisha has the same attention-grabbing looks and outgoing, slightly brash style. He and Aisha met years ago at basic training and had a short fling. He’d been quite smitten, but Aisha had, rightly, decided they weren’t a good match and they’ve been mates ever since. He smiles as he thinks of her. Aisha, married with two kids, lives in Canberra now. He needs to arrange a catch-up with her sometime.

‘What’s Mark’s wife like?’ he asks Blair.

‘Vero? She’s a bit of a handful. Apparently she doesn’t usually come up for the mining season, they’ve got a place on the Gold Coast, but this year she decided she wanted to be here. Don’t reckon it’s going that well. Mark’s been sleeping in the caravan at the workshop most nights and they have some almighty blues. Mark says she’s always whingeing about how boring it is but that she won’t go home. Then again, he’s not an easy bloke to be with.’

‘They’re a bit of a mismatch, aren’t they,’ says Walker. Vero is glamorous, sexy; Mark dusty and crumpled, probably ten years older at least.

‘Yeah, you could say that,’ says Blair. ‘She’s pretty famous, actually. She was a pentathlete, Australian level, almost made the Olympic team in 2016. She came into Mark’s store on the Gold Coast to buy some jewellery, that’s how they met. He probably scrubs up a bit better down there.’

‘And who’s the bloke they’re with?’ asks Walker. Grace is laughing and flirting with the guy with the long hair. As he watches, she tosses her hair over her shoulder, looks up and smiles at him.

‘That’s Brett Charles. Him and his older brother Stewie.’ Blair nods in the direction of a lean bloke in his early thirties with shorn hair, prison tatts running up his neck, who is standing on the edge of the group talking to Dean Wilson. ‘The two of them mine the claim next to Mark’s. Brett’s alright – he came out here with Stewie to keep him out of trouble, not that that’s working out. If there’s a blue, Stewie’s either in it or started it. He’s been inside, done a brick, they reckon.’

A brick, ten years, is a hefty sentence. ‘What did he do? Kill someone?’

‘I dunno.’ Blair shakes his head. ‘He doesn’t talk about it, but being inside definitely messed with his head. He’s got a hair-trigger temper.’

Walker looks more closely at Stewie Charles. He’s small, wiry but strong, and has the alert, defensive stance of a bloke who’s ready for trouble. As he watches, Stewie turns to order another drink, swaying slightly, and Walker realises he’s very drunk. Walker lets his eyes wander across the group around Wilson. Big drinkers all of them, he reckons. Wilson has a huge beer gut and red cheeks. There’s an older bloke, sitting on a bar stool to his right, with a rum and Coke and the unfocused eyes of a man who’s been drinking hard for a good while. Another, with long greying hair held back in a straggly ponytail, is tall with a bullish stature, his chest and jaw thrust forward, big arms and broad hands that make the schooner he’s holding look small. He turns, laughing at something that Dean Wilson has said, and Walker sees that his right forearm sports a large tattoo of a V cleaved by an axe, the Vandals motorcycle club marque.

Walker feels his face get hot, his fists clench. Even here, far in the bush, the bikie gang has a presence. This is the first time since the attempt on his life that he’s come into contact, however tenuous, with a Vandals member who isn’t behind bars. His reaction, the anger real and visceral, sneaks up on him. He realises he hasn’t fully gotten over what happened at Surfers earlier this year, the layers of fear and rage running deeper than he likes to acknowledge.

‘Who’s the bloke with the bikie tatts?’ he asks.

‘That’s Warren Harris,’ says Blair. ‘He’s not a miner but he’s been up here a while …’

Walker nods. He’s heard enough. He picks up his glass, drains his beer and puts the empty on the bar with a thump. He wants Grace out of here – these blokes are trouble. ‘I think we’ll call it a night. Early start tomorrow.’

‘I’m with you, cuz,’ says Blair. ‘Let’s get out of here.’

As Walker waits for Blair to finish his beer, his eyes scan the crowd. He sees Mark stand, pocket his phone and head towards the door, pushing past Stewie Charles as he goes out. Walker doesn’t think there’s much in it but maybe Mark shoulders Stewie with a bit of force because Stewie’s beer spills, there’s a shouted ‘Fucking cunt’ and in a fluid movement Stewie throws a punch that connects hard with the side of Mark’s face. Mark grabs at his head, swearing, then turns and delivers a punch of his own, just missing Stewie’s face, the smaller man’s lightning reflexes getting him out of the way of harm with a quick shift of his head. A second later, the two of them are grappling, pushing and hitting each other. Walker searches instinctively for Grace, the fighting pair between him and her. He sees the anxiety on her face and moves towards her, pushing past the scuffle.

Which means he’s right there when the whole thing kicks off. Two blokes from the other group of locals who’d been sitting at the tables, the tradie and one of the older blokes, walk over and start arguing with Wilson and Harris, the Vandal bikie. More beer is spilt and a second melee erupts. Wilson backs away but the bikie wades in with relish, his big fists connecting hard. Walker keeps his eyes on Grace, shouldering his way towards her, ducking and weaving through the aggro. He sees Brett Charles herding Grace and Vero back towards their table, Ginger coming to stand beside Grace, hackles raised.

‘He’s got a fucken knife!’ someone shouts, and Walker turns to his left, taking his eyes off Grace for a moment. Stewie Charles is holding a blade, a flick-knife by the look, Mark Bailey trapped between him and the bar. Walker is standing behind Stewie, so he can’t see his face, can’t read his intentions, but there’s real fear in Bailey’s eyes.

‘You’re dead now, you thievin’ cunt,’ Stewie says to Bailey, raising his arm as if to plunge the blade into Mark’s neck.

‘Police!’ shouts Walker, instinct taking over. ‘Police! Break it up now!’

He’s holding his badge in his left hand, wading into the group, pushing people apart. ‘Police! Break it up!’

The bar gets quieter, men pulling away, shuffling to the side, dropping their fists, everyone looking at Walker. He hears someone murmur ‘You right, mate?’ off to his right. Only Stewie Charles hasn’t moved.

Walker’s vision narrows. All his attention is focused on Stewie Charles and Mark Bailey. He can see Stewie’s stiff back, his muscular arm holding the knife, tense and ready, a vein in his neck pulsing. ‘Drop the knife, mate,’ says Walker, voice loud in the quiet bar. ‘You don’t want to go back in the bin. Step away and drop the knife.’

He’s approaching slowly, wondering how he can disarm the man without injury to himself or others. If he gets a bit closer perhaps he can go for the knife arm, get him in an arm lock.

‘Put it away, mate,’ he says, voice lower. ‘Put it down, walk away, and we’ll leave it here.’

At that moment Brett Charles steps into his field of vision and in another quick step puts himself in front of Mark Bailey. Walker sees Stewie’s reflex, the instinct to stab caught at the very last second as, through the red mist of his rage, he recognises his brother. The two brothers stare at each other, then Stewie drops his arm, flicks the knife closed, pockets it.

‘You’re dead meat next time,’ he says, looking at Mark over Brett’s shoulder. He spits a thick gob of saliva at Mark’s feet, then turns and pushes past Walker and out of the pub, Brett close behind.

Around him the pub slowly comes back to life. Small groups form, low conversations starting. Walker sees Grace standing with Mark’s wife in the far corner, by the tables. An older couple and another woman are there too, vinegary looks of disapproval on their faces.

He walks over, puts his hand on Grace’s shoulder. ‘You alright?’ he says. ‘You OK?’

‘I’m OK,’ she says. ‘But what about you? I was so scared you were going to get hurt. I thought he was going to stab you.’

‘Don’t worry about me,’ he says. ‘All part of the job. Sure you’re good?’

‘Yeah, honestly. I’m fine. Brett told us to stand back, we weren’t near any of the fighting.’ She laughs. ‘Oh my god, what a crazy night.’

Mark’s wife, Walker forgets her name on the surge of adrenaline flooding through his body, reaches over and touches his arm, her hand lingering. ‘You’re a hero,’ she says. ‘You saved Mark’s life.’

‘Ah, yeah, nah, I didn’t do much – it just needed someone to de-escalate things,’ he says. ‘Glad no one got hurt.’ Then, turning to Grace, he says, ‘Let’s go? We’ve got an early start tomorrow …’

‘Oh no, you can’t go yet. Let us buy you a drink,’ says Vero, the name coming back to him. ‘I have to thank you for breaking up the fight, for taking care of Mark.’

‘Yeah, nah, you’re alright, thanks anyway,’ he says. He wants to get Grace out. He’s not convinced that Stewie Charles won’t come back or that another fight won’t break out. But when he looks around he sees the bar has virtually emptied out. Blair is waiting by the door, typing something on his phone, Mark Bailey nowhere to be seen. The bikie and Dean Wilson are both gone too, put off by the presence of the law perhaps. Only the bloke who’d been sitting at the far end of the group, the rum and Coke drinker, is still there, eyes glazed. He hadn’t been fighting, too drunk probably. The tradie and the older bloke who’d both waded in are walking back towards the tables, with slightly shamefaced looks.

‘Where’s Mark?’ asks Vero.

‘He left,’ says Susie, stacking empty glasses from the tables around them. ‘Guess he got a bit of a fright.’

Walker notices Vero’s lips tighten but she doesn’t say anything.

‘Left with my fucken missus, did he?’ says the bloke at the end of the bar. His eyes are out of focus; he’s very drunk.

‘Nah, Todd, Karen hasn’t been in tonight,’ says Susie.

The bloke seems mollified by that. ‘She’s a good woman, my Karen.’

Vero rolls her eyes and shakes her head. ‘You’re such a pisshead, Todd,’ she says. ‘Fuck it. I’m not going home, I’m having a few drinks. It’s my thirty-fifth birthday and I’m entitled to get shitfaced.’ Despite all the aggro of the night, Walker smiles inwardly. That’s a very Aisha thing to say, he thinks. She and Vero are definitely alike.

‘You still got Mark’s card back there?’ says Vero.

Susie nods.

‘Bloody marvellous. I’ll have a double vodka and tonic. What’re you having?’ she asks Walker.

‘Nah, I’m good,’ says Walker. ‘Reckon we’ll be off.’

‘What about you, Grace?’

Grace looks at Vero and then at him. Walker thinks Grace might fancy staying for another drink. He’ll wait with her if she does, who knows what kind of trouble might come back, but he’s relieved when she says, ‘Thanks, Vero, but we better go.’

‘Hope you don’t mind us leaving?’ he says quietly to Grace as she picks up her bag. ‘There might be more trouble and I think we’re better off out of it.’

‘Sure thing,’ she says, smiling. ‘I want to keep you safe!’

He laughs, and as they turn to go, one of the older women sitting in the small group at the table behind them says, ‘You really a cop?’

She’s one of the women who’d been looking askance at Dean Wilson and his friends all evening. Skinny, well into her sixties, thin-lipped, with brown leathery skin that speaks of decades in the sun, she’s wearing jeans and a blue-and-green checked shirt.

‘Yeah,’ says Walker. ‘DS Lucas Walker, Australian Federal Police.’

‘I’m Mrs Pidgeon,’ she says, then, turning to the man beside her, ‘and this is my husband, Mal.’ Mal is thin, balding, his jeans hanging loose on slim hips, and probably in his early sixties. ‘We got married late,’ says Mrs Pidgeon. ‘I spent thirty years test-driving every dickhead within five hundred miles and then I retired myself. I said, that’s it, it’s over, I’m putting my nightie on, I’m done. Then, at sixty-one, I met this hunk of a man and my life changed.’

Mal says nothing, just nods slowly, acknowledging the truth of the story. Walker, momentarily at a loss for words, can only nod too. In the silence that follows, the other older bloke in the group takes the opportunity to pipe up.

‘I’m Paul Campbell, I own the roadhouse. This is my wife, Nat, and this is Scott, our mechanic,’ he says. He’s in his late fifties and going to fat, his belly threatening to spill over his belt, but he’d been in among the fighting and has a napkin pressed to a bloody nose. Nat is plump with short hair, wearing purple leggings and a long lilac t-shirt, and Scott is the tradie who’d also waded in to the fight. In his thirties, wearing shorts and a short-sleeved blue shirt, he has strong legs and arms, a wide neck, and is still simmering with anger. His pale-blond hair is standing wildly to all sides after the punch-up, and Walker can see his knuckles and cheeks are bruised too. Likely he’ll have a black eye in the morning.

‘Are you covering for Sergeant Martin?’ asks Mrs Pidgeon, taking back control of the conversation. Walker is confused. ‘The local cop,’ she clarifies. ‘His wife’s got cancer. Terrible. A young thing like her – she wouldn’t even be forty. She’s having treatment in Townsville and he’s gone to be with her. Won’t be back for a week or more.’

‘Nah. I’m just passing through town.’

‘Pity. You can see the mess we’re in with those miners running around. Villains, the lot of them. And with the sarge away in Townsville, there’s no one around to keep the peace.’

The others shake their heads. ‘Can’t believe they’re leaving us without a cop,’ says Paul.

Walker is surprised. ‘There’s no one replacing him?’

‘Well, there’s a bloke at Wulina, but it’s ninety kilometres away,’ says Mrs Pidgeon. ‘When are you leaving?’

‘Tomorrow morning early.’

‘Well, you should bloody arrest that Stewie Charles and the rest of those miners before you go. We’ve had nothing but trouble since they came to town. They’re criminals, the lot of them.’
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Chapter 6

11 p.m.

Over a thousand kilometres to the north of Kanpara – where Grace is uploading videos to TikTok and Walker is thinking about Markovich and the Vandals – the rain has finally stopped. It’s been raining hard in Queensland’s Gulf Country for almost fourteen days, water thumping onto tin roofs like a fist pummelling a steel drum. An unseasonal storm delivering a deluge to the region’s towns and rainforests before retreating and then, unexpectedly, returning for a second round. Replenished by moisture drawn from waters off Australia’s northern seas, the storm dumps torrents of monsoonal rain for another three days; a ferocious return that surprises locals, farmers and forecasters.

These rains will turn out to be the most extensive June precipitation for more than fifty years, some towns receiving more than half a year’s worth of rain in what is typically the dry season. The storm extends further south than it usually does too, several arid outback towns having the wettest winter day in records that go back 101 years, and a couple seeing a tally that turns out to be seven times the June norm.

Some of this excess water is absorbed by the ground: the dusty land, the grassy paddocks, the open plains. But most of it runs off into the Georgina River and the Diamantina and Cooper Creek river systems, which make up Queensland’s Channel Country, one of the last free-flowing desert ecosystems left on earth. Seen from the air, Queensland’s Channel Country looks like the capillaries on a leaf, tiny tributaries, usually nothing more than sandy veins in the red earth of the outback. But in times of flood, these myriad dormant waterways fill with life-giving water and can reach widths of eighty kilometres.

Which is what happens today. A rushing, surging tide of water runs along creek beds and muddy rivers, spills over banks, inundates paddocks, bush and grasslands. Flowing south for thousands of miles, following ancient channels carved over millennia, a billowing mass of water courses towards the inland sea that is Lake Eyre. On its way it widens, spreads and multiplies until hundreds and thousands of small streams, all flooding south, combine to form a broad delta of water. Across the region, the land becomes waterlogged and impassable, roads flood and a host of small communities find themselves cut off, no way in or out.

In Kanpara, there’s no sign of a cloud and it hasn’t rained for weeks. The winter night is chilly and clear – a trillion stars dot the black velvet sky like sequins on a cape. Blankets are pulled higher over shoulders, sleeping couples draw closer together for warmth. But the incoming waters are imminent, because in Channel Country it doesn’t have to rain to flood.

Stewie Charles is out walking. Since he did time, since he spent ten years locked up in the bin, he can’t help it. Freezing-cold nights, burning-hot days, wind or sun or rain, he has to walk. He wakes up every morning, drinks a coffee, and then he walks. Trying to walk off the ten years of containment, ten years spent like a rat in a cage, barely seeing sky, never tasting fresh air. On bad days it can take hours of walking for the need to subside, and this is a bad day.

When he’d got out, raging and lost, they’d come up here, him and Brett, to mine the claim that their dad had bought for peanuts years before they were born. Turned out their dad hadn’t liked the hard work, had given up after one season, moved to Sydney, had a few kids, not liked the hard work of that either and given up on them too. Had started drinking and taking all sorts of shit and ended up killing himself before he was forty. Brett’s like their mum – steady, calm mostly – but he’s more like his dad. Every chance he won’t see forty either.

Brett, the fucking romantic, had thought the claim that had been sitting there untouched for three decades might make them millionaires. Their mum wanted them away from the trouble and temptation of the neighbourhood they’d grown up in, away from bad enemies and worse friends. He’d been so lost that he’d gone with the flow. Couldn’t think for himself after years locked in a cage, doing what he was told, when and where he was told to do it. Couldn’t navigate his way round the city anymore, let alone the bush. But found, even so, that he had to walk. That it was a need that couldn’t be fought.

He’d gotten lost a few times in the early days, found his way back to camp more by luck than anything else, but slowly, week by week, month by month, the land became familiar. What had looked like homogenous sameness – red dirt, dust, spinifex, gum trees – became clear markers. Every sandy creek bed, hillock, valley, even the plains of Mitchell grass, all distinct. He knows the rise that marks Bailey’s claim, the dip and strand of trees that hides Warren’s camp. He can navigate by a host of signs, knows where there’s water in the creek, knows where the termite mound is as tall as a man and where the viscous, sticky, inch-deep web of an eastern tarantula hangs between trees, trapping budgies and little finches in its vast spiral. He’d walked into it once, lost in his thoughts, and the feel of its thick, tacky strands across his cheeks had taken hours to dispel.

When he’s out bush, he walks for miles before his mind is quiet enough to come back to camp, do a bit of work, help Brett with the mining. Usually at night he’s better. Can calm his mind, sedate himself with bourbon or a spliff, but not tonight. Tonight, he’s trying to walk off his rage in town, walking the night streets and along the highway, as angry at himself as he is at that miserable cunt Bailey. He’d come close to stabbing him but the satisfaction of doing that would have been nothing against what it would have meant. He’d have gone straight back inside. And that’d be signing his own death warrant. The sentence he’d served, the years he’d spent locked up, had almost killed him. He knows he can’t do it again. Can’t and won’t. But fucking Bailey, the smug cunt. Even now, alone, the night air chilly, he feels himself heating up at the thought of the bloke and how he’s cheated them.

He thinks back to last Friday, another walk, out at the camp. He’d woken later than usual, head banging and heart thumping from the bottle of bourbon he finished the night before. Had walked as usual but the hangover was making him anxious and nervy. Decided he needed a bit of puff, something to take the edge off. Warren always has some. He buys it from an old bikie mate who passes through from time to time. He’d been almost at Bailey’s camp when the need took hold and he’d decided to head down the hill, past Bailey’s place, then south the three K or so to Warren’s camp by the creek.

As he’d come up to Bailey’s he could hear the excavator at work in the pit. Bailey had bought this piece of land off them last year. Stewie hadn’t wanted to sell – Bailey’s too canny, he’d only offer to buy if he was dead cert he’d find opal there – but Brett had insisted. They were stony broke and needed the cash. And they didn’t have the tools or the knowledge or the energy to mine another section anyway. So they’d taken Bailey’s cash, but Stewie had been watching him all season, mining and digging all day every day and finding jack shit. He’d sniggered to himself at the thought that maybe Bailey wasn’t as smart as he liked to tell everyone he was. But last week, as he’d walked quietly through Bailey’s camp, the engine of the digger had cut out. In the silence he could hear the whistle of the breeze in the leaves and the whirring hum of a bush dove’s wings as it took flight at his approach.

He’d walked towards the edge of the cut and looked over. Down below, Bailey was out of his excavator, inspecting a boulder he’d dug up. A big one, sitting in the bucket of the digger. Bailey had wiped the clay and dust off the top of the stone, and even from up high, from far away, Stewie could see the opal’s colour sparkle in the light. He’d watched Bailey stop dead, then start rubbing harder, start chipping gently at the stone with a little pick. After a minute Bailey had done a little half-dance, looking around, smiling like a lunatic. Stewie had pulled his head back, hadn’t wanted to get seen. But he’d known, had realised in that moment, that Bailey had found a huge stone, that Bailey had cheated them as he’d known he would.

Thinking about it, the heat of his anger flushes through him again. Bailey found a giant opal and he found it on their land. The land he cheated them on. The land they sold too cheap. They’re owed a piece of that opal. No fucking doubt about it.
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Chapter 7

Monday, 5 a.m.

Walker wakes Grace at 5.15 a.m. and by 5.30 they’re ready to go, having brought nothing much beyond their toothbrushes for the overnight stay. When they get into the car, Grace slides into the back beside Ginger.

‘I need to sleep,’ she says, covering her shoulders and most of her face with a colourful scarf and resting her head on her travel pillow propped against the window. By the time he’s driven up to the pub, pulled across the road and gone the short distance to Blair’s house, she and Ginger are both breathing evenly. There’s a dusty Land Cruiser parked outside Blair’s place, so Walker pulls into the driveway. At the sound of the car, the front door opens and Blair comes out, carrying a couple of sports bags. He throws one into the rear of the ute, clocks Grace in the back, climbs into the front beside Walker and turns and drops the second bag in the footwell behind him, before pulling on his seat belt.

‘Air smells different today,’ he says.

Walker breathes in. The cool morning air is pleasant, dewy, almost damp. ‘Bit cooler at this time of day,’ he says. He reverses onto the wide, empty street, drives back to the highway. ‘We should be home in time for a late lunch.’

‘Can’t wait,’ says Blair.

At the intersection, Walker looks briefly left and right out of habit, the road silent and empty as always. He turns onto the highway and immediately notices what looks like water on the road ahead. ‘Is that water?’ he asks, then, answering himself, ‘Must be a mirage.’

‘Bit early for that,’ says Blair, and it’s true, the morning is too fresh to generate the illusion. ‘Nah, mate, that’s not a mirage,’ he says a second later. ‘That’s water.’

Walker takes his foot off the accelerator, slows down, pulls the ute over just beyond the pub and shuts off the engine. The bridge, which usually rises a couple of metres above the sludgy river, has disappeared entirely. The road that yesterday had spooled endlessly ahead, surrounded by nothing other than red dirt and dry grass as far as the eye could see, has vanished too. The river has overflowed its banks in spectacular style. Water as far as the eye can see, mud-coloured brown, reflecting the morning sunshine, surging past, pulling tree trunks and branches and god only knows what else in its murky flow.

‘What the hell …?’ Walker’s voice is incredulous. ‘It didn’t rain last night, did it?’

‘Nah,’ says Blair. ‘But I heard they were having big storms up north … Must be from that.’

‘But that’s a thousand miles away.’ Walker is staggered, staring at the rushing flood in disbelief.

Grace, woken by their voices, the lack of movement, uncurls her legs and pops her head between the two front seats.

‘What’s that?’ she says. ‘Where are we?’

Within less than ten minutes there are thirty or so locals, standing, staring at the water, mesmerised by the huge lake that has appeared seemingly out of nowhere.

‘Musta been that storm up north,’ says Mrs Pidgeon. She and Mal arrived, pulling up in a Ford Falcon ute close to thirty years old, shortly after Walker, Blair and Grace. ‘Typical that we didn’t get a flood warning,’ she says. ‘Weather service’s got all this modern bloody equipment but can’t be bothered letting us know. The graziers’ll be pissed off – they got cattle out there.’

‘They’re sayin’ it was more rain than they expected and it came back for a second go, took ’em by surprise,’ says Mal.

When Scott, the mechanic from the pub last night, turns up, Walker notices that the bloke’s black eye has materialised, his face swollen and bruised purple. Round one to the bikie, thinks Walker.

‘Widespread flooding, that’s what they’re saying,’ announces Scott. ‘Winton, Hughenden, Julia Creek – they’re all cut off and our road west is under too.’

Walker remembers the low bridge on the other side of town, the way the river bends in a lazy curve around Kanpara, which rests in the crook of this elbow. The town is cut off, no way in or out in either direction.

‘How long you reckon before we can get through?’ asks Blair.

There’s a bit of hemming and hawing, but eventually, after consulting the Bureau of Meteorology app on Scott’s mobile and debating about floods of previous years, a consensus emerges: it’ll be three days at least, most likely five, could be seven or ten if it keeps raining up north.

Walker sees Blair’s shoulders fall, knows he’s been counting on getting away this morning, wants to get home to Tracy and the girls.

It’s fully light now, the sun starting to shimmer off the water and warm the skin of Walker’s arms. As is nature’s way, some kind of signal has been transmitted and birds are arriving from every direction on the morning air, the breeze alight with a cacophony of calls and wings. Some are wading in the water’s edge, others diving and splashing on its surface, chasing insects and whatever else the flood has brought with it. Most of the locals have turned up now as well. Groups of blokes standing together looking at the water, women off to their right, chatting and laughing. No kids, notices Walker, perhaps because there’s not a school in town. Presumably families prefer to live in Longreach or Wulina.

‘Everyone gets up so early here,’ says Grace, looking around at the crowd. ‘It’s like not even six thirty. Why are they all out of bed? Is it because of the flood?’

He laughs. ‘Yeah, nah. Country people are early birds. A lot of them start work at seven, if not earlier. Maybe because it’s so hot in the afternoons.’

‘Wow,’ says Grace. ‘I’d hate that. I love sleeping late.’

‘Breakfast at the roadhouse if anyone wants some,’ says a voice behind them. ‘Egg and bacon sarnies, coffee. All welcome.’ Walker turns and sees Paul, the plump bloke who introduced himself at the pub last night.

‘There’s a bit of a café at the roadhouse,’ says Blair as Paul walks away, extending the offer of breakfast around the crowd. ‘The coffee isn’t too bad.’

The suggestion perks Walker up. ‘Let’s have brekky and then we’ll see if we can get any news.’ After a bacon and egg sandwich and a strong cup of coffee, they’ll be in a better position to make plans.

‘Yeah, let’s do that,’ says Blair. ‘Maybe Mark’ll be there. I need to talk to him.’

They drive the short distance to the roadhouse on the other side of town. Along with the petrol pumps out front, it has an area for parking to the left, empty yesterday but filled this morning with a host of 4x4s, mostly Toyotas, in varying colours and conditions. Walker filled up there yesterday afternoon but paid directly at the pump, didn’t go in. This morning he discovers that, along with the till for petrol, the modern-looking building has a small grocery store on the right and, on the left, a little café with a tiled floor, half a dozen tables and big windows that would normally overlook the bush but today reflect only endless water. Someone is in the kitchen frying bacon and eggs and a group of locals are gathered at the tables, watching the flooding, revelling in a break from routine.

Walker notices Blair looking around but he can’t spot Mark among the crowd. There’s a small group building around Mrs Pidgeon, who seems to be the honorary mayor of Kanpara and is holding court, sharing her opinions on the hopelessness of the weather-forecasting service. Scott is still checking his mobile, updating the rest of them on the extent of the flooding – widespread across Channel Country – and the forecast: water likely to rise for twenty-four hours or so, close to five days before roads are clear. Walker hears Blair say ‘Fucksake’ under his breath at the news, but Grace seems untroubled. Walker makes calculations – he’s due back at work next Monday, seven days away. Hopefully they’ll make it back by then, but it won’t leave them much time in Caloodie. He feels a pang of regret. He’d been looking forward to being home, to showing Grace around, taking her for a swim at the billabong, having brekky at the bakery, a drink with Ali at the pub. Michelle has planned a big family barbecue for later in the week too, and she’d wanted him to help her sort through some of Grandma’s things. He’d wanted this time of being close to Grandma too. Had hoped that being in the little house that’s still so redolent of her spirit would heal some of the pain of her passing.

The smell of bacon and the hiss of the coffee machine penetrate his thoughts. Nat, Paul’s wife, is behind the counter making coffees with a proper machine. He orders a triple-shot flat white and Blair is right – the coffee is pretty good. When Paul delivers the egg and bacon rolls, two eggs and half a pig in each, they also meet his approval. He and Blair stay seated, looking out the windows at the sun glinting off the floodwater west, but Grace takes hers outside. She’s keen to head back down to the water to take some pictures, intrigued by the scale and speed of the country’s transformation.

He watches her go. In her wide-legged, pale-coloured jeans and college sweatshirt, she stands out, clearly not a local. He’s been anticipating her visit for months, making plans for what to show her in and around Caloodie. His mum has never come to visit Caloodie since his dad died and he knows that a part of him wants Grace to go back and tell her what she’s missing. But it hasn’t been going to plan at all. So far, it’s just been hours in the car and now they’re stuck here. It’s hardly a place that will keep a city kid like Grace entertained for long. Maybe he can ask Blair if Mark would show her some opals.

He turns to Blair at the same moment that Blair’s phone rings. When he answers it, Walker can hear a voice shouting at the other end, nothing distinct.

Blair says, ‘Say again, mate?’ in a confused tone. The shouting escalates and Blair’s face pales.

‘Yeah,’ he says, ‘yeah, calm down, mate, we’re on our way. Of course, I’ll bring him. Yeah, we’ll be there in a sec.’

He ends the call and turns towards Walker, his face shocked. ‘That was Todd Mullins,’ he says, keeping his voice low. ‘He says there’s two bodies in his bedroom. He says it’s his wife and Mark. And he reckons they’ve been murdered.’
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Chapter 8

7.30 a.m.

Todd Mullins is standing beside a dirty blue HiLux on the driveway of a low house a couple of hundred yards further along the same street as Blair lives on. Walker recognises him from last night, the rum and Coke drinker who wasn’t involved in the brawl. Mullins’s house is dwarfed by a huge gum tree and the grass out front resembles a proper lawn. Instead of a fence, a jacaranda tree with vivid purple flowers has been pruned into a hedge. Someone has spent a bit of time on the garden and Walker doubts it was Mullins, who has the red-veined cheeks of a habitual drinker and is grubby and unkempt, wearing stained jeans and a dark-blue work shirt that’s seen better days.

Mullins’s face is deathly pale and it looks like he’s leaning against the HiLux for support. At first Walker wonders if he’s still drunk, but as he and Blair climb out of the ute and head across the red dirt verge towards him, he notices that the stains on Mullins’s jeans are blood, not yet dried, and that the shirt, too, is stained, wet and wide, with what might also be blood. Thank god Grace agreed to stay at the roadhouse, thinks Walker. This looks like real trouble.

‘They’re dead,’ says Mullins as Walker and Blair approach, his eyes wild, his hands shaking. ‘There’s fucken blood everywhere. Someone’s killed them.’

‘OK,’ says Walker. ‘Tell me exactly what happened.’

‘I dunno. I went in and they were lying there, fucken dead! Karen, my missus, and Mark, they’re in our bed and there’s blood everywhere.’

‘Righto, I’ll go inside and have a look,’ says Walker, his eyes not leaving Mullins. The man is clearly in shock but he’s also covered in blood. If there really are two people dead inside, there’s every chance he’s looking at a murderer.

‘I’m not going back in there,’ says Todd.

‘No, that’s alright, you don’t have to.’ Walker turns to Blair. ‘Maybe get him in the ute,’ he says, his voice low. ‘There’s some water in the back you could give him to drink. He’s in shock. Keep an eye on him – don’t let him leave. I’ll need to ask him some questions after I’ve had a look inside.’

He approaches the house, taking two steps up to the veranda, opening the screen door and stepping inside. The house has the silent, quiet feel that an empty space emits. Walker inhales, girding himself. Mullins’s story, his evident anxiety, the blood on his clothes – he knows that whatever he finds in here will be an ugly scene.

The front door opens into a corridor. To the left is a living room, with a pale grey sofa facing a big TV, a coffee table in front of the sofa with a mug sitting on it. To his right is a kitchen, small and clean, with white units and a square table with two chairs. At the other end of the kitchen another door leads into a laundry room, which has a screen door at the far end through which Walker can see the back garden.

He retraces his steps through the kitchen and walks down the hall. There are three more rooms, two with their doors closed. The first opens into a bathroom, the second into a spare room with a single bed, unmade, mattress bare, and an ironing board with a laundry basket full of clothes beside it.

The door to the third room is open. Walker steps inside and feels his stomach heave, the breakfast he’s just eaten threatening to come up. Two bodies are lying on a double bed, which is soaked in blood. The body of a woman is lying on the far side of the bed by the window. She has been viciously attacked, rendered almost unrecognisable, her face a bloody gaping wound, her dark hair matted with dried blood and her body, partly covered by a sheet, soaked in more blood.

Next to her, on the side of the bed nearer the door, is a man’s body, half lying, half sitting, as if he’d been trying to move when he was attacked. His head is a terrible pulpy mess, blood and gore covering his face. Walker doesn’t want to look too closely but he supposes it could be Mark Bailey.

He steps outside the room, breathing deeply, trying to control his nausea, slow his heartbeat. He’s never seen anything quite so violent as this bedroom of horror. The iron tang of blood is in his nose, and he can taste bile in the back of his throat.

When his heart is almost normal again, his stomach under control, he steps back inside and forces himself to look at the scene more clinically. He notices that the wall behind the bed is covered in blood, vivid spatters high and wide on both sides. Blood is also spattered on the wooden floor around the bed and across the wall by the window.

He takes out his phone and videos the scene, documenting every part of the room, then takes pictures from every angle of as many details as he can – the floor, the bed, the blood-spattered walls and bedside tables, a radio alarm, a box of blood-soaked tissues, a glass of water, its contents turned pink with blood. Pushed just under the bed, on the floor beside the male victim, are a pair of dusty black shorts and an equally dusty grey shirt. As Walker takes a picture he thinks back to last night: the items match the clothes Mark was wearing.

Then he turns his attention to the victims, forcing himself to study them in more detail. It’s one of the worst things he’s had to do in all his time as a cop. The female victim has wounds mostly to the face and upper torso, deep, shocking gashes that look like they were made with an axe or a hatchet. A wound to the throat has been so violently administered that it’s almost decapitated her. The male – Walker can’t name the victims to himself, has to keep this clinical – looks like he tried to defend himself; one arm has a deep slash, broken bone visible beneath. His face is more intact but his skull has been cleaved open, viscera and brain visible. The pair were killed some hours ago. The blood around them is drying, the bodies are cool to the touch and rigor mortis has set in.

‘Lucas? You alright, mate? Everything alright?’ Blair is calling him, standing on the veranda, screen door open.

He walks out of the room, down the hall, meets Blair’s eyes and shakes his head. ‘Don’t come in,’ he says. ‘They’re dead, definitely murdered.’

‘Fuck,’ says Blair, voice shocked. ‘Who is it? Is it Mark and Karen?’

‘I don’t know. I think it’s Mark but I don’t really know the bloke. Would you be alright to take a look at a picture, to confirm it’s him? It’s a shocking scene, so fine if you don’t want to.’

Blair swallows hard. ‘Yeah, alright,’ he says.

Walker picks out an image that shows the least of the violence unleashed on the male victim and hands over his phone.

‘Christ.’ Blair’s face goes deathly pale. ‘Yeah, that’s Mark.’ He hands back the phone, rubs his hand across his eyes. ‘What do we do now?’ he asks.

‘We need to call Queensland Police. This is their jurisdiction. We need a scenes-of-crime team here, someone who can figure out what the hell happened in there.’ Walker keeps his voice low as they walk down the path towards the ute. Todd Mullins is sitting in the front seat, staring blankly out the windscreen.

‘Mr Mullins?’ says Walker. Mullins turns towards him, his eyes glazed, unfocused.

‘They’re dead, aren’t they?’ he says.

‘Yeah, I’m sorry, they are. Can you tell me exactly what happened? Start from the beginning. What time did you get home?’

Mullins looks at him. ‘I dunno what time I left the pub last night – I had a few on me and I musta fallen asleep in the vehicle. I can’t remember nothing. Can’t remember leaving, driving home, nothing. When I woke up, I was in my vehicle, the sun was up so it was probably just gone six. I went inside, made a coffee and sat on the sofa for a bit. Dunno how long. Mighta slept a while on the sofa. Then I thought I’d have a shower, so I went into the bedroom to get a change of clothes and there they were …’ His face goes white.

‘When was that? What time did you find them?’

‘I dunno. Not long. Half an hour? I saw them, ran outside, feelin’ so fucked up I couldn’t think straight, but then I remembered you was a cop, so I called Blair.’

‘Where’d the blood come from?’ asks Walker, with a nod of his head towards Mullins’s jeans, crusting up now, but clearly soaked in blood.

Mullins looks down and his face pales further, as if he’s noticing it for the first time. ‘I … I went over to Karen. I thought maybe there was something I could do but then I could see she was … I tried leggin’ it out of there but I slipped. I was slidin’ in it, slidin’ in her fucken blood …’ He stops talking, leans forward and retches out of the ute.

Walker passes him a bottle of water. ‘You got a friend? Somewhere you can stay for a bit?’

‘Yeah, nah, I dunno.’ Mullins is confused, dazed.

‘I can take him to the health centre,’ says Blair. ‘Jason, the nurse, he’s a good bloke, he’ll look after him.’

‘Do that. Don’t say too much if you can get away with it. I need to call Queensland Police and keep the scene protected.’ Another thought comes to Walker, one that he doesn’t share. Whoever did this is likely to be trapped in this town by the flooded river, just as they are. He pulls Blair to one side. ‘After you drop Mullins, can you find Grace? I don’t want her alone right now. Not after something like this …’
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Chapter 9

10 a.m.

Queensland Police is stretched, the unexpected flooding causing havoc on roads and in towns across the region. It has taken a series of conversations, with Walker pressing the urgency and horror of the situation and escalating the call to more senior ranks each time, before he finally gets on the phone with the detective superintendent of Queensland’s northern region.

‘I’ll get SOCOs and a detective with you as soon as possible,’ he tells Walker. ‘The roads all round are inundated, so the only way in is by helicopter and they’re few and far between with all this flooding. I’ll get them to call you when they’re on the way and I’ll need you to keep everyone away from the scene until then.’

Walker has already gone back inside the house and turned on the air con in the bedroom to keep it as cool as possible. He made a note of the time – 8.35 a.m. – in case the forensic team need to know. Since he has a while to wait, he decides to do a quick search of the garden, to see if he can find the weapon or any sign of forced entry, blood, footprints. He doesn’t want to disturb the scene inside, but figures he probably won’t do much damage outside.

He goes through the carport and follows a gravel walkway around to the back garden. The grass in the back yard is pale green, a Hills Hoist, no laundry hanging on it, standing in the middle. There are a couple more gum trees at the rear and a chicken-wire fence that separates the yard from an empty block behind it. To the left, the neighbouring house has its blinds down, no car in the driveway, garden unkempt and wild. Looks empty. The house on the right has a neat, well-tended back garden but he can’t see a car in the drive there either.

He checks the Mullinses’ bedroom window. It’s closed, the screen tightly fitted, and hasn’t been disturbed recently. There was no break-in here. He looks at the other windows. They all seem untampered-with. But when he pushes at the screen door that leads into the laundry with his foot, it swings open. Maybe this was the point of entry.

A quick search of the garden for signs of a weapon comes up empty. He can’t see any footprints either but makes a note to himself to ask Blair to have a look; he’s got better eyes for that kind of thing.

Blair’s using the ute so, after his search, Walker takes one of the kitchen chairs and sits on the little veranda, Ginger beside him, sniffing and whining quietly, her nose twitching at the scent of blood and death. The street is utterly still. A flock of galahs sweep out of the gum tree in the front yard and wheel and turn as one, pink against the blue sky. He can hear the coo of a pigeon, the buzz of insects in the grass, the peaceful scene at odds with the horror in the house behind him.

He sits there, his mind working over what has happened – two people viciously murdered by what looks like axe blows. Wondering what Karen Mullins and Mark Bailey are doing in bed together in Karen’s home. Wondering who might have inflicted such violence. Todd Mullins, despite his obvious distress, is the most likely perpetrator: he comes home hopelessly drunk, finds his wife in bed with another bloke and loses it.

As the heat of the morning builds, flies, drawn by the scent of blood and decay, swarm against the screens on the door and windows and land on his face, biting at his eyes and driving him inside. He sits in the hallway, right by the front door, avoiding the carnage in the back room.

When the ute pulls up and Blair gets out, Walker goes out to meet him. ‘Todd’s at the health centre. I told Jason there’d been a bit of an accident, left it at that. Jason gave Todd a sedative – he’s letting him sleep in the consultation room. But someone needs to tell Vero what’s happened …’

Walker nods. ‘Better if we let the Queensland Police do that, more official that way. Did you find Grace?’

‘Nah, couldn’t see her around but I’ll go and have another look if you like.’

‘Thanks, that’d be good,’ says Walker. ‘Who’d do something like this? You reckon Todd Mullins could have done it?’

‘Jesus, I don’t know. I don’t think things were that good with him and Karen. She came to the workshop the other day with a load of bruises on her arm, said she went riding, came off the horse. But Mark was fuming, said Todd knocked her around. Todd and Mark were partners in mining years ago, but they fell out over something and since then they couldn’t stand each other. So if Todd came home full of grog, found Mark here, maybe he coulda lost it …’

‘Were they having a full-on affair, then? Mark and Karen?’

‘Yeah. She came to the workshop pretty regular and she stayed there a couple of times.’

‘Todd knew about it, did he?’

‘I doubt it. He’d have come for Mark if he knew, I reckon.’

Mullins is definitely in the frame for this, thinks Walker.

His phone goes off, a call from an unknown number. ‘Ah yeah, g’day,’ says the caller. ‘This is Detective Senior Sergeant Jim Stones, Longreach CIB. I hear you’ve got a bit of bother down there?’

Walker briefly runs through the story and Stones says, ‘Righto, they’ve got me a couple of SOCOs and a ride on a bird and we’ll be with you in a few minutes. Can you pick us up?’

The helicopter lands on the rugby pitch, a wide-open flat patch that’s nothing but red dirt with the two high goal posts at either end. The rotors stir up a whirlwind of dust and grit and Blair turns his head away. A woman and three blokes, one in uniform, climb out and walk quickly, heads instinctively bent, hands up protecting their eyes from the dust, towards Blair. He’s standing beside Mark’s Land Cruiser. He’d picked it up from outside his own place, where Mark seems to have left it last night – not locked, keys inside as usual – figuring the ute would be too small for however many cops were about to show up.

‘I’m DSS Jim Stones,’ says one of the blokes walking up to him. He’s early forties, not that tall, less than six foot but with big shoulders, a beer gut and short hair. He’s wearing mirrored sunglasses, jeans and a shirt. No uniform but you’d pick him for a cop anywhere, anytime. ‘You DS Walker?’

‘No, I’m Blair Mitchell. Lucas asked me to pick you up. He’s waiting for you at the house.’

‘Righto. Let’s go, then,’ says the DSS, opening the passenger-side door and getting in.

The uniform copper nods at Blair and says, ‘G’day.’ He’s in his late twenties with short dark hair, a slim build and pale skin. About the same height as Blair, he has a slightly nervous look to him. The rest of the crew includes another bloke, also in his twenties, wearing skinny jeans, his long hair tied back in a ponytail, and carrying a massive bag; and the woman, late thirties, stressed, lines around her eyes, chewing gum as if her life depends on it. They all climb into the back seat, nodding at him, not saying much beyond ‘G’day.’

Unfriendly mob, thinks Blair as he drives them to the house. Through the rear-view mirror, he can see the helicopter lifting off again, red dust almost obscuring it from view as it rises.

Walker is standing outside waiting for them. The big cop sitting beside Blair opens the door. ‘DS Walker got your number, has he?’ he asks.

‘Ah yeah,’ says Blair.

‘Righto, we’ll call you if we need you.’

Blair shakes his head to himself as the cop gets out and slams the door behind him. Rude as fuck, he thinks, but maybe that’s what working with murderers every day does to you.

As Walker strides forward to welcome the team, he sees Blair turning the car to go. He’s surprised – he wanted to chat with him, ask him to have a look for tracks around the house, maybe take the chance to pick his brains a bit more on who’s who out here and who might have the motive and means to commit this crime. But the Longreach DSS is bearing down on him, a uniform and two SOCOs in tow, so he lets him go.

‘DSS Jim Stones,’ says the detective, hand out. Walker extends his, Stones’s grip bone-crushingly fierce. ‘This is Constable Bruce White,’ says Stones when he lets go, nodding at a young uniformed cop. ‘He’ll be based out here until the local bloke gets back.’

Walker says ‘G’day’ to the young constable, whose handshake is a lot less aggressive. The two SOCO specialists, Gary and Linda, nod at him, focused on suiting up and getting their gear together.

After they don protective gear, he leads Stones and White inside. ‘What a fucking mess,’ says Stones, going up to the bed, looking closely at the scene. White stays at the door, face pale and sweaty. Walker sympathises. The scene is confronting.

‘The female victim has been identified by her husband as Karen Mullins,’ he tells them. ‘I think the male victim is Mark Bailey, the clothes under his side of the bed match what Bailey was wearing last night, but we haven’t had a formal identification.’

‘Looks like they almost chopped her head off and she bled out, and they split his skull. We got any idea when this happened?’ asks Stones.

‘Well, the male victim was at the pub last night until about eight p.m. The husband of the female victim called us when he found them, just before seven thirty this morning. That’s as much as I know.’

Stones is wearing paper shoes but hasn’t fully suited up, and when the SOCOs come in Walker notices the woman stiffen as she sees how close Stones is to the bodies on the bed, but she doesn’t say anything. Stones gives the nod to the technicians, and as the SOCOs go about their work he, White and Walker head into the lounge, where Walker tells them the story of the morning in more detail.

‘Good money’s on the husband,’ says Stones.

‘Yeah, but there’s other blokes carry a grudge too,’ he says, debriefing Stones on last night’s fight and Stewie Charles’s history of violence.

‘Righto, well, sounds like it won’t be rocket science to sort this out. Let’s pull in the husband and this other bloke and see how we go.’

‘I had a bit of a look for the weapon – couldn’t find anything, or any sign of forced entry.’

‘Country people don’t usually lock their doors,’ says Stones. ‘Even if it wasn’t the husband, anyone could’ve walked right in.’ Walker knows that’s true. His grandma’s place was always open, anyone who knew her just calling ‘Yoohoo!’ before coming in to borrow whatever it was they needed.

Stones turns to White. ‘Door-knock the neighbours, find out if anyone heard or saw anything, and pick up any info you can on the victims. Ask about who lives here, what they’re like as neighbours, that kind of thing, but don’t give out any details about what happened.’

‘Understood,’ says White.

‘Meet us back at the station afterwards,’ says Stones. Turning to Walker: ‘Where is the station?’

‘End of the road, turn left, a couple of hundred yards up on the right on the main road.’

‘Righto,’ says White.

They stand, watch White walk over to the neighbour’s place. ‘I need to call the coroner, report the deaths – they’ll want to order an autopsy,’ says Stones. ‘Be good to have the identity of the male victim confirmed first.’

‘You could speak to Vero Bailey, the victim’s wife. As far as I know, she hasn’t been told yet.’

‘Fuck, I hate that kind of shit,’ says Stones. ‘You fancy doing it?’
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Chapter 10

11 a.m.

Grace is standing close to the flooded river. She’s been exploring the little town and the edge of the flood all morning, taking pictures with her phone of the water, the colourful birds, the old-timers standing in groups, their faces and hands lined and leathery, burnt to a similar red-brown as the land that surrounds them. The little town itself is less photogenic. It’s run-down, scrubby, dusty and unloved, the houses small and mostly poor-looking, paint peeling in the sun, porches sagging, no gardens to speak of, only overgrown yards with dogs chained and growling. No picket fences or green lawns or neat yards or curtains in the windows or swings on the porch. She takes a few shots, even though it’s kinda ugly, because it’s so different from home. It’s less like a western and more like an outpost on another world. A place not entirely welcoming, in a movie like Dune or something. The dust and the dry grass, the overly bright sun, give the place an alien feel, and even the locals, with their weathered skin, their suspicious glances, their strange accents, feel foreign. The town – so quiet it feels half-abandoned – exudes an undercurrent of menace, amplified by the emptiness. She’s been exploring happily enough but the quiet, the emptiness, are starting to freak her out and she feels a shiver of fear. Time to head back to the highway, the bridge, the pub, look for people, look for company.

The light, which was beautiful earlier, is almost too bright now. The sun is high in the sky and reflecting and glittering off the surface of the water, fifty yards or more wide and acting like a huge light mirror. The sheer scale of it is astounding. A vast caramel-coloured waterway the width of a lake has emerged, where yesterday there was nothing but red dust and scrubby plains. It’s a mysterious apparition, seemingly conjured out of nowhere. An alien event. If this was a movie, all of it would be a portent of trouble to come.

She’s been walking for hours; her legs are aching, she wants a rest and she’s getting hungry again too. As she comes up to the pub she’s relieved to spot a group of locals standing by their cars in the parking lot outside. She smiles but it fades a bit when she realises they’re watching her and not in an entirely friendly way. She recognises one of the women, the lady who told Lucas to arrest the miners, her eyes hard, her mouth a tight line. She doesn’t like me, Grace thinks, then chastises herself. It’s different here, they don’t know me – why should they be friendly first? She puts on a bigger smile as she approaches. ‘This is amazing,’ she says. ‘So much water.’

‘It might be ah-mayzing where you’re from,’ says the older lady, putting a sarcastic spin on the word, mocking her American accent. ‘But here it’s a disaster. This’ll have destroyed spring crops, washed away cattle and sheep, filled homes to roof level in some places. Wouldn’t be surprised if people have been killed. I wouldn’t be laughing and taking photos of it.’

Grace flushes with embarrassment. It’s true, she hadn’t thought of the impact of the water on the town or neighbouring farms. ‘I’m sorry,’ she says, putting her phone in her pocket. ‘I didn’t realise.’ She tries another smile, not returned, and edges away, walking up to the pub, looking for Lucas and Blair. The pub is closed so she heads down the main street to the gas station, passing the dusty park, the closed-up police station. She’d like to take more pictures of the town, its empty streets, the little opal store on the other side of the road, but after her conversation with the locals she keeps the phone in her pocket.

The gas station doesn’t have Wi-Fi but their breakfast wrap was pretty good, so she orders another one and a Diet Coke for the caffeine injection. She’s sitting in the little café looking out the window when an unexpected sound cuts the air, dulled by the windows but clearly audible all the same. It sounds like a helicopter, she’s thinking just as one appears, low and close, flying across the foreground of the window. It sinks to the ground, blades kicking up a whirlwind of dust, on the rugby pitch opposite the gas station. She stands for a better look but can’t see anything. The guy who owns the place and the woman who served her come over to the window too. They all stand for a minute waiting for something to happen, and are about to turn away when the dust rises again and a moment later the helicopter appears, climbing and crossing their eyeline before disappearing into the blue sky beyond.

‘Was that a police helicopter?’ says the woman. Her name badge reads Nat and she’s wearing a pale-grey apron over a light-blue work uniform, her hair pulled back into a bun under a hairnet.

The bloke is older, going bald on top and wearing a badge saying Paul Campbell – Manager. ‘I think so,’ he says. ‘Wonder what’s going on …’ He pulls out his mobile phone, dials a number and walks away from them.

‘I hope nothing’s happened,’ says Grace, worrying now about Lucas and Blair.

‘Probably something to do with the floods,’ says Nat. ‘Maybe they’ve brought Sergeant Martin back. Can’t leave the place with no cop …’

Grace wants to go and find Lucas. He can’t have gone far, maybe to Blair’s little house. She can’t remember exactly where it is but with only three or four streets in town she shouldn’t have any problems finding it. She hopes they won’t be staying there tonight. She hadn’t much liked it – the gloomy rooms, the smell of fried food and unwashed clothes. She decides she’ll go and find Susie at the pub first, ask her to book them back in to the little cabin for a few more nights. It was nice there and it has internet. She goes outside, starts down towards the pub. It’s not far but the sun is stronger now and she’s hot, still wearing her jeans – her shorts and cap in her bag in Lucas’s car. The empty streets have lost what little charm they had; she feels hot and bothered and alone. When a big cream-coloured Land Cruiser she hasn’t seen before pulls up beside her, she feels her heart beat a little faster, casts a quick nervous glance towards it. Her heart lifts. Blair is driving. He’s come to find her.

‘I was looking for you,’ she says as she opens the door. He looks anxious, can’t muster the big smile she’s used to seeing. ‘Everything OK?’ she asks. ‘I saw that helicopter …’

He shakes his head. ‘Nah, bit of trouble but she’ll be right – Lucas is on the case.’ He tries for a smile but it’s fleeting. ‘Can I give ya a lift somewhere? I got your gear from the ute, in case you need it. Reckon you’ll be staying in that cabin at the pub a couple more nights till the water goes down, so we could go and set that up with Susie.’

‘I was on my way there too. But it was shut when I went past earlier.’

‘Ah, no problem, we’ll rouse Susie.’

Blair parks out front of the pub and then walks around and bangs on a side door. ‘Susie, it’s Blair, you there?’

It takes a while before Susie opens the door. She’s wearing a black t-shirt with the name of the pub, The Royal Hotel, written across it, and dark leggings. Her face is pale, with dark circles under her eyes, and she looks tired, as if they’ve woken her.

‘Sorry, Susie, didn’t mean to get you out of bed,’ says Blair.

‘No worries,’ she says. ‘It was a late one last night, that’s all. What time is it? I thought youse were leaving this morning?’

‘I guess you have been asleep,’ says Blair. ‘We’re flooded in. The road’s cut both ways. We’ll be needing that cabin a few more nights, I reckon.’

Before Susie can reply, Vero Bailey appears at her side, her hair loose and wild but her eyes much brighter than Susie’s. Her face is free of make-up, only a smudge of mascara under her eyes and a slight pink stain on her lips from the lipstick she was wearing last night. Beside her, Grace feels Blair take a step back.

‘I look bad enough to frighten you, do I?’ Vero says.

‘Nah, I wasn’t expecting you to be here, that’s all.’

‘We were drinking till late, so I stayed the night in Susie’s spare room. Did Mark send you to find me? Couldn’t be bothered coming himself?’

‘Ah, nah, I, um – I haven’t spoken to Mark today,’ Blair stutters. Grace looks at him. He really seems out of sorts this morning, not his usual laid-back self at all.

Vero’s eyes narrow but before she can say anything Susie interjects. ‘Look, make yourself at home in the cabin and if you need any more milk or coffee or towels, come up to the pub and let me know. I’d better get on and open up.’

She’s about to close the door when the sound of a car pulling up distracts them all. Grace turns, happy to see Lucas in his ute, with another guy she hasn’t seen before. She walks towards them, excited to tell Lucas about her morning, show him the pictures she’s taken, but as he climbs out of the ute she can tell he’s stressed too. The man beside him, hard face, hard mouth, looks at her, eyes not warm.

Lucas smiles at her. ‘This is my sister, Grace,’ he says to the guy he’s with. ‘Grace, this is Detective Jim Stones.’

She smiles at the detective, who only nods back. This must be who came in on the helicopter, she thinks, wondering what’s going on.

‘We were about to go back to the cabin,’ says Blair from behind her.

‘OK, great,’ says Lucas. ‘We’re looking for Vero. I didn’t know her address and I thought you might …’

‘She’s here, at the pub,’ says Blair.

Lucas glances towards the door, spots Vero standing there. ‘Good,’ he says, though his face is strained. ‘I’ll come up and see you in a minute,’ he says to Grace. ‘I need to talk to Vero first.’

As he and the detective walk up to the door, Vero runs her hands through her hair. ‘Oh god, you’re here to see me?’ she says. ‘I look a fright, I’m not even dressed yet.’ She’s smiling and looking at Lucas, coy and girlish, Grace impressed at how quickly she can shift into flirt mode.

‘It’s about Mark,’ says Lucas, his voice serious. Grace feels Blair’s hand on her arm, nudging her in the direction of the cabins.

She’s sitting on the little step in front of the cabin, trying not to cry. Blair had dropped her off and she’d been posting her pictures and videos when Lucas had turned up, face serious, and told her that Mark Bailey was dead, a woman too, and that he was working with a detective, the hard-faced guy, to try and find some answers. ‘It’ll all be OK, there’s nothing to worry about, but I won’t be around much this afternoon.’

‘What happened?’ she’d asked, shocked. ‘Did they have an accident?’

‘We don’t know yet. We’re looking into it.’ The serious look on his face had given her a chill. ‘Blair’s happy to keep you company, I’ll get him to come over.’

She’d shaken her head. ‘No, it’s OK.’ She likes Blair but she’d rather be on her own, chat to a friend maybe.

‘You could go to the pub, keep Vero company. She’s going to need people around her, she’s obviously pretty upset.’

She’d nodded and he’d gone inside, emerging with a bag of candy, the Cherry Ripes he loves so much, then left. She’d texted Ashley, her best friend back home, but hadn’t really told her anything, just sent a few stupid pictures from this morning.

Sitting on the step, she knows she should go and see Vero but she doesn’t really want to do that either. She sits there, tears welling in her eyes. This is horrible. The empty cabins beside her, the slow ominous caw of a crow, the buzz of a fly around her face. It all feels too quiet, too wrong. Two people are dead and they’re trapped in this weird, unfriendly little town. She feels lonely and alone and wishes, for the first time, that she hadn’t made the trip. That she was back home in Boston, far from all this. Then she imagines what her mom would say. She hasn’t told Lucas this, but her mom had tried to talk her out of coming.

‘It’s a rough place,’ she’d said. ‘A million miles from all the comforts you’re used to. They’re nice people but it’s not like home. I don’t think you’ll like it.’

Grace had been determined to prove her wrong. And yet here she is, first sign of a challenge, wanting to run home. She takes a deep breath, pulls her phone out of her pocket. She’ll chat with Ashley – it’s almost midnight in Boston but Ashley will be up – and then she’ll go and see if there’s anything she can do for Vero. Poor Vero. A shiver runs across her back, the dark thoughts returning. The adventure she thought she was having now feels more menacing, more of a prison.

She’s so lost in her thoughts and fears that she doesn’t hear the footsteps on the gravel path until they’re almost on top of her. She looks up, momentarily frightened, then relieved to see that it’s not anyone scary, just Brett, the hot dude from last night.

‘You scared me!’ she says, smiling. ‘What are you doing sneaking up on me like this …’
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Chapter 11

2 p.m.

Walker and Stones are in the local cop shop, White still out talking to neighbours. Walker has devoured a share-pack of Cherry Ripes, the sugar hit giving some comfort after their difficult conversation with Vero. He’d given her the barest details, wanting to spare her the horror of it until they have more information, but, even so, it’s a brutal story and he’d thought she might faint, her face going as white as milk, legs faltering, sitting hard on a chair in the pub’s little side area, not far from where she had celebrated her birthday the night before.

Stones had asked her when she’d last seen Mark.

‘I don’t know. I mean, he was here, then there was the fight with Stewie and he left. What time was that? I didn’t go home. Me and Susie ended up drinking and talking until really late and I crashed here.’

Susie had comforted Vero, helped her to the back of the pub, to the couple of rooms and little living area back there that Susie calls home. She’d promised Walker that she wouldn’t leave Vero alone, that Vero could stay as long as she needed. But he’d seen that Susie, too, was in shock from the news, her hands shaking as she poured herself a bourbon and drank it down in one.

Stones had asked Susie what time Todd Mullins had left the pub. ‘He was here till late,’ she’d said. ‘I kicked Scott and Paul out at closing, but Todd was nursing his last drink and he didn’t leave till later, closer to midnight than eleven.’

‘Was he very drunk?’ Stones had asked.

She’d shrugged. ‘It’s hard to tell with him. He’s always in here and he can hold his booze. But he’d been in since early on and he’d had a few, so probably, yeah.’

Afterwards, Stones had asked Walker if he’d help with the investigation. ‘Two pairs of eyes and ears are always better than one,’ he’d said. ‘Be good to have someone more experienced than White on the ground here. And given that you were first at the scene, and at the pub last night …’

Walker had found himself agreeing, though he’s conscious it might mean he’s not spending the kind of time with Grace that he’d planned. But, he rationalises, if they solve this quickly, everyone will be safer.

Now, at the station, he and Stones are setting up an incident room. Stones has found a whiteboard and put it in a space that looks like it could be a lunchroom. A biggish table in the centre, four chairs around it and a pristine kitchenette at the far end, with a kettle, a microwave, a sink and a fridge, empty bar a jug of water and a carton of out-of-date milk.

Stones writes the victims’ names across the top of the board and then adds Todd Mullins and a question mark underneath. They’d driven to the health centre and spoken to Mullins, who had repeated the story he’d given to Walker and Blair: he’d slept in his car, woken up and had a coffee, then found the victims in the bedroom. He’d still been pale but less shaky than earlier, the shock wearing off a bit or the sedative the nurse had administered doing its job. Stones had bagged Mullins’s phone and clothes as evidence, the nurse lending him a t-shirt and tracksuit bottoms from a lost property box and keeping him in for another couple of hours’ observation and rest.

‘I still fancy him for it,’ says Stones, standing at the board. ‘He comes home, full of grog, finds his missus in bed with another bloke, loses it. Same old story, seen it plenty of times before.’

Walker agrees it’s the most likely scenario. ‘Yeah. And if not, once we have time of death, if it was after the floodwaters hit, then we have a maximum suspect pool of 154.’ Stones raises an eyebrow in question. ‘Current population of Kanpara,’ says Walker.

White knocks on the door and comes in, his face red, his shirt wet with patches of sweat. He stands in front of the air conditioner vent, downs a glass of water from the jug in the fridge.

‘Mostly everyone was at home except the bloke next door, number seven,’ says White. ‘He’s a truckie, apparently, and he’s on the road at the moment. No one heard or saw anything. They go to bed early round here – most of them say they were tucked in by nine thirty. A couple of blokes’ – White checks his notes – ‘a Paul Campbell and a Scott Hemmings, said they were at the pub together until late, but they reckon they’d had a skinful and didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary on their way home. Everyone else seems to sleep pretty good, no one heard anything. I spoke to one woman who lives across the road, Lisa Melling, she cleans at the pub and does an evening shift at a community centre in the church. She was there until nine p.m. last night and said the street was quiet when she got home. Reckons she went to bed about ten thirty and didn’t hear a thing apart from her dogs barking a bit later on, around midnight or a bit after, she didn’t check the clock. But she says it wasn’t anything unusual, they often bark if a car pulls up late or they scent a rabbit or something.’

‘That fits with Mullins leaving the pub just before midnight,’ says Stones. ‘Maybe it was him coming home.’

‘Yeah. I don’t reckon there was anyone unusual hanging around,’ says White. ‘There’s plenty of dogs on chains, barking and trying to have a go at me every time I went into a yard, so you’d think they’d have made more of a ruckus if someone was wandering around.’

‘Mullins has to be our most likely suspect,’ says Stones.

‘This morning, though … I don’t know,’ says Walker. ‘He was a mess. And it didn’t seem like he was trying to hide that he found the bodies, or the blood on his clothes or anything. He wasn’t acting guilty.’

‘Might be he sobered up and got the shock of his life when he saw what he’d done the night before,’ says Stones. He thinks for a moment, turns to White. ‘Did you get anything more on the victims?’

‘Yeah. Mullins and his wife have lived here for five years. They spend most of the year here, sometimes head off down south for a few weeks over the summer. Everyone said the woman, Karen Mullins, is very nice, but they were a bit less complimentary about the husband. Not well liked. Seems he’s a drinker, picks fights when he’s pissed, suspicious of everyone, always thinks he’s being ripped off. Rumour has it that he bashes his missus. The other victim, Mark Bailey, is a bit of a big deal. Rolling in it, apparently. One of the few opal miners out this way who makes a decent living out of it. He’s got a big house on the Gold Coast. Only spends four or five months a year up here, doesn’t spend much of his money in town. That’s created a bit of general dislike – few people said he thought he was better than the average bloke.’

‘Do we reckon the target was the two of them? That it was the affair that got them killed. Or was one of them the target and the other one got unlucky?’ Walker is thinking out loud.

‘Worth considering,’ says Stones. ‘But personally I reckon it’s shut and dried. The husband found them in bed together. Piss and passion: bad combo. History of domestic violence on top of that. But who else did you say had a grudge against the victim?’

‘Stewie Charles,’ says Walker. ‘He pulled a knife on Mark in the pub last night, threatened to kill him. Apparently there’s some bad history between them, Stewie reckons Mark ripped them off on their mining claim or something. And Stewie has a history of violence and previous. He’s done ten years, I don’t know for what.’

The name goes up under Todd Mullins.

‘Anyone else?’

‘I’m not the right person to ask,’ says Walker. ‘I only came up yesterday to pick up my cousin, Blair, the bloke who collected you from the chopper. He was working for Mark for a few months, he’d be able to tell you more.’

‘What’s his name?’

‘Blair Mitchell.’

Stones writes Blair’s name on the whiteboard too, then his phone rings and he walks over to the table, picks it up. ‘Yeah?’ he says, then, after a moment, ‘Righto.’ He turns to Walker. ‘SOCOs are done. Could you give us a hand? We need to take the bodies to the health centre. There’s a room there we can set up to get a formal ID. Would you mind volunteering your ute?’

Walker nods. The bodies have to be moved and there’s no ambulance out here to do it. Best if it’s done with a minimum of fuss, and as much respect as possible.

They lock up the station and drive separately, Stones and White in a police cruiser, Walker in his ute. The younger of the SOCO team is waiting outside, having a smoke. When he sees the vehicles pull up, he extinguishes the ciggie and pulls his gear back on. Shortly afterwards the two of them come out, carrying one of the bodies. Walker drops the tailback and climbs up on the tray, helping bring the body up and lie it down as gently and reverently as is possible in the circumstances. He’s grateful that in a small town like this the news either hasn’t spread yet or some sense of decorum or fear is keeping people away from the scene. They repeat the process with the second body and a series of evidence bags.

As the two technicians disrobe, Stones closes the front door and seals it and the rest of the house with police tape, then asks the SOCOs: ‘You got anything for us?’

The woman is unwrapping a stick of chewing gum. She puts it in her mouth and folds the wrapper meticulously, sliding it into her pocket before answering. ‘You’ll need to wait on the pathologist for time and cause of death. It looks like someone used a hatchet of some sort, as you said. It was a violent attack and quite sustained. We’ll need a specialist to look at the pictures, but I’d say, from looking at the blood spatter, the woman was killed while she was asleep or lying down at least, but the bloke was moving, sitting up maybe, trying to defend himself. It’s only conjecture but that could suggest the woman was killed first, while they were both asleep, and he woke up and tried to fight back. The spatter around his body is higher and wider and he has some defensive wounds too. His right radius, the bone in his forearm, has been shattered, so he might have had his arm up against the weapon.’

She speaks in a level tone, not embellishing, but the details bring the violence and horror of the attack to life for Walker. Two people, asleep in bed, violently murdered in a brutal and lengthy attack. Who in this tiny town would have enough rage, enough hatred, to do such a thing?
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Chapter 12

5.30 p.m.

Walker is standing in front of his ute, leaning against the bull bar, watching the sun set and letting the day’s events run through in his mind, letting his intuition surface. He sometimes finds that when he’s not thinking too hard, not focusing directly on a problem, his mind supplies questions, and if he’s lucky sometimes even the answers, that he otherwise can’t access.

The sun is a perfect sphere of red and orange on the western horizon, dropping slowly out of sight. The sky is streaked with pink, the last rays of light colouring the swollen river that’s lapping up onto the other side of the rugby pitch. A flock of galahs is wheeling above, screeching and calling in the evening air. Ginger is sitting beside him, tongue out. Away from the crime scene, with everyday bush scents on the air, she’s more relaxed than she’s been all day.

The helicopter has gone, the dust of its departure settling. After they’d taken the bodies of the victims to the health centre, the most clinical space in the little town, they’d asked Mullins and Vero to formally identify them. Mullins had been white as a sheet, close to retching again, but had gone through with it, Stones watching his reactions like a hawk. Vero had come with Susie. Stones had pulled Vero aside, given her a grilling about her relationship with Mark and her alibi last night. Walker had found her answers coherent despite the shock she must be feeling. But when they’d taken her in to ID Mark’s body, her knees had buckled at the sight, Walker and Susie having to support her out of the room. Afterwards, he and Stones had brought the bodies here to the helicopter site. They’re being flown to Longreach for an autopsy, and Stones has left too. ‘No one here is going anywhere tonight. I’ll be back as soon as I have the forensic report, hopefully tomorrow morning. I’ll push for this to be top priority. White’ll be here and I’ve asked him to keep an eye on Mullins. I’d put money on him being our bloke. I’ll grill him again when we have the forensics and I reckon he’ll crack.’

Mullins is without doubt the most likely suspect but Walker’s instinct is telling him to look further afield. Mullins has a strong motive, but he was so shaken this morning that it’s put a real question in Walker’s mind as to his guilt. They haven’t spoken to Stewie Charles – Stones wants to wait for forensics – but Walker reckons that with the bloke’s history of violence and his obvious antipathy towards Mark, he has to be considered too.

The sun is almost gone now, the air cooler, the evening drawing in. He hasn’t found any answers but he can’t be standing here all night. He needs to go back to the cabin and spend some time with Grace – she’s been alone all day.

He’s driving down the main road towards the pub when he sees Grace walking on the other side of the road with a bloke he doesn’t recognise. As he swings the ute round and pulls up beside them, he realises it’s Brett Charles.

‘Hi, Lucas.’ Grace is smiling, happy, a bounce in her step. He should be pleased that she’s OK but he doesn’t really like her hanging around with Brett, not when his brother could be in the frame for a violent double murder.

‘Want a lift?’ he says to her, barely nodding at Brett. ‘I’m going back to the cabin and then I thought we could see if Blair can do us dinner tonight. Not sure the pub’ll be open …’

‘Yeah, OK,’ she says, then, turning to Brett, ‘Saves you walking me the whole way, right?’

Brett nods. ‘See ya round,’ he says, and they smile goofily at each other.

Walker feels his heart sink. Surely Grace isn’t falling for this dodgy-as-hell bloke? But he bites his tongue as they drive back to the cabin, not wanting to puncture her good mood.

‘I ran into Brett this afternoon and he showed me round town,’ she says. ‘We went to the river, we saw some emus – they’re the funniest things ever. There was this ginormous lizard that looks like a small crocodile. I freaked out! He was telling me about opals and how they find them, and he showed me some too. They are sooo beautiful. He has one that he wears all the time. You should see it. It’s like a rainbow in a stone. That’s what he says. He says all opals are different. They’re like people, they all have different personalities.’

‘He’s a real poet,’ says Walker, but she doesn’t notice the sarcasm.

‘He is,’ she agrees, smiling again, and Walker forces himself not to roll his eyes. Poet my arse, he thinks. Tomorrow, when Stones gets back, first thing he’s doing is running a check on Brett Charles’s criminal history.

They end up eating at the pub after all because Blair’s fridge is empty. ‘Thought we’d be leaving today, so there’s nothing,’ he says, apologetic.

The pub is quiet when they arrive, and Walker is relieved to find it open. Susie’s eyes are red, her hand unsteady, and he notices she tops up her bourbon and Coke with regularity. Grace orders the burger again, Walker plumps for the steak with Diane sauce and chips. They eat, he and Blair subdued because of the day’s events, Grace with half an eye on the door, lost in her own world. The steak isn’t bad but it’s a bit too salty. Be nice if there was a shop in town, somewhere to buy a few things, thinks Walker. He wouldn’t mind cooking for Grace, making her his signature chilli, spicy with black beans, or his Thai green curry with prawns, which is pretty good too.

At around 7 p.m. a small crowd arrives, none of the opal miners but a few of the others they’d met yesterday, including Mrs Pidgeon and her bloke, Mal, Scott the mechanic and Paul from the roadhouse. Walker supposes they’re regulars. They’re voluble, an aggressive undercurrent running through them as they filter into the pub and place their orders, standing at the bar in a tight-knit group.

Scott looks over, catches Walker’s eye and says something to the others. They turn, almost as one, the volume of their conversation rising. He can’t catch what they’re saying but the tone is angry. After a moment, Paul and Mrs Pidgeon lead the group over to the table where they’re sitting, their empty plates in front of them, finishing their drinks.

‘Got a minute, Officer?’ says Mrs Pidgeon. ‘We want to talk to you about what’s happened today. We’ve heard that two people have been murdered.’ Walker hears Grace give an exclamation of surprise beside him. He hasn’t told her the details, not wanting to unnecessarily alarm her. Mrs Pidgeon is still talking. ‘How could something like that happen here? In Kanpara! It’s outrageous. We’re concerned citizens, we have a right to know what’s going on.’

‘There’s not much I can tell you at the minute,’ says Walker. ‘Queensland Police have a team on it and they’re taking it very seriously.’

‘Seriously my arse,’ says Paul from the roadhouse. ‘There’s not even a copper stationed here to take care of things – they’re flying in and out and leaving us at the mercy of whoever did this. We want some action taken. These bloody opal miners, they’ve gone too far this time.’

‘Actually, there is a constable stationed here now and the senior detective will be back in the morning, so you’re not being left in the lurch. They’re working hard, they’re investigating. But it’s only been twelve hours – of course they don’t know exactly what happened yet or who was involved.’

‘Don’t give us that bullshit,’ says Scott. ‘We all know it was Todd Mullins. He’s always on the grog, he bashes his missus. Mark was having an affair with Todd’s missus, that’s public knowledge …’

‘Bloody right,’ says Paul. ‘It was Mullins for sure. He’s always causing trouble, in debt to half the town, never pays his bills, says he’s down on his luck but always manages to find a few bob for a drink. You should lock him up and throw away the key.’

Murmurs of agreement run through the group.

Mrs Pidgeon, the group’s de facto leader, starts off again. ‘The whole lot of those miners are nothing but trouble. This was a nice town, a safe town. We never had to lock our doors, you could count on your neighbours. Now this. It’s disgusting. You need to lock Mullins up tonight. We won’t be able to sleep otherwise. He could kill us in our beds too.’

‘I understand you’re concerned but we still live in a country where you’re innocent until proven guilty,’ says Walker. ‘Queensland Police is investigating and will find the person responsible, but you need to give them a bit of time.’

‘Well, they’d better get on with it. We’ll not stand for it any longer. It’s gone too far.’ Mrs Pidgeon jabs her finger at him. ‘If you cops won’t do it, we’ll take care of our own. We’ll stand armed guard over our loved ones if we have to.’

‘Too right.’ There’s another murmur of agreement from the group around Walker. ‘We’ll take care of it.’

‘Look,’ says Walker, fed up with the aggro directed at him. ‘I’m not in charge of the investigation. I’m visiting, stuck here like everyone else, and I’m trying to have dinner with my family. You’ll have to go to the station tomorrow, talk to the detective in charge. His name is DSS Stones.’

He turns away. Conversation over, as far as he’s concerned. After a moment the group disperses back to the bar, but the rumbles of discontent continue and he hears Mrs Pidgeon say again, ‘We’ll take matters into our own hands if they don’t.’

Walker wants to get out of the pub and its surly, frightened atmosphere. ‘Everyone’s on edge right now, it’s been a tough day,’ he says, turning to Grace. ‘I’m sorry, sis, this isn’t what I’d planned for our holiday! We’re supposed to be hanging out in Caloodie, not dealing with this bullshit. Shall we call it a night?’

‘Why don’t we have a few beers together at the cabin?’ says Blair. ‘This has been a shocker of a day, I reckon we could all use a drink. I’ll get a six-pack from Susie.’

They’re pushing their chairs back, Grace asking Blair to get a couple of Vodka Cruisers for her, when the bar behind them falls silent. The kind of quiet where you can hear a pin drop, the kind of quiet that means nothing but trouble.

Walker spins around. Todd Mullins has walked in the door, still wearing the borrowed clothes Jason the nurse has lent him. His face is pale, his posture stooped. He seems to have aged a decade over the course of the afternoon. To Walker he looks like a broken man, whether from guilt or loss, impossible to know.

Mullins goes up to the bar. If he notices everyone’s eyes on him, he doesn’t acknowledge it. He sits on the same stool he’d been sitting on yesterday evening and catches Susie’s eye. ‘I’ll have a beer,’ he says. Susie hesitates for a fraction of a second, then goes to a fridge behind her, pulls out a stubby and takes it over to Mullins.

He lays some money on the bar and Susie takes it. The pub is still unnaturally quiet and Walker is undecided. He wants to get Grace out of here, but he can’t leave just yet. This could get ugly. Before he can ask Blair to take Grace home, Paul Campbell steps forward, the mechanic, Scott Hemmings, close behind him. ‘You’re not welcome here, mate,’ he says to Mullins, who is taking a long gulp from the stubby. ‘You need to leave right now.’

Mullins puts the beer down, turns red-rimmed eyes on the group. ‘Free country, ain’t it?’

‘Nah. You need to get the fuck out or we’ll make ya,’ says Scott.

‘Where do you want me to go?’ says Mullins. ‘The police won’t let me go home and I can’t leave town. Karen’s dead. I’ve lost everything, all I’ve got is the clothes on me back …’

Walker feels a swell of unlikely sympathy. If Mullins didn’t do this, and that’s still open to question, then he’s lost his wife in the most horrifying and brutal way. No one else seems to feel any pity.

‘Not our fucking problem,’ says Scott. ‘Get out before I make ya.’

Beside him, Walker hears Blair sigh softly and then step forward. Walker and the rest of the pub watch as he goes over to Mullins and rests his hand on his shoulder. ‘You can stay at mine, Todd,’ says Blair. ‘There’s a coupla spare rooms – Wally and Stevo aren’t in town.’
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Chapter 13

Tuesday, 7 a.m.

For a few seconds after he wakes, Blair lies in bed, at peace. The blinds are down, the room is gloomy, dawn only just rising. Everything feels familiar, even the sound of snoring from the other bedroom, all of it so ordinary that it takes a few moments for reality to kick in, for his back and shoulders to tense, his stomach to cramp up. Mark is dead. Brutally murdered. And if anyone works out what they’d been arguing about the night Mark was killed, what he’s got himself involved in, he’s going straight to the front of the line of suspects. He should talk to Lucas, tell him the truth, tell him everything that’s going on, but sometimes, when his cousin is in cop mode, he feels like a stranger.

Lucas had been nervy last night about his decision to offer Todd a bed. ‘You sure, cuz?’ he’d asked. ‘He might have done it – might have killed them. You sure you want to share a house with him?’

‘She’ll be right. He’s got no beef with me,’ he’d said, and it was true. Mark and Mullins hadn’t liked each other, some long-ago spat when they were partners, and then Mark had gone and had an affair with Karen, perhaps out of spite as much as any love for the woman. But Blair has never had any disagreement with Mullins. They’re not friends but there’s no bad blood between them either. Mullins can be a miserable bastard but opal mining, the endless days of digging, seeking and failing in the heat and the dust, can sour anyone.

Last night, Mullins had sat in the living room, finishing his beer, not saying much, then taken himself off to bed. Blair had called Tracy and spent an hour talking to her, letting the love and warmth of his family, the familiar energy of Caloodie, wash over him, and had slept better than he’d expected, dreaming of his wife beside him, his daughters playing in the yard, momentarily forgetting the horror of the day’s deaths.

The sound of Mullins snoring and snorting through the thin walls that separate the bedrooms means he can’t get back to sleep, the terrible awareness of Karen and Mark’s deaths loud in his mind. He lies there for a while, texting Tracy, trying and failing to take his mind off the murders, then gets up, the day only just light, throws some water on his face, brushes his teeth and leaves, Mullins still sleeping.

The streets are even quieter than normal, the floodwaters keeping away even the road trains that rumble through on their way to pick up cattle from the stations out west, or the occasional caravanner you sometimes see. He starts by driving to the river, to see if there’s any chance they’ll get across today, but if anything the water is higher than yesterday. Still moving and definitely rising, the road beyond town invisible under a wide muddy brown lake. He stops at the roadhouse for a bacon roll and a coffee. It opens at 6 a.m. to cater for the passing traffic but there’s no one in today. Paul gives him a frosty welcome but takes his order and takes his money too. He’s all mouth, no trousers, thinks Blair. Plays the big man when there’s back-up, won’t say anything if he’s on his own.

He goes outside, hoping the warmth of the sun, the scent of the early-morning air and the sounds of the bird calls will soothe him. Drinks his coffee but ends up throwing the bacon roll away half-eaten. After all that’s happened, Mark and Karen’s deaths, the aggro in the pub last night, he’s lost his appetite. Wants to get the hell out of Kanpara, the sooner the better. He stands for a moment, undecided, then drives to the workshop, thinking he might as well get a few jobs done. There’s not much point, no point at all, to be honest, but there’s no harm in it either, and at least it’ll keep him busy, keep his mind distracted.

He drives slowly, window down, arm resting on the doorframe, the cool breeze refreshing. Most miners have their workshops out bush at their mine sites, but Mark had been doing well enough to afford a place on the edge of town. A place to repair his equipment in greater comfort and store more tools, and where he’d had space for a cutting room – an air-conditioned and well-lit room with a series of cutting stations for paring down and refining the opal he’d found.

As Blair bumps down the dirt track towards the workshop, he sees a figure emerging from the gates. A second later he registers the vividly coloured shirt straining over a beer gut and lets out a sigh. Dean Wilson – that’s all he needs.

He pulls up outside and cuts the engine. As he climbs out, he thinks the opal buyer looks even seedier than usual this morning, sweat rings under his arms, his face red even in the cool of the early morning.

‘G’day, Blair,’ says Dean, smiling his greasy smile. ‘I was hoping to catch you here. Wanted to have another chat about this mega-opal you blokes found.’

‘Look, this isn’t a good time, Dean, and anyway, that opal story is pure bullshit.’

‘I heard you’re the boss, now that Mark’s been found dead, playing away with his girlfriend …’

Blair looks at him, unsure what to say. Wilson watches him with sharp eyes. The bloke doesn’t miss much. He’s looking for gossip, decides Blair, who doesn’t want to talk about what’s happened, especially not with Dean Wilson.

‘I dunno anything about that,’ he says.

‘You blokes are pretty confident, not locking up,’ says Dean, changing the subject. ‘I just walked right on in there.’

‘We got nothing worth takin’,’ says Blair. ‘Like Mark told ya, we haven’t found anything this season. Look, I got things to do, I’ll see ya later.’ He walks towards the workshop doors but a thought hits him and he turns around. ‘Where’s your vehicle? Did you walk here or something?’

This time Wilson looks guilty. ‘Nah, it’s parked round the corner. I wasn’t sure exactly where you blokes were. I’ll see ya later,’ he says, and scurries off, moving as fast as his fat gut and little legs will let him.

Blair walks through the double gates and down the sandy driveway towards the workshop. Mark had cleared the bush and laid a cement floor about thirty metres square at the far end of the site and covered it with a curving high tin roof. There’s a caravan on the left where Mark had lived until this year. With Vero in residence, he’d rented a house for the two of them, though in the end he’d still spent most nights here, or, thinks Blair with the benefit of hindsight, off with Karen Mullins somewhere. Mark had offered Blair the caravan when he’d taken the job, but Blair had preferred to rent a room in the shared place on Albert Road. He’d wanted a bit of space from Mark, who was a very intense person to work for. They’d been together eighteen hours a day, driving to the mining camp before daybreak, working all day in the dust and heat, finding nothing, getting dirty, thirsty and frustrated. Mark had driven the machines so hard that they’d had regular equipment failure, making him even more spiky and irritable. Blair had spent late nights repairing breakdowns and Mark, too, had barely gone home. Unless Vero appeared, insisting he join her for dinner at the pub, he’d preferred to spend all hours at the workshop, studying maps, trying to decide where they should dig next, talking to his store manager and designers, running his large business. Working so many hours together and serving as the foil for Mark’s frustration, Blair had been happy to have Albert Road, a neutral place to retreat to. The room he’d found wasn’t much – three blokes and no cleaner, it was grubby and not exactly homely – but at least it gave him a few hours’ privacy.

The path towards the site is familiar as always but too quiet without Mark, who always filled the space with his nervous energy. Mark’s death becomes even more real in his absence here, and Blair’s steps slow and then stop. He can see the caravan on the left side of the block, the dusty white plastic table with its four matching chairs out front. The outdoor kitchen – nothing much more than a barbecue, a fridge and a sink at the far end of the roofed area – is clean and tidy as always. Mark had liked to cook, had made something for them most days, and cooking was the thing that best calmed his manic energy. The middle of the workshop is empty, the oil and dirt staining the concrete where they repair the vehicles and equipment. On the right of the block are two Portakabins. One houses Mark’s office, home to a desk piled with bills and paperwork and maps, a computer and a couple of filing cabinets. The second is the cutting room. Mark has most of his serious cutting done in Sydney, but this well-equipped little space is the first stage in turning an opal from rough stone into a striking and valuable piece of jewellery.

Blair’s standing, wondering what he’s doing here, why he’s come, when he hears a soft thump. His eyes roam across the space, noticing that the door to the cutting room is ajar. He calls out, ‘G’day? Anyone here?’ his voice echoing across the concrete. A gust of wind blows through, and he sees the cutting room door swing slightly and thud against the jamb. No one here, he decides, just the breeze catching the open door. But he approaches more slowly, and calls out ‘G’day?’ again. Still no answer from the silent workshop.

Chiding himself for his nerves, he takes the last few steps quickly and flings the door to the cutting room wide open. The room is empty, but there’s no doubt that someone has been inside. Most of the equipment has been flung to the floor, shattered glass and shards of boulder crunch underfoot, chairs are lying on their backs, tables tipped over, the whole space a huge mess. He steps back outside and looks into Mark’s office. This room is even worse: someone has gone through all the paperwork, pulled out drawers, emptied the cupboard where Mark keeps his maps and deeds, and forced open the filing cabinet, the drawers buckled and bent and contents scattered across the floor. The caravan, too, has been turned over, the upholstered seat ripped apart, drawers hanging out, the wardrobe doors standing open. Whoever has been here has given the place a thorough going-over, looking for something. The opal, most likely.

He wonders if it was Dean Wilson. The bloke looked guilty enough. He’s sneaky and sleazy, but Blair can’t imagine him having the energy or the guts to go through the workshop like this. Given the timing of it, he wonders if it’s linked to Mark’s murder. The thought gives him the chills. He steps down from the caravan and roots around in a toolbox until he finds what he’s been looking for: a big padlock. Then he walks out of the workshop and down the drive. He locks the gates behind him, the first time since he’s been here that the workshop has been secured – a case of shutting the stable door after the horse has bolted, he acknowledges to himself. Then he pulls out his phone and calls Lucas. He’ll know what to do.
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Chapter 14

8.30 a.m.

Walker looks at the destruction in the cutting room and office. ‘Given the mess they’ve made, it doesn’t look like they found what they were after,’ he says.

‘There’s nothin’ here to find,’ says Blair. He hesitates, and Walker gets the feeling he wants to say something else, but the silence stretches on. Eventually Walker says, ‘So Dean Wilson was here, was he?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Reckon it might have been him? How does he know where Mark’s workshop is, if Mark isn’t one of his suppliers?’

‘Well, it’s not a secret and he knows the town pretty good. He must have visited Mark here, I suppose.’

‘Hmm,’ says Walker. ‘Wilson turns up asking about some mega-opal the same night Mark and Karen are killed, and now this.’ He gestures at the workshop. ‘Reckon I need to have a chat with him. You better leave this the way it is – Stones and his lot will want to check for fingerprints and maybe forensics.’

Walker picks up a bacon and egg roll and a large flat white from the servo for breakfast, and leans against the ute, eating and thinking about the case, absent-mindedly feeding Ginger – sitting in the ute’s tray – pieces of bacon as she snuffles against his shoulder. It’s possible, he thinks, that the motive for the double murder wasn’t passion, wasn’t the betrayal of a marriage, but was all about money, the huge opal Mark was supposed to have found, the stone Dean Wilson is so interested in. Taking advantage of Mark’s affair to make it look like a crime of passion would be a clever way to cover your tracks.

He finishes his coffee and drives to Wilson’s opal shop just down the street. The little store was shut the day he and Grace arrived and still looks closed, but an ancient boxy Toyota 4x4, dented and unwashed, streaked with the red dust of the bush, the driver’s-side wing mirror secured with duct tape, is parked outside. The shop looks half-abandoned, and the display in the window – a simulated piece of bush covered in boulders with one turned to show a streak of opal – is dusty and unlit. But even in the dust and behind the smeared and dirty glass of the window, the shimmer of opal in the display is eye-catching. With its shots of blue and green, the colours changing and shifting in the light as he looks at it, he concedes that opal is undeniably a special gem.

He knocks hard on the door, shouts out ‘G’day?’ and sees a light come on in a back room. A few moments later Dean Wilson, his Hawaiian shirt lurid under the fluorescent light, comes to the door and pulls it open. It sticks a little on the dusty floor and Walker can smell the musty air of a room that has been closed for a long time.

‘You come to buy some opal, Officer?’ says Wilson as he waves Walker in.

Walker smiles. ‘Nah, wanted to have a chat with you, get a bit of background about opals and opal mining.’ He looks around the store. Directly ahead is a counter, a waist-high glass case topped with wood, the glass shelves inside empty. Glass shelves to shoulder height, also dusty and empty, run along the wall to the left of the door, and a big poster of different types of opals hangs to the right, the colours faded and pale.

‘You haven’t been open for a while,’ he observes.

‘Yeah, nah, not worth it anymore. Used to be a few tourists came out this way but after they sealed Highway 75, that more or less stopped. The road here is a shocker so tourists go that way now, through Wulina to Longreach. I’ve got a store in Longreach and one in Winton – they catch most of the tourists. And then in summer I go overseas to the big markets in the US. What is it you wanted to know about opals?’

‘Hard to make a living from it?’

‘Not really. Good opal walks out the door.’

‘You buy a lot from the miners round here?’

‘Here and other places.’

‘They doing alright, are they, the miners here?’

Wilson shrugs. ‘Some better than others. Mark always found colour. He worked hard, had a good system, and he knows the country better than most. He grew up on opal fields – his grandad was a miner in Coober Pedy, his dad in Lightning Ridge. And he’s obsessed with ’em. Anything there is to know about opal, he knows it.’

‘You bought a lot from him, then?’ asks Walker.

Wilson shakes his head. ‘Nah, he wasn’t interested. He’s got a big store on the Gold Coast. Got cutters he works with down there, makes jewellery, sells direct. Got a fancy house down there too. He’s definitely doing alright.’

‘The others? Todd Mullins, for example?’

‘Who can say. I only know what they tell me and that’s not bloody much. Todd especially. Opals are a trust business. People have to trust you to sell to you, to tell you where they’re camped and what they’ve found. I did a five hundred K round trip the other day to say g’day to the miners I sometimes buy from. At the last place, just as I got there, they found colour and I bought it right off the excavator. Wouldn’t have got that if I wasn’t there. And wouldn’t have been there if they didn’t trust me.’

Walker nods. ‘You probably heard about Mark Bailey and Karen Mullins?’ he says.

Wilson prevaricates for a second, then decides on the truth. ‘Yeah, I heard last night. I had a couple of beers at the pub. Everyone was talking about it. Terrible business.’ He shakes his head.

Walker looks more closely at the buyer. He’d known Mark was dead, but he’d gone to the workshop anyway. Or perhaps that’s what had taken him to the workshop in the first place, searching for the opal he’s been asking about.

‘Do you think Mark might be dead because of something related to opal?’

‘If he found the kind of stone that I heard he found, then yeah, abso-fucking-lutely. Opal mining, the chance to make big money, the isolation of it, it attracts dysfunctional blokes. Mostly they’re broke, a few of them are crooks. And most of them need more money than they’re making to pay for their bad personal habits. A lot of them are desperate, and a life-changing size of stone like the one Mark found, yeah, I reckon blokes’d kill for that, no doubt.’

‘Who told you about this stone?’

Wilson dodges the question with the ease of a politician. ‘In my line of work, you have to talk to people, listen to them. A lot of what they tell you is bullshit but some of it isn’t. And I heard from a reliable bloke, not a bullshitter, that Mark found a fantastic stone. I believe him. The better question is: where is it? Apparently, no one knows about it, no one’s seen it. I reckon that bloke he’s partners with, Blair, he’s hiding something …’

Walker must look sceptical, because Wilson starts up again.

‘You reckon because they were partners, he wouldn’t do it?’ he says. ‘It’s easier to find opal than to find a good partner. When you work with each other day in day out, live rough like they do and there’s a lot of money involved, there’s plenty of ways to fall out. People get delusional. All those hot days working in the dust, in the heat. They find colour, one of ’em thinks he’s gonna be rich, that he’s going to be a millionaire, but then it’s worth less than he thought and the trouble starts. And Mark wasn’t an easy bloke …’ His voice trails off.

‘People didn’t get on with him?’ asks Walker.

‘Nah, yeah, look, he was difficult. He worked hard but he didn’t like to share. Him and Todd, they worked together for a few years but they fell out because Mark would buy Todd’s share uncut, dirty. He’d cut it and then sell it. Problem was, he’d give Todd twenty K for his share, have it cut and then sell it for a hundred K. After this happened a couple of times, Todd came to me, asked me if I thought Mark was rippin’ him off. I didn’t want to get involved, but I looked at the numbers and to be honest, it was a rip-off. Anyways, they haven’t been mates since.’

‘You told Todd that Mark was ripping him off?’ Walker gets the sense that Wilson is a shit-stirrer, one of those blokes who likes to mess with other people’s minds, destroy friendships. Maybe because he hasn’t got any mates himself.

‘I only told him the truth,’ says Wilson.

‘When was this?’

‘Oh, reckon about four years ago now.’

‘And they stopped working together after that?’

‘Yeah,’ says Wilson. ‘Todd’s been working on his own since then. He’s had a bit of luck but nothing to write home about. What he had that Mark wanted was Karen. Her and Todd were real sweet on each other until Todd started drinking the whole time. She’s always lived out here, really supported him. That wife of Mark’s is much harder work, high-maintenance city sheila. I reckon he slept with Karen to prove he could have her. He was like that, Mark. Had to be top of the heap all the time.’

Walker looks around the empty shop and studies Wilson again. He’s got a big mouth and is happy to dish the dirt but he’s hiding some secrets of his own. The shirt he’s wearing, the only one Walker’s ever seen him in, is crumpled and marked with sweat lines. He has broken capillaries across his nose and cheeks and the gut, too, of a big drinker. And he doesn’t look prosperous: his jeans are faded, his boots need replacing, the car outside is ancient and the shop all but empty. For all his claims of selling abroad, of shops in other towns, there’s a desperate edge to him. He’s turned up here on a rumour, looking to buy a life-changing stone, to buy himself out of trouble maybe.

Walker takes a punt: ‘I heard you were on hard times yourself. That that’s why you were so desperate to buy this stone of Mark’s …’

Wilson looks at him, a flush rising to his cheeks. ‘Who told you that? Fucking cheek. None of ’em got a brass cent to rub together, what would they know.’

‘So it’s not true?’ says Walker, pushing. ‘If I do a search on ASIC, call in your bank statements, your business is rosy, all doing well?’

‘Look, yeah, righto, it’s been a tough couple of years. But I’ll be alright, I’ll pull through. I always do.’

‘What were you doing at Mark’s workshop earlier this morning?’

Wilson’s shoulders sag. ‘The mess out there hasn’t got anything to do with me. It was like that when I got there. I went to talk to Mark’s partner, that Blair bloke, see if I could convince him to sell now that Mark’s gone. But he wasn’t there and the place had been turned over, someone had been through it and made a right mess.’

‘Well, we’ll be running fingerprints and forensics out there, so if you had something to do with it, you’d be better off telling me now. Could be the mess was made by the same person who killed Mark …’

‘No fucking way, none of this has got anything to do with me!’ Wilson’s face is getting redder. ‘If you’re looking for people who wanted to kill Mark, I’m not on the list. You want to talk to Todd. Or to Stewie and Brett, Mark ripped them off too. Or Blair, he’d have reason. No one could work with Mark. He never stopped working, had that twenty-four-seven energy and he was tricky. If Mark found a stone like that, he wouldn’t want to share it. No way. I could see Blair didn’t know about the stone when I turned up the other day asking about it. He coulda got the shits, went to confront Mark and then lost it. Killed ’em both.’
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Chapter 15

10 a.m.

Grace had been hoping that Brett might come by the cabin again, that they might spend the day together. Lucas had headed out early; she’d just woken when she heard the ute start, and she’d been secretly pleased. She’s pretty sure he doesn’t like Brett much and if she wants to get to know him better it’ll be easier without her big brother breathing down their necks.

Despite the sulphuric stink of the water out here, she’d washed her hair, sat in the sun to let it dry, brushed it until it was shiny and even put a bit of lip gloss on. She’d sat on the step of the cabin, stretching her legs out, tanning them in the sun, listening to the birds, smelling the floodwaters – a bit gross now, the scent of mud and rotting vegetation and possibly some dead animal or bird floating on the air. But he hadn’t shown up. Typical, she thinks, laughing to herself; it’s guaranteed that if you wash your hair or shave your legs you won’t get lucky. I should have stayed grubby.

Bored of her own company now and ready for breakfast, she heads towards the pub and sees Vero sitting on the veranda at one of the outdoor tables, smoking a cigarette and drinking a Diet Coke. She has big dark circles under her eyes and looks exhausted.

‘Hi, Vero,’ she says, walking up to her. She’s not sure what you’re supposed to say to someone whose husband has been killed. She doesn’t know exactly what happened, Lucas was vague on the details, but it seems it was violent and sudden. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she says, adding, ‘you know, about your husband …’

Vero looks up at her, gives a half-smile, half-grimace.

‘Am I in the way?’ asks Grace. ‘Tell me to go away if you want to be alone.’

‘Nah, you’re right, darls. I could use the company. Stops me thinking about it all for a minute.’

Grace pulls out the opposite chair and they sit together, not saying much, looking out at the quiet street, no cars going past, no people in sight, the silence broken only by a bird squawking and whistling in the tree beside the pub. A fly buzzes around, lands on the can of drink. Vero draws deeply on the cigarette and exhales, leans back in the chair, closes her eyes. Grace can see Lucas’s ute and another car parked outside the little opal shop down the road but there’s no sight of him or Blair. As she watches, Ginger appears in the ute’s tray back, where she must have been lying down. She looks out towards the shop, then turns a few circles and disappears again, back to sleep, no doubt.

Out of nowhere Grace’s stomach gives a loud growl. Vero opens her eyes and looks over at her and she laughs, embarrassed. ‘Oh my god, that was my stomach. I guess I need to eat something. Do you wanna come to the gas station with me for a coffee?’

‘Yeah, why not,’ says Vero, leaning over and crushing the butt of her cigarette in a red plastic ashtray.

They walk down the steps and onto the dusty verge that runs alongside the empty main street, flies following in their wake, the sun beating hot on their heads.

‘Vero! Hey! Where’re you off to?’ Grace turns to see Susie standing at the door of the pub. She’s wearing a simple vest top and jeans, boxy and sitting low on her hips, a man’s cut, thinks Grace. The androgynous look suits her, with her short spiky hair and solid frame. Vero ignores her, keeps walking, lost in her grief probably, in her own thoughts.

Grace feels like she has to say something. ‘We’re going for a coffee. Do you wanna come too?’ she calls, but Susie doesn’t answer, simply turns and shuts the door of the pub behind her with a slam.

Grace takes a couple of big steps to catch up with Vero. ‘I think Susie’s upset,’ she says.

‘Probably,’ says Vero. ‘It’s because of you. She gets jealous sometimes. She doesn’t like me having other friends. I’ve been staying with her – I don’t want to go home after everything that’s happened – but now it’s like she thinks she owns me.’

They’re almost at the gas station when Lucas drives up, toots his horn and waves as he pulls up beside them.

‘All good, sis?’ he says, and she nods. ‘How are you doing, Vero?’

‘Awful,’ she says. ‘I still can’t believe it. I keep thinking that I’ll go home and Mark’ll be there, boring me silly about bloody opals.’ Her face pales and she looks like she’s going to cry, her lip trembling. ‘I haven’t been back to the house yet. I can’t face it.’

‘I reckon it might be better if you stay at the pub for a while anyway,’ says Lucas. ‘Just till we know what’s happened.’

She looks up at him, her eyes wide. ‘You don’t think I’m in danger, do you?’

‘Nah, nah,’ he says. ‘But someone trashed Mark’s workshop last night so to be on the safe side it’s better to be cautious. And it can be tough being on your own after something like this. If Susie doesn’t mind …’

‘Susie won’t mind,’ says Vero. ‘But I’ve got no clothes. Is it safe to go home and pick up some things?’

‘Why don’t I take you?’ suggests Lucas. ‘I’ve got an hour spare, and I can make sure you’re alright.’

Grace is about to ask if she can come too but he says, ‘Will you be OK on your own for a half-hour, sis?’

‘Sure,’ she says. ‘I’ll go and have a coffee.’

‘Righto, I’ll meet you at the servo in a bit.’

The gas station is cool, the air conditioning welcome. Even on this winter morning the sun is strong; she felt it burning her arms and the top of her head as they walked up from the pub. The sun isn’t as harsh as this in Boston, even in summer. If there was anywhere to shop, she’d buy some sunscreen and a cute hat too. It would drive Ashley crazy here – she loves to shop, to spend the day at the mall, eating out, catching a movie. There’s not a single store here and nowhere to eat except this gas station and the pub, nothing fun to do. It’s kind of cool to visit for a day but how do people live out here? She’d go crazy from boredom herself after a week.

She orders a coffee and the breakfast wrap, takes a seat looking out across the car park, keeping an eye out for Lucas coming back or maybe Brett. Two trucks, the kind Lucas calls utes, pull up in the car park. Paul, the owner of the gas station, gets out of one, the burly mechanic Scott from the other. They’re both stern-faced and purposeful as they stride towards the entrance, but what surprises her most is that both of them are carrying guns. Long-barrelled rifles, held firmly in their hands.
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Chapter 16

11 a.m.

Walker has Vero wait in the ute when they arrive at her house. He’s almost certain that the constable, White, checked the place yesterday as part of the team’s investigation, but he prefers to be cautious, particularly in light of the overnight break-in at the workshop. The house, which is on the last street in town, backs onto the rugby pitch where the police helicopter landed. There’s a neighbour across the road and a couple further down, but the blocks are big and run directly into the bush. It would be hard to spot an intruder, especially at night. Vero will definitely be safer staying at the pub.

The house is an old Queenslander on high stilts. He checks the space underneath first. Enclosed by a trellis, it has a concrete floor and is home to a laundry and a rudimentary games room – a sagging sofa, an old pool table and a dartboard. No mess here, no one’s been through it.

He goes quietly up the back stairs and across an open veranda decorated with a white cane outdoor set, two chairs and a table positioned to overlook the garden, the bush and floodwaters visible beyond. The grass is almost green and two big palm trees, a colourful hammock strung between them, sit in the middle of the yard. A couple of gum trees and the pink-and-white blooms of a bougainvillea in flower mark the boundary fence, the red dust of the sports field almost invisible behind them. It confirms his feeling that this house would be easy to access unseen.

The back door is unlocked, as Vero said it would be. He listens: there’s no sound, the house creaking in the heat but otherwise quiet. He turns the handle slowly and pushes the door. It opens into a nicely decorated room with a dining table and six chairs and a big colourful painting hung on the wall above. There’s no mess and no noise. He calls, ‘Anyone home?’ his voice echoing in the emptiness. He’s certain he’s alone but goes carefully all the same, checking the rooms one at a time.

First a modern kitchen, tidy and clean bar a plate and coffee mug beside the sink attracting a line of tiny black ants. Then down a long corridor, cool and a little gloomy, no natural light. Four doors open from it. First a bathroom with a mirror cabinet, sink, striped shower curtain over the bath. Then two bedrooms. One tidy, the bed made with military precision. The other much messier – bed unmade, clothes draped across it, the doona half-fallen to the floor, a jewellery box and make-up bag open on a little dressing table and the soft scent of perfume filling his nostrils. This room is clearly Vero’s, not much evidence of a male presence. He wonders if Mark had slept in the other one. The last door leads to a living room, shaded and cool with a mustard-coloured sofa, a few throw pillows and a massive TV. Aside from Vero’s bedroom, the house doesn’t look all that lived in. He feels a tug of sympathy for her. Living out here, in a tiny town, Mark working all hours and sleeping at the camp or the workshop most nights. No wonder she spends a lot of time at the pub.

The front door opens onto another high veranda with ferns and azaleas in colourful pots, an outdoor table, painted bright pink, four chairs in the same colour around it.

He waves to Vero. ‘All clear,’ he calls.

As she comes up the stairs she asks, ‘It’s all OK in there?’

‘Yeah, you’re right, it’s all good,’ he says.

He stands to the side, making space for her to pass, but she comes up, puts her arms around him and hugs him. ‘Thank you so much,’ she says, sniffling. ‘I feel much safer knowing you’re here, taking care of me.’

Caught slightly off guard, Walker half hugs her, half pats her shoulder, before disentangling himself. ‘No worries, happy to help,’ he says as he steps away. ‘I’ll wait out here. No rush, take your time.’

She lets her hand linger on his arm for a moment, then goes inside, and he sits on one of the pink chairs, his thoughts going back to what Wilson had said. Although the simplest explanation, the one that Stones favours – that Mullins lost it when he found his wife in bed with his former partner – is the most likely scenario, he wonders again if a lust for wealth could be behind the murders. He asks himself what Barbara would say if she were here. He’d met Barbara, a German detective, on a case in Caloodie, when she’d come to search for her missing sister. They’d connected in a way he doesn’t connect with many people, understood each other from the get-go. They’d stayed in touch and he thinks of her often, not just when he’s working. He’d like to see her again, had been hoping to go to Berlin to visit her a few months ago but the trip hadn’t panned out. The arrests of the Vandals leadership meant he’d been called back to work sooner than he’d expected, and he’s been wrapped up in making the case against them, and in finding Markovich, for months. No time for holidays or overseas jaunts. When he’d called Barbara, she’d understood; she’s police, she knows how it is. He thinks again that he shouldn’t be up here this week either, not with Markovich finally coming out from under his rock, but he hadn’t wanted to let Grace down.

Asking himself what Barbara might think has become a useful shorthand for him, a way to unpick his first assumptions on a case. Barbara takes nothing at face value; she’s always invested in deciphering the bigger picture, the full story. And here, well, there could be more factors at play than simply a love triangle gone horribly wrong.

He pulls out his phone and checks the time in Berlin: 3 a.m. A text rather than a call, then. Starts typing: Hey! Hows things? Working a case and thinking of you. I’m missing those Guerra problem solving skills! Hope alls good. He hasn’t spoken to her for a couple of weeks. If she’s got time, she’ll give him a call or send him a message tomorrow. There’s not much she can do to help from Berlin, but it’s always nice to chat with her.

He hears the screen door behind him open and Vero comes out. She’s changed out of the pub t-shirt and leggings she was wearing into a pair of white jeans, a bright-pink t-shirt and thongs in the same shade. The colour is obviously one of her favourites, thinks Walker – it just about matches the chair he’s sitting on. She’s brushed her hair, put on a bit of make-up and is carrying a colourful tote bag. She looks less like Aisha today, her face harder, paler, lacking the vivacity of the other night. He goes to stand but she says, ‘Can we sit here for a minute, darls? I don’t really want to go straight back to the pub …’

‘Sure,’ he says, thinking that this might be a good time to ask her a few questions. They sit looking out across the silent street. There are no neighbours in their gardens, no traffic on the street. Walker hears a dog bark in the distance, a couple of cockatoos raising a ruckus in a gum tree nearby, the sound of cicadas humming, and thinks how isolated this must feel for Vero, after the glamour of her life on the coast.

‘You lived here long?’ he asks after a minute.

‘Nah,’ she says. ‘This is the first time I came up here for the full season. We’ve got a place on the Gold Coast, normally I stay there, but I didn’t want to spend another winter on my own. Mark loves it up here, he’s always talking about it, always desperate to get back out here, so I thought it might be a laugh. I’ve been here before but only for a week or two at a time and there was always something going on – the country races, stuff like that. Lots of people around and a lot of fun. I don’t know what I was expecting this time but I didn’t think it would be so boring. Mark works all the time and there’s nothing to do except get drunk with Susie. I thought I might be able to go out riding with Karen, but she kept putting me off.’ She gives a bitter half-laugh. ‘Now I know why.’

‘Do you have kids? Other family?’

‘My family live in WA and … well, it’s complicated. I wanted kids but not while Mark’s away half the year. It’s too hard doing it on your own and he can’t stop mining. It’s his life. Was his life.’ She takes a deep breath. Sits, eyes unfocused. ‘Mark’s got family. His mum, two sisters. They live in Adelaide. I haven’t called them. I don’t know how to tell them …’

He feels for her, the horrible thing she’s going through, the terrible conversation she’ll have to have with Mark’s family.

‘Is there anyone you can think of who might have had it in for Mark?’ he asks. ‘Who might have done this?’

She shakes her head. ‘I don’t know. I’ve been thinking and thinking, who could do this to us? And why? I mean, Todd didn’t like Mark, they fell out a few years ago over some mining bullshit, but could he do this? I don’t know. And to kill Karen as well. He was really in love with Karen, you know. You could tell by the way he looked at her. She’s so ordinary, nothing special at all, but he always looked at her like she was the most beautiful woman in the room. He’s a pisshead and they reckon he bashes her, but I don’t know, I think he was in love with her.’

‘Maybe that’s why,’ says Walker. ‘He found her in bed with Mark …’

Her face goes hard. He can see he’s touched a nerve, feels a pang of guilt. At the pub last night, Mark and Karen’s relationship had seemed common knowledge, but it’s often the way that those closest are the last to know. ‘Did you know he was having an affair with Karen?’ he asks, keeping his voice gentle.

She looks away. ‘Nah,’ she says after a moment, her voice flat. ‘I thought he was working. All those late nights, I thought he was working. Idiot that I am.’ She doesn’t say anything for a moment, and he gives her time. This is such a hard thing for her to deal with on so many levels. After a minute she says: ‘Do you reckon this story about this opal Mark’s supposed to have found is true? Or opal miner bullshit?’

Walker is intrigued. He’s been wondering the same thing. ‘Mark never mentioned the opal to you, then?’

‘Nah. He’s been moody the whole season. Kept saying his luck had run out. Reckon he thought it was my fault, that I was bringing him bad luck. But then end of last week and over the weekend, he was different. Not excited, not happy, not saying that he found something, but kind of paranoid. Someone broke into his camp, made a right mess. He thought it was Stewie and Brett and he said I should lock the doors here at night too. Kept saying he couldn’t trust no one …’

Walker remembers Blair saying that Mark had been acting angsty the last week or so too. ‘He didn’t say why?’

She shakes her head. ‘Nah, but he didn’t really talk business with me. He didn’t tell me much about anything. Maybe he was too busy telling Karen.’
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Chapter 17

11.30 a.m.

Todd Mullins is sitting on the sofa, a cup of coffee in hand. He’d woken late, gone 10 a.m., and found the house empty, Blair already gone. He’d scratched around in the unfamiliar kitchen, dug out the coffee, sniffed the milk, good enough, made himself a cup. Trying all the while to push thoughts of yesterday out of his mind. Of the blood everywhere, the stench of it. Of Karen and Mark in his bed, both of them dead.

Did he do it? Did he get home, pissed out of his skull, find Mark there, put an axe through both their heads, then go and sleep it off in the vehicle? His hands are shaking at the thought. He coulda done it, especially to Mark Bailey, no loss there. A cheating cunt, a liar, a thief, and if anyone deserved an axe in the face it was him. But Karen? She’d stuck by him, even when times were rough. She’d put up with his foul moods, his disgust at his failure to find anything after he’d gone it alone. He’d been convinced he’d show Bailey who was the real opal king but he’d had no luck, none at all, everything turning to shit around him. He’d taken it out on her, had been a right bastard to her, no doubt about it. His thoughts turn maudlin, mourning the good woman he’s lost, the one he hadn’t appreciated enough.

Still, she was in bed with fucken Bailey. The thought makes him angry and bitter again. He reckons if he’d come home and found them there together, he coulda lost it. He definitely coulda. He knows he’s got a little hatchet somewhere, but he wouldn’t know exactly where. The shed maybe, but the cops would’ve looked there, would’ve found it. So maybe he hid it somewhere afterwards. Maybe he did do it.

He puts his head in his hands. Hot tears slide across his fingers. If only he could remember something, but the whole night’s a blank. He must’ve really tied one on, to not remember nothing. And surely, if he’s done this, if he’s killed the pair of them, surely he’d remember, even if he was pissed.

He leans back on the sofa, closes his eyes, wishing himself back to sleep, away from this horror. He’s a murderer. He’s killed Karen. Nausea rises and he breathes deep, trying to push it down, but he can feel it coming and then he has to leg it to the bathroom, throw up, just coffee and not much else, the bile stinging his throat as he empties his guts into the toilet bowl.

He has a drink of water from the bathroom tap, rinses his mouth and goes back to the sofa, lies down, closes his eyes, trying to remember something, anything. The beginning of the night is there. He was in the pub, there was a fight and he was enjoying himself. Stewie Charles, holding a blade, eyes as cold as the steel in his hand, planning to cut Mark. No one liked Mark, a lot of people would have been happy to see him dead. He remembers the pub emptying, Mrs Pidgeon and her bloke leaving, her bitter little raisin eyes judging him. He might have told her to fuck off. He’s pretty sure Scott Hemmings was there, Paul from the roadhouse too, but he can’t remember talking to them, can’t remember anything. Can’t remember leaving, can’t remember driving home. All he remembers is waking up, the sun already touching the horizon. Finding himself in the vehicle, parked outside the house, not on the driveway. He must have been too drunk to park it, pulled up and switched the engine off, gone to sleep. He’d moved the car onto the driveway, gone inside, made a coffee, slept a bit. And then … The blood, the stench, the horror of that room. His stomach clenches again – he forces his mind away, manages not to throw up this time.

Nothing else comes to him. The longer he thinks, the worse he feels, a knot of ice building in his stomach. He’s gonna do time for this, a long time too, for a double murder. Fucksake, he needs to remember what happened.

He must fall asleep, the fear, the misery, shutting down his brain, pushing him under. When he wakes up again, his neck is stiff from lying on the arm of the sofa but a tendril of a memory is wafting across his mind. It disappears as he tries to grab at it. He lies there, waking slowly, the pain in his guts still there, his head thumping, the living room stuffy and close. He’s rubbing his hand across his eyes, thinking he needs a beer, or a rum, when it comes back to him.

He was in his vehicle, his head against the window, the glass cool against his skin, drifting in and out of consciousness. Someone was trying to move him, trying to get him out of the car, pulling, hands under his armpits. Then the voice, low but distinct, he can hear it now: ‘Leave him, maybe it’s better this way.’

He sits upright, staring at the wall in front of him, searching his memory as hard as he can. Nothing more comes to him, but the voice is clear as a bell inside his mind. He lies back, putting two and two together, trying to figure out why Mark had to die, why Karen had to die.

He needs a drink to help him think. He rummages around the fridge: nothing, not a single stubby. He opens a few cupboards: nothing. He’s about to give up when he looks properly at the TV, which is sitting on some kind of storage unit. Opens the doors to the unit and, bingo, a bottle of Bundy, two-thirds full, and a two-litre bottle of Coke. Warm but who gives a shit. He gets a glass, pours himself a big drink, more rum than Coke, and sits on the sofa, thinking.

He can tell the cops what he remembers but if they’ll believe him or not, well, that’s another story. And maybe he has a better idea. Maybe he can use this information, turn it to his advantage first, tell the cops later. Mark found an opal big enough to retire on. That’ll be what this is about. That’ll be why Mark was murdered. And Karen – well, that was probably to set him up for it. Almost got away with it too. But he reckons with what he remembers, and what he can figure out beyond that, he knows enough to lay claim to that stone. A stone that will get him out of here. Away from the failure, away from the horror, off to a fresh start.
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Chapter 18

2 p.m.

‘Time of death for both victims: sometime between midnight and four a.m.,’ says Stones, reading to Walker from the preliminary forensic report.

Stones had arrived back on another helicopter. Walker had been sitting with Blair and Grace at the roadhouse eating a steak and mushroom pie and drinking an iced coffee. The pie was excellent, flaky pastry and plenty of good-quality meat in the filling. ‘We buy them from the bakery at Quilpie,’ Paul’s wife, Nat, had told him, and Walker has added the bakery to his list of places to pit-stop for good food.

He’d been keeping an eye on the crowd in the roadhouse too. The place had had a strange energy to it. Cars coming in and out, blokes sitting with Paul at a table at the back in quiet yet intense conversation. A moody undercurrent he couldn’t quite pin down. Everyone anxious about the murders, he’d figured. It was understandable. Grace had asked after Vero. He’d told her she was back with Susie, that she was doing OK, then changed the subject. They’d talked about Boston and he and Blair had shared more stories of Caloodie, trying to distract her, lift her mood, not entirely sure they’d managed it.

When he’d seen the helicopter arrive, Stones ducking his head, the blades whipping above him, carrying what looked like an overnight bag, White waiting in the cruiser, he’d dropped Grace back at the cabin before heading to the station. She’d wanted to access the Wi-Fi, wanted to watch something on her phone, switch off. He’d got it but wished he could give her a better option, that this holiday was going more to plan, that they weren’t stuck here, dealing with a double murder.

‘Cause of death for the female victim: haemorrhage and blood loss,’ says Stones, still reading. ‘She had eight deep cut wounds to the face, chest and neck, her ribs were broken and the lung and heart took damage, the pleural cavity was breached, she had a pneumothorax – that’s a collapsed lung to you and me – caused by a penetrating chest injury, but it was blood loss from the severed carotid artery that was the cause of death. Jesus …’ Stones exhales. ‘They reckon less than two minutes before she died, given the extent to which it was severed. Just gotta hope she was unconscious.’

Walker feels the horrible violence of the murders wash through him again. He’s seen some terrible things in his time but this is a really nasty case.

Stones flicks a page over. ‘Mark Bailey likely died instantly from his head injuries. Extensive brain contusion following fragmentation of the neurocranium, as the result of an assault on the head with a sharp-edged tool. A total of three slash and cut wounds as well as contused lacerations were identified on the scalp, the face and the neck.’ Stones skims on. ‘Like we thought, Bailey also had defensive wounds.’ He reads: ‘Both ulna and radius in the forearm are broken, precise causation cannot be explained, though likely within the dynamic processes involved between victim, assailant and the offending weapon. Christ, this lot never use one word when a hundred will do.’

‘Do they reckon she was killed first, and he woke up?’ says Walker. ‘You’d think you’d do it the other way round, kill the bigger target first, then the softer hit. And she was further away from the door too, on the far side of the bed. Could she have been the target?’

‘All conjecture at this stage,’ says Stones, ‘but if you’re right, that puts the husband straight in the frame.’ He goes up to the board and puts a question mark beside Karen Mullins’s name. ‘We need to do a bit of digging into her life,’ he says. ‘I’ve already asked for financial and insurance checks on both victims. We’ll find out how much Todd Mullins benefits from her death.’

‘What about their phones? Be worth checking out if there’s any calls or messages on them that might give us a clue …’

‘Good point,’ says Stones. He goes through the paperwork, pulls out a page. ‘That’s odd. There’s no phone on the evidence list. Neither Mark’s nor Karen Mullins’s. Maybe the killer took them. I’ll get someone to request call records and have White do another search of the house. I asked him to check Mark’s car yesterday – I’ll get him to look through that again, too.’

‘Was there anything interesting on Mullins’s phone?’ asks Walker.

‘At first glance there wasn’t anything obvious. He didn’t have a passcode to lock it and I couldn’t see any calls or messages around the time of death. It needs more analysis – I’m waiting for the report.’

The whiteboard now has a series of pictures of the victims and scene pinned up alongside the names of the possible suspects: Mullins, Stewie Charles, and Blair’s name, incongruously, still up there too.

‘Any indication on what the weapon was?’ asks Walker.

‘They’re only saying a sharp-edged tool at this stage,’ says Stones, ‘but I spoke to the pathologist and she says probably a hatchet of some type. White and I searched the house, the garden, the shed, the empty block next door for the weapon, but couldn’t find it. We’d be home and dry if we had it but he could have chucked it in any of the empty lots out here, or he held on to it and then dumped it in the water … It could be anywhere. We’ll need a hell of a big team for a proper search – that won’t happen till the water goes down.’

‘There’s a couple of other things I’ve been following up,’ says Walker. He fills Stones in on the trashed workshop and his conversation with Wilson. ‘I reckon we should add his name to the suspect list. He could be responsible for the break-in at the workshop.’

Stones writes Dean Wilson up there. ‘Is the workshop secure?’ he asks.

‘Yeah, Blair locked it up.’

‘Right, I’ll get a team to go over it.’

‘I spoke to Vero Bailey, Mark’s wife, too, and she says he was anxious in the days before he died. He’d started locking his doors, after the rumour came out that he found that million-dollar opal. I’ve been thinking that it might be he was killed for the stone. Maybe the affair was just a way to cover tracks, to set Todd Mullins up for it? Bailey’s mining camp was trashed last week and he told his wife he suspected it was the Charles brothers.’

‘Interesting,’ says Stones. ‘I looked Stewie Charles up on the system. He knifed a bloke down in New South Wales, in a pub fight. The bloke died, bled out while they waited for an ambulance. That’s what got him the ten years. He’s in the frame for this too.’ Stones pauses, thinks a moment. ‘Let’s start by talking with Mullins again,’ he says. ‘He’s still the most obvious suspect. We can put some pressure on him, see where that gets us. You want to come with for the interview? Be good to have another pair of eyes and ears on him …’

They take the police cruiser, leaving the ute parked outside the station, and Walker directs Stones to Blair’s place. It’s Blair who answers the door when Stones bangs on it. He nods at Walker, standing a few metres away in the yard, and Walker can see he doesn’t think much of Stones. Blair keeps his face closed and guarded whenever he looks at him.

‘Looking for Todd Mullins,’ says Stones.

‘Yeah, nah, he’s not here.’

‘Where’d he go?’

‘Dunno. He was gone when I got back.’

‘How long you been back?’

‘About half an hour,’ says Blair. He’d come straight back here when they’d all left the roadhouse, thinks Walker.

‘Any idea where he might be?’

Blair shakes his head. ‘Pub maybe?’

‘Mind if I come in and have a look round?’ says Stones. It’s not really a request. Blair looks across at Walker, who gives him a slight nod. No harm in it, he’s thinking.

‘Alright,’ says Blair, standing aside. Stones pushes past, unnecessarily bullish, playing the hard cop.

Blair waits by the door, wanting nothing to do with it. Walker, who knows him as well as he knows anyone, can sense Blair’s dislike of the Queensland copper radiating out from him.

‘He’s only doing his job,’ he says. Blair raises his eyebrows as if questioning his read of the situation, and Walker is surprised. Visceral distrust is written all over Blair’s face and body. Thinking on it, Walker realises it’s the first time he’s seen Blair in contact with the law.

Stones comes back out, and Blair’s face switches back to neutral.

‘You been drinking?’ asks Stones, showing Blair an empty bottle of Bundaberg Rum.

Blair shakes his head. ‘Nah. Don’t know where that’s from …’

‘Reckon Mullins is sleeping it off somewhere, then. There’s an empty two-litre bottle of Coke in there too,’ says Stones, dropping the bottle on the floor by the door. ‘You were partners with Mark Bailey, that right?’

‘Nah, not really,’ says Blair. ‘I did a bit of work for him.’

‘Same difference,’ says Stones, and Blair shrugs.

‘How’d you blokes get along?’

‘He was alright,’ says Blair. ‘We got on fine.’

‘Where were you the night he was killed?’

‘Here, asleep.’

‘Anyone confirm that?’

‘Nah,’ says Blair. ‘The blokes who live here are stuck the other side of the water.’

‘You knew he was having an affair with Karen Mullins?’

‘Well, she came to the workshop a lot. I knew they were friendly …’

‘Anyone you know who might have had a beef with Bailey?’

‘Nah, but I’ve only been here a couple of months, so I wouldn’t really know.’

‘Vero said there was some trouble at the camp?’ says Walker. ‘Someone turned it over?’

‘Yeah. Last week. Mark didn’t know who it was.’

‘But he had a theory …’ Walker is pushing.

‘He thought it might be the Charles brothers,’ says Blair. ‘But he didn’t know for sure and it might have been a possum or a rat or something, knocking shit off the counters, looking for food. Nothing was missing, it was just a mess.’

‘There was bad blood between Bailey and Stewie Charles?’ says Stones.

‘I wouldn’t really know. We worked long hours and I didn’t get out much. I was busy doing my job, I wasn’t listening to gossip.’

‘You don’t know much, do ya,’ says Stones, looking hard at Blair. ‘What do you know about this big opal he found?’

There’s a second’s pause. A tiny hesitation. Walker notices it, for sure Stones does too. ‘There’s no stone. That’s just a story,’ says Blair.

‘Bailey didn’t find a big opal? Nothing that might have inspired someone to look for it, maybe kill him for it?’ Walker notes a shift in tone. Stones has marked something about Blair he doesn’t trust.

Blair looks down at the veranda. ‘We haven’t been finding anything this season, that’s why I’m leaving. I reckon this stone is nothing but a rumour.’

‘You’re leaving?’ Stones sounds interested.

‘Yeah, I was supposed to be going home yesterday morning.’

‘So you’d have been gone if it wasn’t for the flood …’

Walker steps forward. ‘That’s right. That’s why I’m here. I was picking him up.’

Stones turns, his eyes raking over Walker, not relishing the interruption. Walker doesn’t care – he knows this is a waste of time. Whoever did this, it wasn’t Blair. He’d stake his life and the lives of all those he loves and cares about on that.
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Chapter 19

3 p.m.

When Walker goes into the pub, Susie is standing behind the bar at the other end, a cloth in one hand, staring at the empty street outside. Stones and White have gone to search for Todd Mullins and Walker’s looking for Grace. She wasn’t at the cabin as he’d expected and she’s not here either, he’s the only customer. Susie looks drawn. Her face is pale and wan, her eyes puffy. She’s been shouldering a lot of the burden, taking care of Vero, keeping the bar open, contending with the town’s competing factions, keeping the peace. The town asks a lot of her, he thinks.

‘How’re you doing, Susie?’ he asks, and she starts.

‘I didn’t hear you come in,’ she says. ‘What can I get you?’

‘Nah, nothing, you’re right,’ he says, walking down towards her. ‘I came to see how you are.’

She looks at him, and for a moment he thinks he’s overstepped, gone over some invisible boundary. Then she sighs, tries on a quick smile. ‘I’m alright,’ she says. ‘It’s hard for everyone. This kind of thing shouldn’t happen in a small town like this.’

‘Yeah, that’s true. But you’re looking after Vero and keeping the peace in here. It’s a lot.’

‘Well, it’s the least I can do for Vero. She really needs me right now. And I’m used to the other lot. Part of the job. You sure you don’t want a drink?’

‘Yeah, go on, then – I’ll have a Coke.’ The sugar and caffeine will give him a lift.

She brings over his drink, and pours herself one too, a big shot of JD into a short glass of Coke. He asks her: ‘Why are they all at each other’s throats here anyway? I haven’t noticed it in other country towns the way I do here.’

‘Opals,’ she says bluntly. ‘Marie Pidgeon has land, lots of land – her family have lived around here for a hundred years nearly. She’s the last of them, doesn’t have kids. When Mark Bailey turned up and offered to buy some of it off her, she wasn’t married to Mal and she wasn’t interested in grazing it so she was stoked, telling everyone she’d sold it for megabucks to some city slicker who didn’t have a clue. Then he started finding opals, making serious money. He’s loaded, you know …’

‘Really? It doesn’t look like it,’ says Walker. Wilson had said the same thing this morning, but he wonders if it’s just speculation. Bailey’s makeshift workshop, the little rented house – neither screams wealth.

‘Yeah, well, he doesn’t spend it here, that’s another part of the problem. He’s got a big shop on the Gold Coast, sells to millionaires from all over the world, and they’ve got a massive mansion there too. Vero’s shown me pictures of it, pool and water views, the lot. Anyway, Mrs P was gutted. She went from bragging about the sale to whingeing that he cheated her and she’s talked Mal into thinking the same way.’

‘What about the others? Paul and Scott wanted to tear a piece off those miners too …’

‘I don’t know about Paul. He’s probably just trying to keep in with Mrs P. Him and Nat haven’t been here that long, they only bought the roadhouse about three years ago. Scott – well, he doesn’t like Todd because of Karen. Scott and Karen had a thing together for a good few years. Then Todd turned up, making lots of cash and a bit more sophisticated, not that you’d know it these days, and Karen fell for him. When they got married, Scott was bad-mouthing Karen all over the place, calling her a gold digger and worse. He’s got over it a bit now but he doesn’t like Todd, or the other miners.’

‘You from round here too?’ asks Walker.

‘Yeah, sorta. I grew up in Longreach,’ she says. ‘I was working in a pub there when this job came up, must be nearly ten years ago now. Fancied running a place of my own and I was ready to leave Longreach too, needed to see some new faces. Might be time for another change, I reckon …’ She takes another long drink. He can see how tired she is, worn out.

‘How long have you known Vero?’ he asks. The two women seem very close but also quite unlikely mates, so different in style and background.

‘Three years,’ she says, smiling. ‘After Mark and Vero got married, she came up every season but only for a week or two, for the country races or the rodeo. We were mates right off. She’s such a laugh, the life of the party, but there’s a lot more to her. People only see that side of her, but she’s got sadness in her life too. Her family – well, she had a tough childhood and I know how that feels. And Mark was always working every hour god sent. I don’t think he was much of a husband, to be honest. I was stoked when she came for the whole season this time.’

‘What made her come up for the season this year, then?’

‘Well, actually, it’s a bit of a sad story,’ says Susie. ‘Did you know she was an Olympian, that she’s a pentathlete?’

Walker nods. ‘Yeah, I heard that …’

‘Well, there’s a long story about that and about how she was treated by her family as a kid, but more recently her mum was her manager. When Vero went professional about eight years ago, her mum ran the business side of things. That didn’t work out, Vero fired her, and it turns out that her mum’s been stealing from her, taking money from her accounts. Vero only found out earlier this year when some of her sponsors started legal action. They’re threatening to take her to court. She needed a break, needed to get away, so she came up here with Mark for the season. But Mark wasn’t being very supportive. That’s why I’m here for her. I’m happy to have her here.’

Walker makes a mental note of Vero’s financial difficulties. He’d like to ask Susie more about Mark but hears footsteps behind him, swivels slightly on his stool. A couple of old-timers coming in for a drink, taking their places in the centre of the bar. Susie walks over to serve them and Walker, watching her go, reckons Susie’s seen some tough times. There was genuine affection in Susie’s eyes when she spoke of Vero. She must be quite isolated here, there are few other women her age, and he can see how Vero would be both a welcome breath of fresh air and a confidante.

He thinks back to what he’s learnt about the rest of the town. Scott Hemmings should maybe be on Stones’s suspect board. He has a history with Karen Mullins and a dislike of the miners. Even Mrs Pidgeon and Mal have motive enough. He can’t imagine Mrs Pidgeon, older and with her tiny build, inflicting this kind of terrible violence, but she might have incited her husband, or even Paul or Scott, given her position of power in this town. He understands why Stones thinks that Todd Mullins is the prime suspect, but it seems there’s no shortage of other people who might have wished harm to Mark Bailey and Karen Mullins.
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Chapter 20

3.30 p.m.

Todd Mullins is drunk as a skunk, standing in front of the little park between the roadhouse and the cop shop. The bottle of Coke ran out a while ago, and when the rum was empty too he’d decided to go to the roadhouse and get something to eat, clear his head a bit. Had stepped out of the house, slamming the door behind him, then come to a stop in the front yard. His vehicle wasn’t there. Where the fuck was it? He’d thought for a moment, the rum taking the edge off his reasoning, but in the end he’d worked it out: the cops had taken it yesterday, hadn’t brought it back, the bastards.

He’d walked the couple of streets towards the roadhouse, only to find it closed. Looked at the time: almost 3.30 p.m. It shuts afternoons; after 2 p.m. you have to pay for your petrol at the pump. Decides now he’ll go to the pub, have another drink, build up a bit of Dutch courage. He’s planned what he wants to say, but the violence of Karen and Mark’s deaths means he needs to play this carefully if he doesn’t want to end up hacked into little pieces himself. The thought brings unwanted images back to mind, of Karen lying in bed, her face a gaping wound, the floor slippery with her blood. His stomach heaves and he vomits for the second time today, throwing up the rum and Coke, darkening the red dust out front of the little park. It’s nothing more than a square of brown grass, public toilets and an RSL memorial to the war dead but there’s a bench on the far side, in the shade of a couple of trees, and he could use a rest. He walks over, sits, head spinning, and after a moment lies down. He feels like shit and it’s good to be horizontal. Despite the slats being hard under his ribs and uncomfortably sloped, he sleeps.

After Lucas and the Queensland Police copper leave, Blair can’t find any peace. He sits on the sofa and calls Tracy but she doesn’t pick up. Must be collecting the kids from school, or at work. He grabs the keys and goes out to Mark’s Toyota. He’ll go and have a look at what the water’s doing. He wants to get out of this shithole of a town, wants to get home to Tracy and the kids. Mark’s death has left him in an awkward position and he doesn’t trust that Queensland Police copper one bit.

He drives past the pub to the edge of the water, parks the car under a tree for a bit of shade. He hadn’t told the copper the full truth. Mark had been tricky to work for, a bit of a bully and the kind to vent his frustrations on others. But Mark had trusted him too, at least until Dean Wilson had come to town mouthing off and causing the argument they’d had the night Mark died. Now Mark’s dead and he’s got a problem, having kept a secret that could land him slap-bang in the middle of a murder investigation. He should confide in Lucas, own up and tell him the truth, but Lucas is in cop mode, and he might be suspicious about why Blair hasn’t told him earlier. No, it’s better to keep shtum. No reason for anyone to find out.

He puts his hat on, gets out. The water’s not come up any further but it’s not receded much either and is still moving fairly fast, too fast to ford in a vehicle for sure, and too deep too. He can see from the white posts marking the water’s depth that it’s still above fifty centimetres. You wouldn’t fancy trying to cross it yet.

He walks along, letting the muddy eddies and ripples flow past him, noticing the birds skimming for insects, not thinking too much, feeling calmer, when he spies someone sitting on a log beside the water in the shade of a tall coolabah. It’s Grace, her legs stretched out, hair shining in the sun.

‘Alright, cuz,’ he says, smiling at her as he approaches.

She smiles back, but it’s a bit half-hearted. ‘Hey, Blair,’ she says.

‘You OK?’ he asks.

‘Yeah,’ she says. ‘Well, sorta. I’m kinda bored. There’s not much to do here and when I went to the pub Vero and Susie were arguing so I didn’t go in. I don’t know. It’s so horrible what’s happened and everyone is on edge and I just wish we could leave! How much longer do you think we’ll be here?’

‘I’ve been wondering the same thing,’ he says, sitting down on the log beside her. ‘Wouldn’t mind getting back to Caloodie myself. Reckon maybe late tomorrow we’ll be able to get across. Or more likely the day after. Water won’t be gone but it should be low enough to cross. We’ll just need to check the road’s OK further on.’

They sit for a moment, watching the water. The scent of it is heavy, not the clean, clear scent of fresh water but a murky, dense smell of mud and upheaval. A flock of cockatoos, their white-and-yellow plumage bright against the coffee-coloured water, land in the tree above them, emitting their harsh cries. ‘Sulphur-crested cockatoo,’ he says to Grace. ‘Really clever birds, amazing mimics. There was one in Caloodie that used to imitate cat fights. The full monty, howling and screeching. People’d be walking past, looking up the tree, wondering where the cats were.’

She laughs. ‘What’s that one?’ she asks, pointing at a galah. ‘They’re so cute and they’re everywhere.’

He tells her about the galahs, points out willie wagtails, butcherbirds and finches. She asks about the flood and how the water turned up out of nowhere, so he explains the geography that enables it to wash down like this, the thousands of miles of rivulets, remnants of an ancient inland sea that once covered the red centre. Her enthusiasm for his stories of millennia-old fossils, the shells, sea creatures and huge dinosaurs found deep in the desert, reminds him again how much he loves this ancient outback country. He wants to get home, to see Tracy and the girls and get back to the business he loves, showing visitors the beautiful heart of Australia.

They sit, Blair naming the birds and the lizards darting about the log, and chatting about Caloodie, Tracy and the girls, stories about Lucas when he was a kid. She tells him about Boston, and uni and her family. As they chat and he gets to know his cousin, Lucas’s little sister, he feels better than he’s done for days. He looks sideways at Grace, laughing as she tells him a story about Boston, and is happy to see that she’s feeling better too.
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Chapter 21

4 p.m.

DSS Stones has had a frustrating afternoon. He and White had tried the pub, but there was no sign of Mullins, no sign of anyone other than the publican. ‘Nah, Todd hasn’t been in since last night,’ she’d said.

They’ve driven round to Mullins’s home, in case he’s wandered back here, but it’s still a crime scene, taped up and secure, and there’s no sign of him.

‘He can’t have gone far. We’ll find him later,’ says Stones, to himself as much as to White. ‘Let’s talk to this Stewie Charles.’

The Charles brothers’ address turns out to be a house on the next street and, as he and White walk up to the door, they can hear music blaring from inside, loud voices and laughter.

‘Sounds like they’re having a party,’ says White.

‘What do you reckon they’re celebrating?’ says Stones as he bangs on the door, three loud thumps. The music and voices continue uninterrupted.

‘Don’t think they can hear us,’ says White. ‘Or they’re pretending not to.’

Stones bangs again. ‘Open up, police,’ he shouts. Still no response. ‘Fuck this,’ he says, turns the handle; the door swings open and the volume of the music jumps further.

‘Police!’ shouts Stones. ‘Looking for Stewie Charles.’

Four blokes are sitting in the living room and the place is a mess. A dozen empty cans of Jack Daniel’s and Coke, maybe more, are scattered across the floor, and standing on the coffee table between them is an ashtray overflowing with butts. Two of the men are lounging on a fake-leather black sofa, one young, the other an ageing bikie. A third, chest bare, wearing only jeans, his arms and neck covered in prison tatts, is on an armchair opposite. The fourth, wearing a bright Hawaiian shirt, is perched on a kitchen chair to the left. Stones picks out Stewie Charles by his tatts, and from Walker’s description he thinks the sweaty bloke in the shirt might be Dean Wilson.

‘Police!’ shouts Stones again. ‘Turn the music down.’

The youngest bloke leans forward, grabs a remote, and a second later the silence is reverberating in their ears.

Stewie Charles glares. ‘Turn it back on,’ he says to the young bloke. Then, turning to Stones, ‘This is private property – piss off unless you got a warrant.’

‘You Stewie Charles?’ asks Stones.

‘What’s it to ya?’

‘Just want to ask you a couple of questions, that’s all.’

‘No fucking comment,’ says Stewie.

‘I heard there was a fight in the pub, between you and Mark Bailey, and that you made some serious threats …?’

‘No comment,’ says Stewie, picking up his can of JD and taking a long swig.

‘Bailey’s dead so it’s in your interests to talk to us.’

‘You wanna arrest me,’ says Stewie, ‘go ahead. You got a search warrant, go ahead. Otherwise get the fuck off my property.’ He turns away. ‘Put the music back on, Brett,’ he says to the young bloke, identifying him to Stones. Brett Charles does as he’s told, presses the button on the remote, and as the living room swells with sound, Stewie stands and swaggers over towards the door. ‘Guess you’re leaving,’ he says.

Stones stays where he is, his bulk filling the doorway, his hands clenched to fists at his sides. He’s itching to punch someone, to find a reason to pull these arseholes in. ‘You’re messing with the wrong copper, sonny,’ he says to Stewie, pushing him in the chest and away from the door. ‘You’ll regret this.’ When he turns, White is standing a good three feet behind him on the path. Not much help he’ll be in a spot of trouble. ‘Let’s go – we’ll get a warrant and come back,’ he says.

He hears the door slam behind him, laughter and music following them back down the path to the cruiser.

White climbs into the driver’s seat, and Stones slams the passenger door as he gets in, the cruiser rattling with the force of it. ‘We’re getting nowhere,’ he says. ‘Let’s track down Mullins, it can’t be impossible to find him in this shitty little one-horse town. If he’s pissed he can sober up in the lock-up …’

They drive up and down the town’s few streets, slowly, but there’s no sign of Mullins. The roadhouse is closed, the little park beside it empty, the pub too. Stones doesn’t think to check the park’s public toilets, where Mullins, waking after an uncomfortable sleep on the bench, is relieving himself before heading down to the pub.

‘Maybe he’s fallen into the river and drowned,’ says White.

Most likely he’s sleeping off his drunkenness somewhere, thinks Stones, directing White back to the station. Could even be that he’s at the Charles brothers’ house. He wishes he had a warrant for that place.

He’s standing at the board seething at their lack of suspects and lack of information when the AFP detective, Walker, comes in. ‘I talked to the publican. She’s given me the name of another bloke who had beef with Mark Bailey,’ says Walker, ‘Scott Hemmings—’

‘We can add the name of every man in town if we’re looking at blokes who’ve fallen out in the pub,’ says Stones. ‘I need more than that …’

‘Hemmings had it in for both the victims,’ says Walker. ‘He’s Karen Mullins’s ex and was jealous of Bailey. He’s worth considering at least.’

Stones shakes his head. He taps Blair’s name instead and turns to look at Walker. ‘How well do you know this cousin of yours?’ he asks. ‘I reckon he’s hiding something.’

‘He’s like a brother to me,’ says Walker. ‘He would never do something like this.’

‘I’m not saying he did it, but I reckon he knows something. Talk to him. See if you can find out what he isn’t telling us.’

Walker pauses. Stones can tell that he doesn’t want to involve his cousin but that Walker had noticed the bloke’s moment of hesitation too. ‘Righto,’ he says eventually. ‘I’ll chat with him.’

Walker is about to leave when they hear a tentative knock on the front door. With White gone for the day, Stones has to answer it himself, Walker following in his wake. He opens the front door to a slight man, pink-skinned, slim, dressed in pale slacks and an apricot-coloured short-sleeved shirt, thinning grey hair neatly combed across his balding pate.

‘Ah, yes, good afternoon,’ says the bloke. ‘I’m David McGregor, and I have some information that might be pertinent to your inquiry into the terrible murder of Mrs Mullins …’ The bloke’s accent marks him out as not from round here.

‘You do, do you,’ says Stones. ‘Well, let’s hear it.’

He stands aside and the bloke comes in and closes the door behind himself. They’re all three crowded into the little reception area, Stones leaning against the counter, Walker by the window and the bloke between them, his back to the door.

‘Well, I live next door to Karen Mullins – I’m at number eleven, she’s at number nine. She’s a lovely lady, one of the few out here with a cultured mind.’

‘We knocked on all the neighbours’ doors yesterday,’ says Stones. ‘Why didn’t you talk to the constable then?’

‘Ah, yes, I was probably at the river,’ says McGregor. ‘Painting. I’m an artist, you see. Landscapes of the outback, portraits of its people. Perhaps you’ve seen my work?’

‘Nah, not really into art appreciation,’ says Stones.

‘Yes, well, anyway, I’m here in Kanpara for a couple of months, painting the countryside. It’s particularly distinctive out this way—’

‘What’s all this got to do with our inquiry?’ Stones is impatient and fed up.

‘Right, of course. So, well, I usually leave home early in the morning, the hour around sunrise, golden hour, a beautiful time of day, the light, you know …’ He pauses, looks at Stones, loses his thread. ‘Anyway, yesterday, the morning of the flood, I left home as usual, just after five a.m., and I noticed there was a car on the street outside Karen’s house. That’s not normal. I’m quite observant. Being an artist, you need to notice details. And there’s not usually a car parked on the street – all the houses here have a driveway and a carport or garage.’

‘Right,’ says Stones. ‘What car was it?’

‘Oh,’ says McGregor. ‘Well, I’m not exactly sure of the make, it was one of those big four-by-fours that everyone out here drives. Dirty too, not washed.’

Stones glances at Walker, rolling his eyes. This bloke is useless.

‘The thing is,’ adds McGregor, ‘there was someone asleep in the passenger side. It was still quite dark so I can’t be a hundred per cent certain, but I’m pretty sure it was her husband, Todd.’

‘He was asleep in the passenger seat?’ says Walker. Stones is curious too. Mullins had told them he’d driven home. It’s a bit odd that he would be in the passenger seat.

‘Yes, that’s right, on the side furthest away, that’s why I can’t be completely certain it was him. But what I really wanted to tell you was that I saw another man on the street too. Walking. Just down from the Mullinses’ house. If I was at home in Noosa I wouldn’t have paid any attention, everyone is always out walking in the morning, getting their exercise and so on. But it’s something you really don’t see out bush. They don’t seem to walk anywhere here, they’re always in their cars, even for the shortest journey. I suppose it’s the heat …’

‘Who was it that you saw walking?’ says Stones, feeling the anticipation that comes when you know you’re about to make a breakthrough. Finally, a witness. Someone who’s seen something.

‘Well, I didn’t recognise him. I don’t know all that many of the locals here, most of them are quite basic, not cultured at all. But then I was at the river, taking pictures of the flood … Wasn’t that a surprise? Such a wonderful opportunity to paint the outback in a way in which it’s not usually captured.’ He looks at Stones and catches himself again. ‘Yes, well, as I was saying, I was at the river and I saw him there. He was standing with you’ – he nods and smiles at Walker. ‘I asked one of the locals who he was. They told me his name was Blair Mitchell,’ he finishes proudly.

The AFP cop registers surprise. ‘You’re sure that’s the man you saw?’ he says, jumping in before Stones can say anything.

‘Well, yes, quite certain. It wasn’t completely light, and he had his shoulders up against the cold, but as I said I’m very good with details.’

Walker turns towards Stones. ‘I don’t think it was Blair. I picked him up at his place before five thirty that morning.’

Stones looks at Walker, evaluating him. Walker meets his gaze but Stones thinks he looks a tad defensive. Could he know something about his cousin that he’s not sharing? He’s been pretty keen to get other names on the board and to put Stewie Charles in the frame for this. Could be he’s hiding something. After a second, Stones says to McGregor, ‘You’d better come in and give me a full statement.’ As he turns away, he says to Walker: ‘You were on your way, weren’t you, DS. I won’t keep you.’
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Chapter 22

5 p.m.

Walker can’t find Blair or Grace, asking himself how it’s possible in a tiny town like this, and with no way out, that the pair have disappeared. He’s been to Blair’s place, found the front door unlocked but neither Blair nor Mullins at home when he’d called ‘G’day.’ Grace, too, not at the cabin, neither of them at the pub, and the servo is shut.

Out of ideas, he’s driven down to look at the water level and think about what McGregor said. Blair’s car is there, parked off to one side. He calls out. No answer. Looks around: no one in sight. The river, the water level coming down only slightly, is still running fast and wide. He’s standing there, looking at the water, increasingly anxious thoughts running through his mind, when he hears them coming, Blair and Grace walking together, laughing and chatting without a care in the world.

‘Hey, Lucas!’ Grace waves at him when she sees him. He tries to rearrange his face into an unconcerned smile. ‘Blair’s been showing me around, showing me the country. He’s amazing, he knows everything, all the birds, all the trees. We even saw a goanna. I filmed Blair explaining stuff and I’m uploading it to TikTok. He’s gonna go viral.’ She’s laughing as she walks up to him. ‘He’s the next Crocodile Dundee.’

Blair is shaking his head, smiling, more relaxed than he’s been since they arrived. Seeing Blair back to his usual self, Walker’s doubts and fears subside. McGregor is mistaken, that’s all there is to it. ‘Nice one,’ is all he says.

‘I got some groceries from the gas station today. I’m gonna cook us all dinner,’ says Grace. ‘I need a break from hamburgers.’

They drive the short distance to the cabin, Grace telling him about her plans for making Blair’s tourism business famous on TikTok. He waits for Blair to park up beside the ute, lets Grace go ahead into the cabin.

‘Look,’ he says to Blair. ‘Were you walking around yesterday? In the morning, before I picked you up?’

‘What do you mean, was I walking around?’

‘You know, taking a walk around town before I picked you up, couldn’t sleep or something …’

‘Nah.’ Blair shakes his head. ‘Why?’

Walker hesitates. He shouldn’t be sharing police information with a suspect, that’s how Stones would see it. But this is Blair and Blair isn’t a suspect. ‘Some bloke says he saw you on your street, around five a.m.’

‘Mighta been me, I suppose,’ says Blair. ‘I went out first thing, when I saw Mark’s car parked outside the house.’ He gestures with his head towards the Toyota he’s been driving. ‘I had a look inside. I was expecting … Well, in case he was sleeping in it, thought he might want a coffee or something. But I didn’t go anywhere else.’

‘You didn’t walk down the street towards the Mullins house?’

‘Nah …’ says Blair.

Walker nods. McGregor was mistaken, as he’d thought. But the Land Cruiser outside Blair’s, the car Blair has been driving, belongs to Mark Bailey. Walker hadn’t realised. Stones won’t be happy if he finds out Blair has Mark’s car. ‘You shouldn’t be driving Mark’s car. You’ll need to turn it in to DSS Stones – I know he wanted it searched again and it might be pertinent to the inquiry,’ he says. ‘Why was Mark’s car outside your place anyway?’

Blair looks at him, something Walker can’t recognise in his eyes. I’m interrogating my own cousin, he thinks, this is out of order. Before he can apologise, Blair says, ‘I usually drive this vehicle. Mark has a ute he uses. He only had the Land Cruiser because I’m leaving. It was parked outside my place when I got home from the pub the other night. He must have parked up and then walked down to Karen’s.’

Of course, thinks Walker, Mark wouldn’t park his car outside Karen’s place, too obvious. ‘Yeah, that makes sense,’ he says. ‘Sorry about all the questions …’

Blair nods. ‘Yeah, no worries. That other copper heard about this supposed walk I took?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Does that mean he’ll be breathing down my neck again?’

‘Probably. But just tell him the truth. And give him the keys to Mark’s vehicle. You’ll be right.’

Todd Mullins is pale and spitting bile when he arrives at the pub. He threw up again in the park toilets, the rum all gone, nothing left for him to bring up but bitter-flavoured spit. The pub is empty, only Susie behind the bar.

‘You look like shit,’ she says, bringing him his beer.

‘You don’t look too fucken good yourself,’ he says.

He takes a long drink, trying to clear the taste of vomit from his mouth, the burning from his throat. ‘You’d look worse too,’ he says, ‘if you’d seen what I saw, if you knew what I know, if you remembered what I just remembered.’

She narrows her eyes at him. ‘You’re pissed,’ she says. ‘I don’t want you starting any trouble here. You’d be better off taking a few stubbies home, I reckon.’

‘You reckon, do ya? Well, I reckon it’s a free country and you can fuck off. I’m gonna cause as much trouble as I want. And I tell you what else. I know what happened to Mark and Karen. Someone tried to set me up and I know who it was and they’re not getting away with it.’

Susie crosses her arms. ‘You’re pissed,’ she says again. ‘You start shouting accusations and causing any trouble tonight and I’m banning you. For good.’

She walks away and Mullins takes another long drink and smiles bitterly. Ban me if you want, he thinks. I’ll be out of Kanpara as soon as I get what I’m owed.

Slowly, a few others filter into the pub. The usual crowd. Paul and his missus take a table at the far side. Paul clocks him and pulls out his phone, texting someone. Fucken Pidgeon probably. Well, let her come.

Brett and Warren come in too, order twenty-four cans of JD and Coke to take away and some papers for their spliffs. Brett spots him and comes over. ‘How you doing, Todd?’ he asks.

‘How d’you think?’ he says. ‘Me missus is dead, murdered in me own bed.’

‘Yeah, I heard that. I’m sorry, mate,’ says Brett.

‘Yeah. Well. There’s people who’ll be sorry alright. I know who done it. And I know why …’

‘Yeah?’ says Brett. ‘Who was it, then?’

Mullins taps his finger to the side of his nose. ‘That’s for me to know.’

Warren is standing at the door, carrying the carton, watching them, his hard eyes missing nothing. ‘Come on, mate,’ he calls to Brett. ‘Let’s go …’

‘We’re having a few drinks at ours,’ says Brett. ‘Come over later if ya want. You can tell us all about your theory.’

‘Maybe I will …’ Mullins says.

He finishes his beer. Susie gives him another one like he knew she fucken would. The bar fills up. A few people give him dark looks, there’s a lot of muttering and staring, but without Pidgeon rallying the troops no one has the guts to confront him. He’s on his third, or maybe fourth, beer when the big Queensland Police detective turns up, comes and stands right beside him.

‘Alright, Mullins?’ he says. ‘You been avoiding me? That’s not a good look, is it? Looks very fucking suspicious when your missus is dead and I need to talk to you and you go into hiding.’

Mullins turns towards the cop and the movement of his head makes the room go topsy-turvy. He holds on to the edge of the bar, swaying with the motion of it, waiting for the room to stop spinning. Three beers and he’s got the spins. He can’t hold his booze no more.

‘I haven’t been hiding, I’ve been doing your job for ya,’ he says. ‘I know who killed them. Don’t you worry about that.’ He tries to sit up straight but feels the bar slipping through his fingers, feels himself tilting then falling, crashing off the side of the stool, straight into the cop. The cop catches him, puts hands under his arms, gets him back on his feet.

‘You do, do ya,’ says the cop. ‘Well, you better sober up and present yourself at the station first thing tomorrow …’

Mullins is trying to concentrate but it’s taking all his focus to stay upright. He sways a bit. Tries to hold on to the bar, feels his legs buckle and fold. Finds himself sitting on the dusty floor, looking at the brass foot rail, the polished wood of the bar. Knows he needs to go home, sleep it off. He knows who did it, but he’s too pissed to say what needs to be said, do what needs to be done.

He feels hands under his arms again. Blair’s face swims into his vision, the big copper beside him. The copper looking at Blair, his eyes calculating.

‘I know what happened,’ Mullins says, his voice loud, trying to catch the cop’s attention. He’s half standing, half leaning against Blair, looking around the bar, all of them watching him now. He can see Vero beside Susie, giving him a look like he’s shit on the bottom of her shoe. He sees Paul and Scott, their faces grim. A couple of others, the faces a blur, and the big copper standing there, holding a beer, watching him and Blair.

‘I know who fucken did it!’ he shouts. ‘I know who killed ’em!’

‘Alright, Todd – let’s get you home, mate,’ says Blair, putting an arm round his shoulders and walking him out.
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Chapter 23

10 p.m.

After dinner with Lucas and Grace, a bowl of pasta so massive that he and Lucas had teased Grace that it was ‘American-sized’, Blair had popped into the pub for a six-pack. This has been a shithouse week and he’d decided to pay a visit to Warren, buy a bit of puff off him, have a smoke to get back his equilibrium. He’s not into drugs, not the heavy gear for sure, but he and Tracy have a toke now and then to wind down, and he reckons if he’s ever deserved one it’s tonight. Warren is staying with the Charles brothers and the six-pack is an offering; he doesn’t want to turn up just to transact business.

But then Todd had been falling all over the place, ranting and raving, the rest of the pub one beer away from lynching him, and that Queensland Police copper just standing there watching with a smirk on his face. Todd is more shitfaced than usual, his legs rubbery. Blair can hardly get him out of the pub and into the car. He passes out in the vehicle and when Blair pulls up in front of the house, he contemplates leaving him there while he goes over to Warren’s, letting him sleep it off in the car. But the night is chilly, a cool breeze off the water surrounding the town, the air temperature dropping fast now that the heat of the sun has gone.

He gets Todd semiconscious enough to half walk, half drag him into the house and drops him – passed out and reeking of booze and vomit – on a bed, saying a mental apology to Stevo, who usually sleeps there, as he picks up the blanket and covers Todd with it.

With Todd snoring like a train, the house is even less pleasant than usual, so he decides he’ll walk over to the Charles place, buy the puff, then go and smoke it by the water. The Charles brothers have a house on Victoria Road, the next street over, barely a five-minute walk. The dogs in the yards that he passes bark and growl, pulling hard on their chains or throwing themselves against fences as he goes by. When he gets there, the Charles place is lit up like a Christmas tree, music blaring. Having a party with two people murdered – it’s no wonder the rest of the town doesn’t have much time for these blokes.

He opens the front door, calling out ‘G’day.’ Stewie and Dean Wilson are sitting on the sofa talking ten to the dozen of what sounds like a load of bullshit. Been snorting coke again, no doubt. Brett’s sitting in the armchair opposite looking wasted too. Empty JD and Coke cans everywhere, the room a haze of booze and smoke and stinking of blokes who haven’t taken their personal hygiene seriously for a long while. He casts his eye around for Warren, hears the flush of the toilet, sees the big man emerge from the bathroom wiping his hands on his jeans as he ambles down the hall.

‘Alright, mate,’ Blair says. ‘Didn’t realise you lot were having a party. I thought maybe I could pick up a bit of puff …’

‘Got more than puff, if you’re interested,’ says Warren.

‘Nah, mate, you’re right. Don’t touch the heavy stuff,’ he says, forcing a smile. He holds up the six-pack. ‘You want a beer?’

Warren pulls one of the beers out of its plastic necklace, Blair does the same, and, making space among the empties, plops the rest on the coffee table. They sit for a while, not saying much, Stewie and Dean’s discussion gathering steam, the pair in violent coke-fuelled agreement about government conspiracies, 5G and god knows what else. None of it makes a lot of sense.

Warren empties his beer, shakes his head as the conversation grows in volume.

‘You into this stuff?’ he asks Blair.

Blair shrugs, doesn’t want to get into an argument.

‘Nah, me neither,’ says Warren. ‘My phone is eighty per cent full of the shit they send me – can’t get no sense from either of them.’ He gets up and disappears for a minute, comes back with the weed. He sits heavily on the chair he vacated, holds on to the bag for a minute.

‘Your cop cousin ain’t gonna know nothing about this, is he?’

‘Nah.’ Blair shakes his head.

Warren meets his eyes for a moment, then hands over the gear, takes Blair’s cash. Blair has another beer for politeness’s sake. The conversation on the sofa has moved on, Wilson babbling now about how he knows for a fact that Mark found a life-changing opal, Stewie saying nothing but watching Blair with his mean eyes.

‘You know where it is, don’t ya?’ Wilson says, pointing at him. ‘You’re keepin’ it for yourself.’

Blair shakes his head, finishes the last of his stubby. ‘I’ll be off,’ he says to Warren. ‘Thanks, mate.’

The rest of them, talking again, barely notice he’s leaving.

Walker is dreaming of Blair. Watching him walking along a riverbank, the water rising and rising. He calls out to him, trying to warn him, but Blair doesn’t hear, keeps walking until the water surrounding him is lapping at his ankles. Then he turns, too late, looking at Walker, asking for help. He’s stranded on a tiny sliver of land, in the centre of a huge lake of dark water. Walker is about to dive in, swim out, bring him to safety, when he realises that it’s not water, it’s blood. A lake of blood. Dark and viscous, flowing everywhere around them. He steps back in shock, Blair still beseeching him for help, the blood rising now to his knees. Then Walker hears the crackle of a fire, smells smoke. Blair is trapped and helpless and Walker is caught between the bloody lake and a fire. The scene changes and he finds himself in a dark room. There’s a small rectangle of light from a window on his left, the space otherwise unremarkable. A cell, he thinks. He’s locked up somewhere; the Vandals, they’ve got him this time, they’ve locked him up. He sits up, heart in his mouth, suppressing a shout of fear, and full consciousness returns. He’s in the little cabin. In Kanpara. With Grace.

He sits for a moment, leaning against the wall behind the bed, letting his heart rate return to normal. The night is cold. He’s thinking he should get up, find an extra blanket for himself and Grace, when he realises that he really can smell smoke. It wasn’t a dream: there’s a fire nearby.

He’s straight out of bed, pulling on his jeans. Checks the little cabin. Ginger, roused from sleep by his presence, stretches and follows him as he looks quickly round. No fire, the red dot of the smoke alarm in the ceiling still on. It must be further afield. He cracks Grace’s door open a sliver, sees she’s fast asleep, only her dark hair visible in the shaft of light. He finds extra blankets in a wardrobe in his room and spreads one over her. It’s a cold night and not over yet. The hours before dawn are always the coldest.

He heads back to bed but his nose is still twitching, and then Ginger, standing by the door, whines. She can smell it too. Smoke, strong and acrid. He pulls on a hoodie, slides his bare feet into his boots and goes outside. Shit. Across the other side of the highway, down one of the side streets, he can see flames, bright orange in the dark night, smoke hanging heavy in the air. He starts to run. He’s at the pub, pulling out his phone, dialling the emergency number, when he sees a fire engine coming at speed from the other end of town. Volunteer fire service – every little town has one. He keeps going. Maybe he can help. Crosses the empty highway, the sound of the fire, an ominous crackle, audible now. He realises that he’s on Albert Road, Blair’s street, and looking ahead thinks: that might be Blair’s place … Ups his pace.

The fire truck passes him, then pulls up, and a couple of blokes in fire gear jump out, start to unroll a hose. He’s counting the houses, getting desperate. Fuck, it is Blair’s place. He slows, pushes past a couple of people standing on the side of the road, staring at the flames, mesmerised. Looks around the small group.

‘Blair?’ he calls, his voice hoarse from running. Blair’s not here. He’s not here. Walker turns towards the house and his breath catches, his heart falters. Smoke is pouring from the windows and orange-red flames are flickering and hissing, licking high in the front room.

‘Blair! Blair’s in there. Where’s Blair?’ he’s yelling. ‘Blair!’

He starts running, into the garden, towards the house, the heat of the flames, their burning intensity, slowing his steps. Then someone’s arms are around him, hauling him back.

‘You can’t go in there. Get back! What the fuck are you doing …’

It’s Paul from the service station in his fireman’s gear.

‘Where’s Blair? This is his place. Did he get out? Where’s Blair?’ He’s coughing, the smoke heavier now.

Paul drags him back a couple of metres almost to the fence. There’s a violent crack, a sudden surge of heat, a gasp from all those on the road. The roof has gone, fallen in. Flames shooting out of the top of the house, ash and sparks falling all around.

Two firemen are directing their hoses at the house, the water struggling to make an impact against the firestorm that’s taken hold inside. Another is spraying the garden, the light breeze blowing sparks across the grass, little fires catching all over. He can see a neighbour holding a garden hose, wetting down his own house, trying to stop the spread of the blaze.

He looks again at the house in front of him. An inferno. No one can survive that. He feels his knees weaken, falls to the ground. One of the firemen turns around, pulls up their visor, looks at him. It’s Susie from the pub, her eyes haunted.

‘Blair’s in there,’ he says, his voice no more than a whisper.
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Chapter 24

Wednesday, 1 a.m.

He doesn’t know how long he’s kneeling there, staring at the flames, the smoke, trying to reject the knowledge that no one can survive a fire like that. It feels like a lifetime, an eternity, but it might only be a minute or two before he hears the crowd muttering behind him, then someone calling his name, someone crouching on the ground beside him, arms around his shoulders.

He turns. It’s Blair. Blair is there beside him, concern in his eyes, shock even, but he’s there, he’s alive. Walker grabs him by the shoulders, stares at him. It’s Blair. It’s Blair. Enfolds him in a hug, feels Blair hugging him back. The relief. He’s never felt anything like the relief he’s feeling now. Blair helping him stand. ‘You alright, cuz? You alright?’

‘How … Where … Thank god you’re alive.’ He can barely speak, his throat choking with emotion.

‘I was talking to Tracy and having a smoke, down by the water on the other side of town,’ says Blair. ‘Wind’s blowing the other way – I didn’t smell it till I was almost home.’

Walker doesn’t care why or how. Blair’s alive and that’s enough. But Blair’s face is haggard.

‘Todd was in there,’ says Blair. ‘Did he get out? Have you seen him? I put him to bed earlier, he was out of it, pissed. Did he get out?’ There’s horror in his eyes as he looks at the flames.

Walker starts to run back towards the house, towards the fire crew. ‘Todd Mullins is in there!’ He’s shouting to be heard through their protective gear, the noise of the fire. The heat is still ferocious, hot on his face many yards from the house, little flakes of ash stinging the bare skin on his arms.

‘Get back, for fuck’s sake,’ Paul Campbell shouts at him. ‘If he’s in there, there’s nothing we can do now.’ Walker hesitates until Campbell pushes him in the direction of the road. ‘You’re in the way here, get back.’

Two groups of blokes are working with buckets and hoses, damping down the neighbouring gardens, spraying the neighbouring houses. There are three big fire hoses on Blair’s place, the water only slowly winning the battle against the flames, the smoke still pouring out, dark and lethal, the heat shimmering in the floodlights, but the flames lower now, slowly running out of fuel.

The group of onlookers is standing on the other side of the road now, pushed back by the heat of the blaze. Mrs Pidgeon, Vero, and he glimpses Dean Wilson further back beside an older couple he doesn’t know. But no sign of Todd. He and Blair walk over. Vero’s face is pink-hued and flushed from the heat, Mrs Pidgeon, with her thin lips pressed hard together, sitting in judgement as always.

‘Either of you seen Todd Mullins?’ he asks.

‘Not since the pub earlier,’ says Vero.

‘Was he in there?’ asks Mrs Pidgeon, nodding towards the flames. Walker doesn’t answer but she must read something in his eyes. ‘Someone’s killed him, then,’ she says. ‘That fire was set. I can tell you that for certain. A fire like that doesn’t start up out of nothing. Not with that kind of heat. That fire was deliberate.’

The first streaks of dawn are visible, pale pink on the eastern horizon, before they’ve got the fire dampened down and under control. Walker is exhausted. He and Blair have spent the night working with the local blokes to save the neighbouring houses and keep the fire from spreading. They were aided by a still night. Any wind and the conflagration could easily have taken half the town – the wooden houses, the dry gardens – with it. They’re gathered in a group now, in front of the smouldering remnants of Blair’s rental. Not much left of it, barely a carcass of a house. The group is sombre, Blair particularly hard-hit. There’s been no sight of Todd Mullins all night. It’s still too hot to check the house but it seems more and more likely he was inside.

‘I shoulda stayed with him or let him sleep it off in the car,’ Blair says. ‘What the fuck was he doing to start a fire like that?’

‘Probably got up to cook something, left it on the stove, fell asleep … A fire can catch pretty quick,’ says Jason, the nurse, who’d arrived with his first-aid kit and spent the night patching up and treating minor burns and scrapes. He touches Blair on the shoulder. ‘It’s lucky you weren’t inside too, mate.’

‘I coulda got him out,’ says Blair.

‘Or you would have died too. That thing went up so fast, no one had a chance.’

‘Jesus,’ says Paul, ‘what a terrible way to go.’ Beside him, Susie Smith, her face streaked with ash and grime, eyes red, turns and retches into the gutter.

‘You OK?’ asks Walker.

She nods. ‘It’s the smoke,’ she says, but her face is pale and wan beneath the dirt. Another man dead, thinks Walker. In a small town like this, it’s hard to bear.

Eyes on the wreckage, they don’t notice the police cruiser until Stones pulls up, gets out, eyes bleary, shirt crumpled, two deep frown lines between his eyebrows. ‘What the fuck happened?’ he asks, looking around. ‘And why didn’t you call me?’

It’s Mrs Pidgeon who fills Stones in. ‘I live on the other side’ – her head jerks across the street. ‘Smelt smoke just before one a.m., saw it was this place and called the fire team. They were here no more than ten minutes later, I reckon. The place was already lit up. Burning like crazy. That wasn’t no cooking fire, no accident. It burnt that fast … I reckon it was lit on purpose.’

‘I’d agree with that,’ says Paul Campbell. ‘I head up the volunteer fire brigade here. Never seen anything like it. So fast and so hot, I’m sure there was accelerant involved.’

There’s muttering in the crowd, a shocked murmur.

‘We think Todd Mullins might have been inside,’ says Walker, speaking quietly to Stones.

Stones turns to him. ‘Mullins?’ His voice is thoughtful. ‘He was mouthing off in the pub last night, saying he knew who killed Mark and Karen. Pissed as a parrot – couldn’t get any sense out of him. But if this was lit deliberately, maybe someone took him seriously.’ He looks around, getting his bearings. ‘This isn’t Mullins’s place though?’

‘Nah, it’s Blair’s. Him and two blokes rent here but the others are away and Todd’s been staying here.’

‘Ah, yeah, that’s right,’ says Stones. ‘Who else knew Mullins was staying here?’

‘Common knowledge, I’d say,’ says Walker.

Stones casts his eyes around the group. The night is fading, dawn light illuminating the exhausted, ash-streaked faces of the volunteers. ‘Blair got out alright, did he?’

Walker feels the same sensation of shock and relief that he’d had earlier, of knowing that Blair could have died, of knowing he didn’t. ‘He wasn’t home, thank god. He’s OK.’

‘Right,’ says Stones. He raises his voice. ‘OK, this is officially a crime scene: I’m closing it off. No one’s to enter the garden or house until we’ve had specialist forensics check out what happened and to see if there’s a victim in the house or not. Anyone entering the scene will be arrested for tampering with evidence.’

There’s a long silence, then Paul Campbell says to the group, ‘Thank you all for your efforts tonight, we couldn’t have done it without you. You saved at least a couple of houses for sure. Breakfast at the servo, free of charge to all who helped. Let’s leave the officer to do his job.’

The crowd slowly disperses until only Stones, Walker and Blair are left standing there. Blair a little off to their left, looking at the remains of the destroyed house in front of him, shoulders slumped.

‘Grab some brekky, mate,’ says Walker, going over to him. ‘You can have a rest at the cabin, let Grace know where I am.’

‘Not so fast,’ says Stones. ‘I’m in charge here, and I need to talk to Blair. He’s a person of interest to this inquiry.’

Walker turns. ‘Can’t he get some rest first? He’s been up all night, he’s lost everything, a mate has died …’

‘It’s alright,’ says Blair. ‘I’ll tell you what I know.’

‘We’ll do it at the station,’ says Stones, gesturing with his head at the police cruiser. Blair walks to the passenger door but Stones calls out, ‘Nah, get in the back, mate.’

Walker meets Blair’s eye and Blair gives him a nod. It’s OK, the nod says, no worries.

Stones is watching the two of them. As Blair gets into the cruiser, he turns to Walker. ‘Listen, thanks for your help so far,’ he says. ‘Appreciate it. But this is a Queensland Police matter, and I won’t be needing you, going forward.’
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Chapter 25

7 a.m.

Walker drives to the servo, angry at Stones on Blair’s behalf. He orders two bacon and egg sandwiches for himself and Grace. Thinks about it, orders two more and a couple of extra coffees, and walks down to the police station. Stones answers the door when he knocks.

‘Brought these for you and Blair,’ he says, handing over two sandwiches and coffees. Stones gives a grunt of thanks and disappears. It irritates him to offer anything to Stones but Blair’s had a brutal night and deserves better. He figures it probably doesn’t hurt to keep Stones on side either.

Ginger is waiting for him when he gets back to the cabin, whining at the door, worried at his absence, pushing her nose against his feet and legs, smelling smoke, checking him out. Grace is still asleep, so he sits on the steps outside with his breakfast. Ginger sits close to him; perhaps she can tell he’s anxious about Blair. Stones questioning Blair about the fire is one thing, but he has a feeling that Stones suspects Blair is implicated in the other murders too. Walker won’t credit it, not for a second. He searches his soul, asks himself if he’s just being loyal to Blair, but comes up each time knowing that Blair has never, would never, could never, show the slightest hint of violence. Whatever’s going on here, and he acknowledges that Blair might know more than he’s letting on, he’ll stake his career on Blair’s innocence.

Ginger’s eyes don’t leave the food in his hand and, as always, he gives in, shares a bit with her. He hasn’t given her breakfast yet, makes a mental note to check he’s brought enough dog biscuits with him to last her the next few days. ‘Don’t worry, you can always eat a steak at the pub if not,’ he says, stroking her soft head.

They won’t know for certain if the fire was deliberately set until after the house cools down and specialist forensics can go through the remains of the blaze. There’s a chance that Todd Mullins might have got up, tried to cook himself something or lit a smoke, fallen asleep, got caught unawares. But Blair had said Todd was almost comatose when he’d left him and the fire was burning very hard. There’s a definite possibility that it was arson. Stones had heard Mullins saying he remembered something incriminating in the pub last night. If he had to be silenced, fire could be the weapon of last resort for a desperate person.

He runs through a mental list of his suspects, people Stones should be talking with long before Blair. Arsonists love to watch their handiwork. Mrs Pidgeon had been there watching the whole night and she hates the opal miners. She’s the one who’d agitated for Mullins to be locked up and she’s the one who raised the fire alarm too. The only problem is that he’s certain Todd’s death and Mark and Karen’s murders are linked and there’s no way Mrs Pidgeon could have killed Mark and Karen. The violence of the attack, the slight frame of an older woman – the two don’t go together. But she wields influence over Paul Campbell and Scott Hemmings. They’d both been there, helping the fight against the fire. He puts a mental question mark beside the names, adding them to his suspect list.

Vero was there, and she certainly has motive. It was her husband in bed with Karen Mullins. The police had suspected Todd of being enraged by finding the pair together – no reason Vero wouldn’t have felt the same way. A woman scorned and all that. Still, when he thinks back to the first night and her light-hearted bubbly energy at the bar, and then, in the days since, her grief, her shock, none of it adds up to the behaviour of a double murderer. A woman, with no criminal history – she doesn’t fit the profile of the kind of person who would be capable of inflicting that kind of violence either.

He thinks back, remembers the glimpse he’d had of Dean Wilson hanging around at the back of the crowd. Wilson is desperate. He’s been chasing this imaginary opal the whole time he’s been here. Blair had told him he’d visited the Charles brothers last night, and he’d seen Wilson and Harris there, so Wilson would have known that Mullins was at home alone. The Charles brothers and Warren Harris are also conspicuous by their absence. The only young blokes in town who didn’t show up to fight the fire. No wonder the community thinks so little of them. He wonders if they were keeping a low profile because they had something to do with it. Stones needs to talk with them all.

The sound of the screen door of the cabin swinging open behind him interrupts his thoughts. Ginger’s tail starts beating against his side and he sees Grace’s bare feet come to a stop on the veranda beside him. He looks up at her. Her hair is mussed from sleeping and she’s wearing tracksuit bottoms and a singlet top. She looks younger than her twenty-one years, reminds him of the little girl she was when he lived with his mum and Richard in Boston all those years ago.

‘There’s a coffee and a sandwich inside for you,’ he says. ‘You might need to nuke the coffee for a minute.’

When she comes back out, she squishes in on the step beside him and they sit close together, Grace sipping her coffee, letting the morning sun warm them through. After a few minutes she says, ‘You smell like smoke.’

‘Yeah, there was a fire. We spent most of the night putting it out. Blair’s house is gone.’

‘Gone?’ There’s shock in her voice. ‘What do you mean, gone? It burnt down?’

‘Yeah. Blair’s alright though. He’s fine.’

‘Oh my god. That’s terrible. Where is he? Does he need anything?’

‘No, he’s alright. He’s talking to the police. He’ll be back in a while.’

There’s a moment’s silence. ‘Why are the police involved?’ she asks.

‘It’s only routine,’ he says. He doesn’t want to frighten her with the details of another death.

Walker hears a helicopter thump-thump across the rooftops and land at the other side of town. SOCOs, he thinks. Gone 10 a.m. now, but still no sign of Blair. He’s toyed with going to the station to find out what’s happening, but he figures Stones will get the shits if he interrupts, gets involved. The best thing would be if he can get some information that exonerates Blair, or at least puts someone else in Stones’s sights.

He goes inside. Grace is lying on the sofa, texting someone. ‘Do you have any pictures from our first night here, when we were in the pub?’ he asks.

‘Yeah, sure,’ she says, sitting up. She searches through for a moment, then hands him the phone. ‘This is the first one. You can swipe through – there’s like ten of them.’

He flicks slowly through: him and Blair, Susie, the old-timers in their hats, shots of their burgers and beers, and then pay dirt: three in a row of the Charles brothers and the blokes they were talking with – Wilson in his bright shirt visible in all three and the bikie, Warren Harris, in one.

‘Can you send me these three?’ he asks her.

‘Sure thing.’ She selects the pics and seconds later he hears his mobile ping on the front step where he’s left it. ‘Why do you want them?’ she asks.

He prevaricates, doesn’t want to involve Grace in this any more than he has to. ‘Ah, I want to check up on one of the blokes. Reckon he’s an ex-bikie and he might have some info on another case of mine.’ It’s true, although a long shot, that Harris might know something about Markovich’s whereabouts.

He walks outside, sits at the little picnic table and dials the team in Canberra. He hasn’t heard from Sophie, wonders how the team are getting on with the Markovich lead, whether the Ecuadorian cop has made any progress, what the next steps are. Feels the unmistakable pull of work. Even with everything that’s going on up here, he half wishes he was in Canberra, working on finding Markovich, bringing the big man to justice.

The phone rings three, four, five times. ‘Phil Lowe,’ says a voice in his ear.

‘Alright, Phil, it’s Lucas Walker. How’re you doing?’

‘Well, I’m very busy right now. Do you need something?’

Ah, Phil, thinks Walker, smiling. Tall, thin, a bit nervy, Phil has always been an odd bird. In team meetings he insists on sitting nearest the door – in case of fire, apparently – and makes copious and detailed notes in a spiral-bound notebook using a vintage Parker pen, his writing tiny and cramped. On team nights out he won’t have a beer, drinks only cranberry juice. ‘Lots of vitamin C, helps your body fight free radicals and boosts your immune system,’ he’d once told a bemused Walker. Still, he’s very good at his job, persistent and focused and with an eye for detail that others might miss or ignore.

‘Listen, I’m up in North Queensland and I need some info on a Vandals bikie up here, a Warren Harris. Don’t have much more to give you – he’s in his forties, and I can send you a couple of recent pictures of him.’

‘I’m tied up now, so it won’t be till later this afternoon …’

‘Yeah, no worries, soon as you can is good.’

‘How are you spelling the name?’

‘Warren Harris, H-A-R-R-I-S. And while you’re at it, can you check a Stewie Charles, Stewie with an I-E, and a Brett Charles too? Bit younger. Early thirties for Stewie, mid-twenties I reckon for Brett.’

‘Will do.’

‘I’ll email you pics now.’

‘OK.’

‘Thanks, Phil, appreciate it.’

‘Yep,’ says Phil, and hangs up. Walker is left with silence in his ear and no chance to ask about Markovich. Still, he’s happy that he caught Phil, probably the best of the desk analysts they’ve got. He sends him Grace’s pictures, cropped to show the faces he wants. He adds another request: Can you also check Dean Wilson, fourth attached pic, ta v much.

Phil’ll be thorough. If Harris, Wilson or the Charles brothers are on file anywhere, he’ll find them. He doesn’t rush jobs, which is sometimes frustrating if you need the info now and not in Phil’s good time, but you know he’s not going to miss anything important. Walker can picture him, wrapped in a problem, focused on his work, running his hand through his bushy, thick bird’s nest of hair. It’s an action that always reminds Walker of Barbara Guerra, who also messes with her hair when she’s thinking.

His phone rings, a Canberra number. Phil’s outdone himself if he’s found the info already.

He answers it, ‘That was quick, Phil’, and there’s a moment’s pause, then a bright laugh.

‘Sorry to disappoint – it’s Sophie, not Phil.’

‘Not a disappointment,’ says Walker. Sophie is Phil’s polar opposite. She’s the person who organises team drinks, remembers team birthdays, cajoles volunteers for the softball competition. She’s also ambitious and talented and clever as hell, and manages to have social skills with it. She knows how to relate to Rutherford and their other superiors, not just better than Phil but better than Walker too, and he reckons she’ll be a DI or higher before too long. She’s good-looking too, in a sporty, don’t-mess-with-me kind of way. She’s shown an interest in him since he’s been desk-bound, invited him to her birthday party and drinks outside of the usual post-work beers. He’s found excuses to say no, though he’s not entirely sure why. Perhaps in part it’s because, after his postponed visit, he and Barbara have been talking and messaging a lot. And if he’s honest with himself, losing Grandma, Kaia’s death, Craig’s betrayal have all taken their toll. He doesn’t really know if he can be there for someone right now; if he can open himself up to another loss.

‘Can you talk?’ says Sophie. ‘Phil said you’d called so I thought you might be OK for a quick catch-up?’

‘Absolutely. Fire away.’

‘Rutherford has seen all the evidence and he agrees that this Milan Pejovic is Markovich. Extradition should be fine if they can get him into custody but things have changed on the ground over there.’

‘What’s happened?’

‘A local gang leader escaped from La Regional, a high-security prison in Guayaquil. He’s the head of Los Choneros – a powerful local gang, connected to the Sinaloa Cartel. Since he got out, his blokes have gone on the rampage. Arson attacks, car bombings, prison riots, fifteen dead, thirty-four guards being held hostage …’

‘Shit,’ says Walker. The damage, the violence, the terrible power of organised crime, of narco cartels, clearer than ever in countries like Ecuador.

‘Yep. The Ecuadorian president has called a state of emergency and Aguilar says his team have been pulled off surveillance and into dealing with the situation. He’s not going to be able to help us with Markovich for the next few weeks at least. He’ll try to keep an eye on Markovich informally, but …’

‘Have we got people over there? Is there any way we can give them operational help?’

‘Any arrest has to be handled locally. We don’t have jurisdiction.’

‘Well, do we have anyone based there or in the region who could take over the surveillance, keep an eye on Markovich, make sure he doesn’t go anywhere, keep us in the loop?’

‘Rutherford looked into it, but the decision’s been made up high that Guayaquil is too dangerous to deploy anyone—’

‘For fuck’s sake,’ says Walker. ‘We’re cops. Of course it’s dangerous.’

‘I know, but the decision’s been made.’ There’s a Rutherford-style finality to her voice. ‘Aguilar says he’ll keep the surveillance going as and when he can. I’m going to call him every few days, stay in touch, that’s all we can do right now.’

Walker is frustrated – to be so near to Markovich but have no way to pull him in. Still, there’s no point taking this out on Sophie. ‘Thanks for the update,’ he says. ‘Keep me in the loop, yeah?’

When he hangs up he sits there for a minute, transported back into the world of organised crime. Here he is, at a picnic table in the middle of bloody nowhere, when he should be in the office, getting on top of this, getting Markovich in custody. He thumbs through his contacts, looking for Rutherford’s number. They have to do something. As he’s about to press the Call button, he pauses, looks around at the gum trees moving in a light breeze, the smell of the floodwaters on the air, the call of birds, the deserted main street. Pick your battles, he tells himself. He’s two thousand kilometres away, even further from Ecuador, and there’s nothing he can do from here other than piss Rutherford off by insisting they take a more active role. And right now, Blair needs his help. Solving the murders here has to take precedence.
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Chapter 26

11 a.m.

‘When do you think Blair’ll be back?’ Grace’s voice breaks into Walker’s thoughts. She’s changed into her shorts, brushed her hair; it shines with health in the sun. Long and straight, their mother’s hair, whereas Walker has his father’s curly mop. She definitely can’t have inherited it from her father, he thinks with a grin. Richard’s been bald as long as Walker’s known him.

She ambles over to the table, plonks down on the other side. ‘What are you grinning at?’ she says.

‘Nothing, really. I was thinking of Richard.’

She smiles fondly. ‘I miss him too. We’ve been trading pics on Snapchat. It’s summer so he’s out on the boat a lot.’ She sighs. ‘I kind of miss Boston. It’s great seeing you and meeting Blair, but I don’t know. This place …’

‘Yeah, I know,’ he says. ‘I’m sorry. This so wasn’t part of the plan. Look, why don’t we go and check out the water and see if it’s gone down any. We might be able to get away tomorrow if it has. And we can go to the cop shop and see how they’re getting on too. They should be finished talking to Blair by now.’

She smiles. ‘Yeah, let’s do that. If we walk along the river, I can show you the birds that Blair showed me yesterday. He’s amazing – he knows so much.’

Walker holds back a smile. Blair has been teaching him about the bush since they were at school together but he’s happy to let Grace share her new-found knowledge. The thought is followed by a pang of regret. It’s great that Grace is so enthusiastic, but it’s Blair who’s brought the country to life for her. It’s what Walker had wanted to do when he invited her to visit, and instead he’s once again let himself get caught up with work. He can hear Grandma in his mind, chastising him. ‘There’s more to life than work, Lucas. Your little sister is here, you don’t see her often – take the time to be with her.’

‘You would have loved Grandma,’ he says to Grace. ‘I’m sorry you never met her. She didn’t let me get away with anything. She’d be telling me off for working too much right now instead of being with you and showing you around.’

‘I didn’t know she would tell you off!’ says Grace. ‘Was she quite scary?’

‘Nah, not a bit, but she kept us on our toes,’ he says, smiling at the memory. ‘She was full of love and she had a wicked sense of humour too.’

When they reach the water, he can see the flood level is finally abating. There’s a dark mark on the tree trunks and along the bank showing the high-water mark, almost a foot above where it is now. Another day, maybe thirty-six hours, and the road should be driveable.

‘It’s definitely going down, we’ll be out of here soon,’ he says to Grace. ‘Then we’ll have some fun in Caloodie. We’ll have a proper Aussie barbie, the brekky at the bakery is the best in the west, and I’ll show you the waterhole where that goanna bit me …’

She smiles but there’s not much light to it. ‘I can’t wait.’

He gives her a hug. ‘We’ll be gone soon. I know we’re stuck here but this is something special, seeing the bush in flood like this. It doesn’t happen that often.’

Along the banks, the muddy riverine scent is heavy in the warmth of the sun, and the air above the caramel-coloured water is buzzing with insects, iridescent wings gleaming and flickering across the water. Birds everywhere too, from long-legged waders strutting along the bank to some kind of duck, its tail feathers pointing skyward, its yellow legs paddling furiously as it looks for food, head invisible beneath the murky water. Galahs and cockatoos in the trees around them and plenty more too.

‘It is beautiful,’ she concedes. ‘Blair showed me all the trees and told me how Aboriginal people have so many plants and seeds they use for food and making things. He’s an amazing guide. I’m going to promote him like crazy.’

Walker agrees. Blair is a passionate and knowledgeable advocate of the bush. He should be out here walking with them, or better yet in Caloodie with Tracy and the girls, leading tours, sitting on the veranda drinking beers. He needs to get Stones to see that Blair has nothing to do with the horror and violence of the past days in this strange little town.

‘Is that a boat?’ asks Grace, pointing.

He squints against the sun, doubts his eyes for a moment, looks harder. The sound of a little outboard put-putting along, and the light reflecting off the edge of the craft confirms it. There’s a tinny motoring slowly across the fast-flowing water, one bloke sitting in the back, steering towards them as they stand on the bank.

‘Alright, mate, give us a hand?’ calls the bloke as he approaches, shutting off the motor and pulling the engine out of the water, letting the boat’s momentum glide him towards shore. As it slides into the shallows, Walker grabs the bow and guides it onto land. The bloke, whose trousers are rolled up and feet bare, steps out a bit gingerly, testing the riverbed beneath. He’s only up to his mid-calves in water but Walker can see the pull and strength of the current in the eddies around his legs.

‘Thanks, mate,’ says the bloke as Walker grabs the stern and pulls, helping to beach the little tinny. Tall, rangy, long blond hair, late thirties maybe, he’s wearing a pale-blue t-shirt and loose trousers, but what catches Walker’s eye is the pendant he’s wearing around his neck. Strung on black leather and hanging just below his clavicles is an opal almost the size of a ping-pong ball, the dusty-red ironstone shot through with turquoise, blue, green and, as he moves in the sun, hints of yellow and pink too.

The bloke turns and fishes out a pair of thongs and an ancient army surplus backpack from the tinny, then extends his hand: ‘Rudy Fischer,’ he says.

Walker shakes it, says, ‘Lucas Walker.’ Rudy turns, offers his hand to Grace too.

‘I’m Grace,’ she says, shaking it.

‘Nice to meet you both,’ says Rudy, dropping the thongs on the ground, sliding his feet inside and shouldering the backpack. ‘See you round.’

‘Hang on a sec,’ says Walker. ‘Mind telling me where you’ve come from?’

Rudy looks at him. ‘I’ve got a camp about thirty K out of town. Opal miner.’

‘The roads are open, then, past town?’

‘More or less. My vehicle has good clearance, the water isn’t deep anymore. But I knew I’d need the tinny to get across the river – Warren told me the road was still cut here.’

A friend of Warren Harris, thinks Walker, interested. Rudy Fischer doesn’t have any tattoos and looks more like an ageing surfer than a bikie, but still.

‘What brings you to town today?’ he asks.

‘What’s with all the questions – you a cop or something?’

‘Yeah,’ says Walker. ‘Australian Federal Police.’

‘Fuck off! AFP my arse. Let’s see some ID, then.’ Fischer is laughing.

Walker reaches into his back pocket, pulls out his wallet and shows the badge.

Fischer’s smile disappears.

‘Maybe Warren told you what’s been going on here?’ says Walker.

Fischer shakes his head. ‘No. He just said he wanted a lift back to camp if I was coming in. I need a few bits and pieces, so I said I’d pick him up. Why? What’s happened? What’s the AFP doing here?’

Warren Harris wants to leave town; that’s something Stones should know. ‘Two murders,’ Walker answers, thinking it might even be three if Mullins’s death is confirmed.

Fischer’s face pales. ‘You’re kidding me. Who’s dead? What’s happened?’

He’s telling the truth, thinks Walker. He didn’t know about the murders. Likely wouldn’t have come near the place if he did. Maybe that’s why Harris didn’t mention it. Or maybe Harris has other, more sinister reasons for keeping shtum.

Walker stops in front of the post office, opposite the police station.

‘Why don’t you wait here for a sec while I sort this out,’ he says to Grace. ‘I won’t be long and they’ve got free Wi-Fi here, apparently.’

‘Really?’ She’s getting her phone out. ‘They do! Awesome.’ She plonks herself down on the wooden stairs, eyes on her phone.

When he goes into the station, White, the uniform constable, is standing in reception. No sign of Stones. Or Blair.

‘Detective Stones around?’ he asks.

‘He’s at the scene of the fire with a SOCOs team. They found a body, or what’s left of it …’

Walker nods. Todd Mullins, he thinks. Bringing the body count, the likely murder count, to three.

‘I’m looking for Blair Mitchell,’ he says.

‘He’s in the back,’ says White. ‘You want to talk to him?’

Walker hesitates for less than a second before he says, ‘Yep.’ He’s pretty sure White has assumed he’s interviewing Blair rather than visiting, but he wants to check on his cousin and he might not get a chance if he’s up-front about it.

Blair is sitting at a table in an interview room. There’s a coffee in front of him, and the crumpled wrapper from the bacon sandwich Walker had dropped off earlier. Blair looks exhausted, a night without sleep and the police interview taking their toll, but his eyes brighten when he sees Walker. Walker gives him a warning look and Blair stays shtum until the uniform shuts the door.

‘What’s going on? What’s happening?’ asks Blair. ‘Are they done with me?’

‘I don’t know. Doesn’t look like it. They’ve found Todd’s body.’

Blair’s face falls. He looks down at the table then back at Walker. ‘That’s on me,’ he says. ‘It’s my fault. I killed him.’

‘What are you talking about?’ Walker tries to contain his shock.

‘If I hadn’t left him on his own or if I’d let him sleep it off in the car, he’d still be alive …’

‘You can’t blame yourself for this, cuz,’ says Walker. ‘It’s not your fault. You’re lucky you weren’t there or you might have ended up dead too.’ The memory of last night, his horror at the thought of having lost Blair, washes back over him. He changes the subject. ‘What has Stones said to you so far?’

‘Nothing. Asked me a load of questions about last night and the night when Mark and Karen were killed.’

Trying to catch him out, thinks Walker, testing his story.

‘He told you that you’ve got a right to have a lawyer, shit like that?’

‘He said it wasn’t nothing formal, just trying to get things straight. I didn’t do nothing, so there’s nothing to worry about.’

Doesn’t always work like that, thinks Walker. ‘Has he said they’re charging you with anything?’ he asks.

‘Nah.’

Walker knows Blair’s rights, and he knows that Stones can’t keep him here. He’s free to leave anytime if he hasn’t been charged. ‘Leave it with me,’ he says.

‘Can you ask them for my phone?’ says Blair. ‘They took it off me when they brought me in.’

Walker nods, goes back out front. ‘Have you charged Mitchell with anything? Arrested him?’ he asks White.

‘Ahh, no, not at this stage. But you need to talk to DSS Stones. He’s the detective in charge.’

‘Look, you can’t keep Mitchell here if you haven’t arrested him. He’s free to walk anytime and he knows that. But he wants to cooperate, and he’s said he’ll make himself available whenever you want to talk to him. Best thing to do is release him into my care. I’ll keep an eye on him and Stones can come by later, ask him whatever he wants.’

White looks around as if there’s someone who might help him make this decision.

‘Righto,’ says Walker. ‘That’s what we’ll do. Give me a pen and I’ll write you the address where Mitchell will be staying and my contact number.’ White does as he’s asked and Walker writes down his details. Stones has all this information, but Walker doesn’t want to cause too many problems for the young constable.

‘You got Mr Mitchell’s phone? He needs that back.’

‘Ah, yeah, nah.’ White is out of his depth.

‘Find it for us, yeah?’ says Walker. Then he goes back to the interview room and says, ‘Come on, let’s go.’

When they get to the front desk the constable is on the phone. ‘I’m calling DSS Stones to check everything,’ he says.

‘You do that,’ says Walker. ‘Tell him Blair Mitchell is with Lucas Walker. Get him to call me.’

‘What about my phone?’ says Blair as they leave.

‘We’ll get it back. Stones will call me and we’ll sort it.’

As he and Blair walk across the road, Grace looks up and, seeing Blair, jumps to her feet.

‘Blair! I heard about the fire, oh my god.’ She comes over and wraps her arms around him. Blair hugs her back and Walker says, ‘I reckon it must be time for lunch. I could eat a horse and chase the bloody rider.’
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Chapter 27

12.30 p.m.

There’s a crowd at the roadhouse, the car park packed. Walker can see through the windows that the tables inside are uncharacte‌ristically full too. Perhaps Paul’s offer of a free breakfast has brought the whole town in. He holds the door for Grace and Blair, then follows them in. There’s a rumble of conversation coming from the café but as they walk in the talk quietens, and then stops. The silence that follows is heavy and unwelcoming. Walker looks around. The tables are crowded, a small cluster of blokes standing at the far end and all eyes in the place on him, Grace and Blair.

Paul Campbell shoulders out through the swing doors that lead to the kitchen, his hands holding three plates of toasted sandwiches. He notices the silence, looks round and clocks the three of them standing there. He puts the plates down on the nearest table, wipes his hands on the apron tied around his waist and walks over.

‘We’re closed,’ he says.

‘Looks like it,’ says Walker.

‘This is a private meeting, local council and concerned citizens. Invitation only.’

‘Can we get something to take away? We’ve still got to eat and there’s nowhere else.’

‘You’re not welcome here,’ calls a female voice from a table at the back of the room. He can’t see who it is, doesn’t bother looking too hard.

‘That’s him. That’s the one,’ says someone else.

There’s a grumble of murmurs: ‘That’s right.’ ‘Bloody criminal.’ ‘Murderer.’

‘Let’s go, cuz,’ says Blair quietly in his ear, and he sees Grace looking around the room, shocked, pale.

‘Why don’t you and Grace wait outside,’ Walker says, then, turning to Paul, ‘We’ll take what you’ve got in there’, pointing at the hot food in the bain marie under the glass countertop. Damned if he’s going to be run out of the servo by this lot. Paul looks at him, and Walker looks back, steel in his eyes, his ‘Don’t fuck with me, I’m a cop’ face.

‘I’ll serve you, not your mate,’ says Paul. He walks over to the takeaway counter, grabs a polystyrene container and his tongs. He points with the tongs: ‘I’ve got a couple of Chiko Rolls, a meat pie, two sausage rolls.’

‘I’ll take the lot,’ says Walker.

The muttering at the tables behind him is growing in volume and Paul works quickly, packing the food, ringing it up. Walker taps his card on the machine, picks up the food then steps towards the crowd in the café. He looks around, sees a few faces he recognises. Scott the mechanic, the artist McGregor, Dean Wilson, wearing a different shirt, just as bright and equally as crumpled. Mrs Pidgeon and Vero Bailey are there too, all looking at him, anger and doubt in their eyes.

‘Your mate’s an arsonist and a murderer,’ shouts Scott. ‘You want to lock him up, or we’ll take care of it.’

‘My mate hasn’t done anything,’ says Walker. ‘I know you’re frightened and horrified about what’s happened, and that’s understandable. But Queensland Police have a big team on this and they’re going to find whoever is responsible. If you start accusing or harassing anyone, and I mean anyone, if you start taking things into your own hands, Queensland Police and I will come down on you like a ton of bricks. I suggest you keep that in mind.’

They eat their lunch at the picnic table outside the cabin. Grace picks at a sausage roll, leaving most of it. Blair takes the pie, barely finishes it. ‘Nah, not hungry, mate,’ he says to Walker’s offer of something more.

Grace’s phone beeps and she picks it up, starts texting, wanders inside. Walker waits until she’s out of earshot and then turns to Blair.

‘Don’t worry about that lot at the roadhouse,’ he says. ‘They’re frightened, looking for a scapegoat.’

‘Why are they looking at me?’

Walker shrugs. ‘You’re new here, it was your house that burnt down. And you knew Mark and Todd. They’re putting two and two together and making five.’

‘So is your detective mate.’

Walker shrugs. ‘Well, he’ll have to come up with a bit more than loose theories if he wants to arrest you, so don’t worry about that either.’

He changes the subject, tells Blair about Rudy’s arrival in the tinny. Blair’s face brightens up. ‘The roads are open past town?’ he says.

‘Seems like it.’

‘Reckon we’ll be able to head home tomorrow, then.’

Walker nods, though he’s pretty sure Stones won’t be happy about Blair leaving town. Still, if he can’t book him, he can’t hold him either. He thinks again that identifying the real culprit is the best way to prove Blair’s innocence. Maybe the break-in at the workshop is a place to start.

‘Did you notice if anything was missing at the workshop the other day?’ he asks. ‘Did they take anything?’

‘Nah, the police asked me that too. But, like I told them, I wouldn’t really know what was in Mark’s office or the caravan. I didn’t go in either place much.’

‘Did they dust for fingerprints?’

‘Yeah. That same day.’

Perhaps Stones has the results back. Walker wonders if he can convince him to share the info. He thinks a bit longer. ‘I wouldn’t mind taking a look at Mark’s mining camp. There might be a clue out there about why he was murdered. Maybe we could get a lift out there with Rudy …’

‘If we can catch a lift there, we can drive back. There’s a vehicle at the camp. Mark left his ute out there ’cause I was leaving and he didn’t need the two cars in town. Maybe we could even spend the night out there. I wouldn’t mind getting away.’

‘We’ll have to let Stones know or he’ll think you’ve done a runner.’

‘Speak of the devil,’ says Blair, with a small nod of his head in the direction of the pub. Walker turns to see the police cruiser turning into the lane. As it drives down towards them, the driver turns the siren on.

‘Dickhead,’ says Blair, and Walker agrees. Unnecessary performance.

White is driving, Stones sitting beside him. Walker and Blair stay seated as they pull up. Grace, drawn by the siren, steps out onto the veranda. Stones gets out of the cruiser, walks over, the usual swagger.

‘Need you to come with me, Mr Mitchell,’ he says.

‘You’ve already questioned him,’ says Walker.

‘New evidence,’ says Stones, smirking. ‘Reckon we’ve found our murderer.’

‘Ah yeah?’ says Walker. ‘Who is it?’

Stones glares at Walker. ‘You’re a real smart-arse, aren’t ya?’ he says. ‘Well, I don’t know how it works with the Feds but up here we don’t like it when cops are on the wrong side.’ He turns to Blair. ‘Mr Mitchell, you’re under arrest for the murders of Mark Bailey, Karen Mullins and Todd Mullins. You’ll be coming with me to Longreach, where you’ll be formally charged and questioned.’

‘No!’ says Grace from behind them. ‘No way, Blair didn’t do anything …’

‘Blair hasn’t killed anyone,’ says Walker. ‘You don’t have any evidence.’

‘That right? Well, I got witness statements from half the town says Mr Mitchell had an argument with Mark Bailey on the night of Bailey’s murder, another witness who saw him in the vicinity of the scene on the morning of the deaths. He’s been using the victim’s car too, driving around in it as if it’s his own. That’s tampering with evidence just for starters. And I was personally present when he lured Todd Mullins to his home, where Mullins died. Forensics have confirmed that the fire there was deliberately set and they’ve found a weapon too, in the ashes of the blaze. The remains of a hatchet, most likely the one used against Mark and Karen. You thought that fire was gonna melt that hatchet, destroy evidence, you thought wrong. We might even get forensics from it yet …’

‘Anyone could have left that hatchet there, whoever set the fire that killed Mullins,’ says Walker. ‘That doesn’t prove it was Blair …’

‘Well, we’ve got his phone too. And there are some text messages from Mark Bailey, sent the night of his death, that are pretty incriminating.’

‘What are you talking about? What do these messages say?’ Walker is looking at Blair, looking at Stones.

Stones ignores him, walks over to Blair. ‘Let’s go,’ he says.

Grace runs down the steps, comes up to stand beside Blair and Stones. ‘No, this isn’t right. There’s no way Blair has hurt anyone.’

‘Miss, I need you to step away.’ Stones’s voice is hard.

She turns to Walker. ‘Lucas, stop him!’

‘For fuck’s sake, Stones,’ says Walker. ‘This is bullshit and you know it.’

Hearing the anger in his voice, Ginger emerges from under the table, the hair on the back of her neck standing up, a low growl in her throat. Walker calms her with his hand on her head. She stands, alert, watching then whining as Stones’s hand tightens on Blair’s arm.

‘You’re coming with me, Mr Mitchell. Don’t make this more difficult than it needs to be.’

Blair casts a look at Walker. ‘What should I do, cuz?’ he says.

‘Go with him,’ says Walker. ‘I’ll get you a lawyer. Don’t say anything, don’t answer any questions, not a word, until I’ve got you a legal rep. Just say “No comment” to everything. Promise me that?’

Blair nods as Stones steers him towards the car, pushes his head down as he climbs into the back seat and slams the door on him.

‘You’re making a mistake,’ says Walker. ‘Blair didn’t do this.’

Stones shakes his head. ‘You’re letting family feeling blind you. We got a weapon, we got evidence, we got witnesses. You can lawyer him up all you like, he’s going down for this.’
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Chapter 28

2 p.m.

Walker is scrolling through the contacts on his phone. He needs a lawyer for Blair but he doesn’t know anyone up this way, doesn’t know any lawyers in Queensland at all. He pauses at Ellen’s name in his address book. Ellen, his ex, a defence lawyer in Sydney. Very good at her job, the kind of person he’d like to have behind him in a situation like this. But he hasn’t spoken to her for almost eight months, not since they broke up before he went to Caloodie to visit Grandma for the last time. Not sure she’ll pick up his call, let alone help out. He hesitates until the whump-whump of the helicopter taking off with Blair on board, headed to Longreach, makes up his mind. He presses the Call button. The phone rings and rings. He’s about to hang up when she answers.

‘Lucas.’ Her tone is cool.

‘G’day, Ellen,’ he says. ‘How are you doing?’

‘If you’ve called to make small talk or make yourself feel better, let me save us both some time. I’m great, my life is good, I’m in love with a kind, generous man and I’m happy. If you want your things, they’re in storage. I can text you the address and send you the bill.’

‘No, no, that’s not why I’m calling. I mean, I’m stoked that you’re happy. And thanks for storing my stuff. But it’s … I’m in Queensland and my cousin, Blair, he’s been arrested for a triple murder.’

‘Triple murder?’

‘He didn’t do it. I’d stake my life on it.’

‘This is the cousin you grew up with?’

‘Yeah. And he needs lawyering up but I don’t know anyone.’

There’s a long silence. ‘We’ve got an office in Brisbane. I’ll give you the number.’

‘Ellen, please, I know it’s out of order to call you like this. I’ve been meaning to call you but, well, you know, work …’

‘Yes, I know.’ For the first time in the conversation, she sounds pissed off.

‘Ellen, I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t desperate. You’re the best lawyer I know …’

‘I can’t believe you, Lucas. I don’t hear from you for almost a year, and now you call and ask me to drop everything and fly to Queensland to defend your cousin.’

‘No, I don’t expect you to do that. But maybe you know someone up this way? Someone really good? Blair is in deep shit and I need help, like right now. He’s in custody – he’ll get given a duty solicitor if I don’t sort this out and he needs better than that. Please. Blair’s like a brother to me. He didn’t do this, but the detective on the case fancies him for it and I’m worried.’

He runs out of steam. Waits. Hears her exhale. A pause. ‘I can’t do it but maybe there’s someone I know. Leave it with me, I’ll make a few calls.’

‘Thanks, Ellen,’ he says, but he’s speaking to thin air. She’s gone, cut him off, no less than he deserves.

While he waits for Ellen to get back to him, he goes inside to find Grace. She’s tearful, angry. ‘How could you let them take Blair away? He would never do anything like this!’

‘I can’t stop them,’ he says, walking over to her, but she turns away, goes into her room, closes the door. He gives it a minute then knocks.

‘Yeah …’ she says.

He goes in. She’s lying on her bed, eyes red. ‘I’m getting a lawyer for Blair. A good one. It’ll be OK.’

‘This place is so awful. We’re trapped here, everyone hates us, and now they’ve arrested Blair. How could they even think he would do something like this? Where have they taken him? We need to get out of here, find Blair, be there for him. He didn’t do anything …’

‘As soon as the road opens, we’ll go to Longreach and pick up Blair. Maybe even first thing tomorrow. I’m getting him a good lawyer, he’ll be out before we know it.’

He’s hoping it’s true but perhaps his doubt shows because for the first time in her life, she looks at him as though she doesn’t believe him.

It’s slightly over an hour before Ellen texts him the name and number of a colleague based in Brisbane, Aiko Yamamoto, with a short message: She’s very good, willing to take the case, can fly up to Longreach tomorrow if need be.

He calls Aiko. She impresses him with her questions, her focus, her no-nonsense energy. They agree on a course of action: she’ll speak with Stones, the arresting officer, and Blair by phone today, and she’ll arrange to be there for questioning tomorrow. He transfers her the fee. It puts a bit of a dent in his savings, but he doesn’t care, happy to have someone as good as Aiko on Blair’s side. He leaves a voice message for Ellen too, thanking her. He keeps it brief. He needs to go and see her when he gets back down south and apologise properly. The problem isn’t so much that he ended their relationship. They hadn’t been all that suited, the whole good-life, fine-dining, yachts-in-the-harbour, cocktails-on-the-rooftop thing just not his vibe. And although she’d been supportive of his work to begin with, he’s pretty sure she’d already been tiring of it, of the fact that his job makes him hard to pin down, he can’t always be around, misses parties and events often with little notice. No, the problem isn’t that he ended it, the problem is that afterwards he fell off the face of the earth, didn’t reply to any of her messages or calls. The timing was bad, his grief for Grandma and the toll of the last few cases making him less available than ever. But it was wrong of him and when he gets back down south he’ll go and see her. He owes her that. Not sure that she’ll be interested to hear it, and fair enough too, but he’ll have a go.

Walker’s been putting off calling Blair’s mum, his aunt Michelle, but now that he has Aiko on the case he bites the bullet, dials her number, tells her what’s happened. ‘It’s complete bullshit, Blair had nothing to do with it and there’s not a chance in hell they can pin this on him,’ he finishes. ‘I have a lawyer on the case. She’s really good, she’ll sort it. He’ll be back home before you know it.’

‘Murders? Blair? I don’t understand …’

He tells her the story again. ‘But you don’t have to worry, Blair didn’t do anything.’

There’s a longish silence. He hears a chair scrape, Michelle sitting down. ‘OK,’ she says. ‘You’re there, you know how this all works, you’ve got Blair a lawyer. I know you’ll do whatever it takes to sort this out.’

‘I will,’ he says. ‘Can you tell Tracy? Tell her to try not to worry too much. I’m on it. He might not be able to take her calls right now, but he’s OK and he’ll call as soon as he can.’

‘Yeah, I’ll talk to Tracy.’ There’s another pause. ‘Promise me he’s OK? Promise me this is something you can sort out? They’re not going to set him up for something terrible like this?’

‘I promise,’ says Walker. ‘I’m not leaving here without him.’

Afterwards he slumps on the sofa in the cabin. He hopes like hell he can keep his promise to Michelle, to Blair, to Grace. He knows Blair is innocent, but Stones must have something that’s convinced him the arrest is warranted. He wonders about the text messages on Blair’s phone, wonders what other evidence Stones has. No matter, he knows that Blair would never hurt someone, let alone kill three people in this horrific way. He needs to find a way to prove to Stones that Blair is not involved. The best way to do that is to find the real culprit, but he’s all out of ideas.

His email pings. A message from Phil.

Info you wanted: Brett Charles and Dean Wilson, not on the system; Stewart Charles served 10 years for manslaughter in NSW. Lethally stabbed an associate in a bar fight in December 2011. Released February 2022. Has previous for car theft as a juvie and a couple of drug offences, possession, in 2008 and 2010. Warren Harris – nice tricky one this.


Despite himself Walker smiles as he reads this. Others might be frustrated if a query is time-consuming or difficult, but Phil enjoys a challenge.

Couldn’t find anything under the name so I did a reverse search on the pic you sent through and didn’t find much either. But then I played around with it and de-aged it, took 5 and then 10 years off him, and it came up with a potential match under the name Billy Thomson. Thomson was a member of the Vandals from 2000 to 2016. He moved up the ranks to Club enforcer under Vandals founder Pedro Silva (currently in the bin for murder). When Silva went to jail in 2015 there was quite a bit of internecine strife while the new leadership under Stefan Markovich emerged. Billy Thomson was apparently on the wrong side, a stalwart of the old guard and opposed to Markovich. He was reported missing by his girlfriend, a Narelle Hudson, in February 2017. He left home one Saturday evening, said he was going to meet some friends and never came back. She said he’d been getting death threats and had been anxious in the weeks before he went missing. None of his friends owned up to meeting him that night and no body was ever found so he’s been missing, presumed dead, ever since. But I think he might be your man Harris. A copy of the photo that Narelle Hudson supplied at the time of his disappearance is attached, he’s the one on the right.


Walker opens the attachment. It’s a photo of two bikies in their club t-shirts and leathers and a busty blonde in a silver bikini top, denim shorts and high heels. There’s an older guy on the left – short, balding with a goatee – who Walker is pretty sure is Pedro Silva. The bloke on the right is tall and well built, with short dark hair, a buzz cut, and a short, well-groomed beard following the trace of his jaw. Walker looks closely at him, compares the shot to the picture on his phone of Warren Harris. They’re both big blokes with thick necks, wide shoulders and the same thick dark eyebrows, brown eyes. The Vandals tattoo is in the same place on Thomson’s forearm too. But it’s Thomson’s distinctive way of standing that convinces Walker. It’s the same broad, open and bullish stance, head slightly forward, shoulders too, that Walker had noticed on Harris the first night he’d arrived.

Great work, Phil, he writes back. Looks like we found Billy Thomson.

If Billy Thomson is hiding away from Markovich and the Vandals up here, does that make it more or less likely that he’d murder Mark Bailey and Karen Mullins, wonders Walker. On the one hand, he might be reluctant to draw attention to himself; on the other, the chance to steal an opal and make a fortune, combined with his history of violence, could mean that temptation has overridden caution.
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Chapter 29

7 p.m.

Walker goes to the pub to order takeaway meals for himself and Grace, neither of them in the mood to deal with the locals tonight. Vero is sitting at the bar, deep in conversation with Susie. He hesitates, then goes over to them.

‘Hey,’ he says. They both look up, neither smiling. ‘Listen, I want you to know that Blair didn’t kill anyone. They’ve got the wrong guy.’

Susie doesn’t say anything, she looks upset, but Vero reaches her hand out to him. ‘Susie and I were just saying that it’s hard to believe Blair would do something like that. He’s so quiet and polite. And Mark, well, I know he always thought a lot of Blair. But you know they had a big argument the night of my birthday and someone saw him on the street near Todd’s house that morning …’

‘He didn’t do it. I’ve known him since we were kids, and he would never, could never, do something like this. It wasn’t Blair, I promise you that.’

There’s a long pause. ‘Does that mean the person who did this is still out there?’ says Vero, a tremor in her voice.

He looks at their anxious faces. He’s been so determined to clear Blair’s name that the fact that a killer remains on the loose in this tiny, cut-off town, and what that means for everyone who lives here, hasn’t been top of his mind.

‘I think so,’ he says. ‘But don’t worry. The police are still investigating and I’m not going anywhere either. I’m staying, I’m looking into it and I’m going to find who did this.’

‘I’m glad. I feel safer with you around. Honestly, I feel like I can’t cope at the moment,’ says Vero, her voice cracking. ‘It’s not just Mark’s murder but there’s all the practical stuff. I want to plan his funeral but the police still have his body. I have to figure out what to do with the shop and the mine and I don’t know where to start. I need to get home but I’m stuck here. But then I don’t want to be alone on the coast either. What am I going to do without him? I’m so alone …’

‘You’re not alone,’ says Susie, but Vero doesn’t acknowledge her; she’s looking at Walker, eyes glistening, fighting back tears.

‘What about your family?’ he asks.

‘My mum’s in WA, we’re not close. There’s no one.’ She lets out a quiet sob and he reaches over, touches her hand.

‘We’ll help you,’ he says. ‘You’ve got Susie and the rest of us – we’ll help you, I promise.’

She sniffs. ‘Thanks, darls,’ she says. ‘I’m about to have my tea – do you want to eat with me? I hate eating alone …’

He shakes his head. ‘I can’t. I’ve left Grace at the cabin. She’s really upset about Blair, and she’s scared, too, by what happened at the roadhouse earlier.’

‘Everyone’s scared,’ says Vero. ‘What about me? It was my husband who was murdered.’

‘I know,’ he says. ‘I’m glad you’ve got Susie looking after you.’

‘Yeah, I guess,’ she says.

He orders the meals from Susie and a beer to drink while he waits. Vero is looking down at her drink, not talking. He reckons she’s upset with him for saying no to dinner.

‘What was going on at the roadhouse this afternoon?’ he asks her.

She shrugs. ‘Like I said, everyone’s scared. They’ve decided to organise a citizen patrol. Make sure nothing else terrible happens. Paul and Mrs Pidgeon reckon we can’t wait on you cops to sort things out. They’re worried someone else could get killed. Reckon it’s better we patrol the town ourselves and stay safe.’

‘What kind of patrol?’

‘They’re taking it in turns, some of the blokes, every three hours, groups of two, driving around. From sunset to sunrise. Anyone on the street that shouldn’t be there, acting suspicious, they’re gonna pull them in, take ’em to the cop shop.’

Walker hadn’t realised the extent of the fear in town. Either that, or it’s a chance to even up some scores in the name of renegade justice.

‘Who’s in this patrol, then?’ he asks.

‘Paul and Mal, Scott, couple of others from the fire crew …’

‘Don’t reckon it’s a good idea,’ says Walker. ‘Sounds a bit vigilante to me, could cause all kinds of trouble.’

‘Well, I feel better knowing they’re out there,’ says Vero, her voice hard. ‘I don’t want to be the next person fetching up dead.’ She picks up her drink, turns away, and he sighs inwardly. Her husband has been violently killed, she’s grieving and upset, and he’s going into police mode. Still, this idea of a patrol is a terrible idea, and he wonders if Stones and White know about it.

Vero is talking with Susie and he’s thinking about Blair locked up in Longreach when Rudy, the guy with the tinny, arrives. On impulse Walker decides he’ll go to Mark’s camp tomorrow. He has to do something to try to find out who might have had a grudge against Mark, Karen and Todd, who might have been capable of murdering them. Mark’s camp is as good a place as any to start and Rudy is the bloke to take him there. He walks over, says ‘G’day.’ Rudy nods at him.

‘When you go back over the other side, I need a lift and a ride to Mark’s camp,’ he says.

Rudy shakes his head. ‘Tinny’s pretty full, what with me and Warren and our stuff. No space for another passenger.’

‘I don’t want to commandeer it,’ says Walker, ‘but I will if I have to.’

Rudy looks at him. Walker can sense he’s debating with himself, and after a moment he says, ‘OK. Got no room for any extra gear though.’

‘It’ll just be me,’ says Walker.

‘We leave at seven a.m. tomorrow. If you’re not there, I’m not waiting.’

Susie calls out his name, holding out two big Styrofoam boxes with their food. As he takes them from her, he says to Vero, ‘Maybe we can have that dinner tomorrow night?’

‘Yeah, OK,’ she says, sounding at least part-way mollified.

When he gets back to the cabin, unpacking the chicken parmis they’d ordered, putting them on plates, he tells Grace, ‘I saw Vero at the pub. I told her we might have dinner together tomorrow if you feel up to it.’

‘Yeah, OK. Do you think we’ll still be here tomorrow night, then?’

‘If the water goes down and we can leave, then we’ll go, of course.’ He wants to get Grace out of here, wants to see Blair. But he knows he’ll come back alone afterwards if he has to, to clear Blair’s name, to get justice for the three victims.

‘What about Blair?’ says Grace.

‘Aiko is on it. She’ll get him released. If the water’s still too high and we can’t leave, I’ll go out to Mark’s camp tomorrow, first thing. I’ve got a lift across in the tinny. The best way to clear Blair’s name is to find out who really did this.’

Grace doesn’t seem fully reassured. ‘We need to get out of here,’ she says. She’s standing by the sink, holding two glasses of water in her hands, her face anxious. ‘I know Blair didn’t do it, so whoever did kill those people is still out there. They might kill someone else. We have to leave, and we have to bring Blair with us.’

He walks over, takes the glasses and puts them on the counter, gives her a big hug. ‘I promise we’re safe. I’m here, I’m police, no one will hurt us, there’s no reason to hurt us. I want to leave too and I’m sure Blair will be with us. Aiko will get him out and as soon as the road’s clear, we’ll all go.’

After they’ve eaten, Grace decides to do some online research into her grad school options. ‘Maybe I could do the kind of thing Blair does, but for the ocean,’ she’d said over dinner. ‘I love sailing and I want to learn to dive – maybe I could do something like marine biology …’

Their mum would be proud of how seriously she’s taking this next step, thinks Walker. He’s pretty sure he didn’t plan his options with anywhere like this kind of commitment, just went off and did the first course the careers adviser recommended. It had worked out alright for him, but he reckons Grace has the right idea in taking her time to find what really suits her.

He leaves her to it and drives to the police station; he wants to make sure White knows about this local patrol. The night is dark and even on the main road there are only a few street lights, spread far apart, casting puddles of light that make the rest of the street feel even more shadowy. This crazy patrol won’t be busy. There’s not a soul about; even the car park outside the pub is empty, the main street desolate and silent. The light by the police station is out too, and the station is in darkness. He walks up the path, using his phone as a torch. Sure enough, there’s an out-of-hours contact number pinned to the door. He goes back, sits in the ute, dials, waits a couple of rings before White answers.

‘G’day, this is DS Lucas Walker.’

‘Ah, yeah, evening, DS. How can I help you?’ Walker thinks he detects a hint of nerves in the constable’s voice. ‘If it’s about Mr Mitchell, that’s out of my hands, you need to call DSS Stones.’

‘Yeah, nah, it’s not about Blair. I wanted to check, did you know some of the local guys have organised overnight patrols of the town?’

‘What kind of patrols?’

‘Yeah, well, I’m not sure. They say they want to keep the town safe and apparently they’re planning to bring anyone they see acting suspiciously in to you. But they’re all shit scared by what’s been going on and I reckon there’s a chance it could end up in a big mess if one of them decides to try and bring someone in who doesn’t want to come.’ He’s thinking of Warren Harris, Stewie Charles. Both likely to qualify as suspicious to the patrol. Neither likely to go quietly.

White is silent for a minute. ‘I dunno,’ he says. ‘Might be good to have some more eyes on the ground, in case Blair Mitchell wasn’t acting alone.’

‘It wasn’t Blair,’ says Walker firmly, ‘but I still don’t think we want local blokes running vigilante patrols.’

There’s a silence while White digests this. In the end he says, ‘Look, thanks for letting me know. I’ll keep an eye out, make sure it doesn’t get out of hand.’

Walker feels less than reassured. White isn’t totally green: he’s in his late twenties, which means he’s probably been on the force for five years or so. Walker decides he wants to get a measure of the man, a sense that he can handle the ugly mood in this town.

‘This your first outback posting, is it?’ he asks.

‘Nah. I’m based in Longreach. Since I joined the force last year I’ve done a few of these small towns, covering holidays and whatever.’

‘You joined quite late, then …’

‘Yeah, I was working in a call centre, hated it. They can fire you at the drop of a hat. I wanted something with a bit more job security, a good pension. You know how it is.’

It’s not the reason Walker joined up, but he knows plenty of blokes who were drawn to the force for similar reasons. Still, he doesn’t find it entirely convincing.

They end the call and Walker is sitting there, the street deathly still and blanketed in heavy darkness, wondering if he should escalate this to Stones. But he’s not in the bloke’s good books, so maybe it’s best to let White do that. His thoughts are interrupted by a vehicle pulling up behind him and a bright spotlight shining through the rear window. The ute is lit up like daytime. Maybe White has decided to come out after all. He shades his eyes, looks over his shoulder, can’t see anything, the light blinding him. He’s about to get out when two silhouettes appear, one on the passenger side and one by his window, the latter carrying a gun, the long barrel of a rifle clearly visible, pointing at his face.

‘What the fuck …’ His heart is beating fast in his chest, his mind racing. He’s not armed – he’s a sitting duck.
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Chapter 30

9.30 p.m.

‘Put your hands where we can see them!’ a voice shouts. The gun is pointed directly at him. ‘Put your hands up or we’ll shoot.’

Walker brings his hands up. ‘Alright, alright. I’m not armed, I’m police. Put your gun away.’

‘Keep your hands up and get out of the car.’

Walker hesitates. The engine is off – he can’t accelerate the ute away from these lunatics – but he has no desire to get out and be directly in the firing line.

‘Get out of the vehicle now!’

He decides he’s no less a target sitting in here than out there. Maybe he can reason with them when he sees their faces.

‘OK,’ he says, ‘I’m opening the door and getting out. Put the gun away.’ He turns towards the door, slowly puts his hand down to open it, then almost falls out as the bloke outside jerks the door open and thrusts his rifle hard into Walker’s chest.

‘I’m a cop,’ says Walker. ‘Put the gun away now or I’ll arrest you.’

The gun goes down slightly. ‘It’s that cop,’ says the voice. Walker still can’t see who it is, the light from the vehicle behind him blinding in the dark night. He hears steps approaching from his left, turns and identifies Paul from the roadhouse walking around the bonnet of the car.

‘What are you doing out at this time of the night?’ says Paul. ‘There’s a curfew …’

‘There’s no curfew,’ says Walker. ‘You don’t have the authority to impose a curfew or pull up and threaten people.’

‘You lot can’t keep us safe so we’re doing it ourselves,’ says the bloke with the gun. ‘We say there’s a curfew, there’s a fucking curfew. Your cousin is a murderer, every chance you are too.’ He jabs the rifle barrel harder against Walker’s chest. Walker’s eyes, finally adjusting to the light, pick out Scott, the ever-belligerent mechanic. He can feel his heart hammering, his pulse rate rising. With his hair-trigger temper, Scott is the last bloke who should be pointing a gun at anyone.

‘Put the rifle down now,’ he says, forcing himself to keep his voice calm and low. ‘You’re threatening an officer of the law, and I can arrest you for that.’

‘Put the rifle down, Scott,’ says Paul. Walker can tell he’s aiming for authority but a quiver in his voice betrays his nervousness.

Scott hesitates a moment, then lowers the rifle. ‘You need to get off the street if you don’t want more trouble,’ he says to Walker.

Walker decides there’s no point arguing. He’s going to get himself safe and then he’s going to call Stones, let him deal with this bullshit. ‘Righto. I’m going to get in my vehicle and I’m going to drive back home. If you’ve got any sense, you’ll do the same thing.’

He gets back in the ute, slams the door shut behind him, his fear giving way to anger. These fucking idiots. They’ll kill someone.

They let him drive off but he notices they follow him the short way back to the pub and watch as the ute drives down towards the cabins. He parks up, sits there for a few minutes. The smell of the flooded river, murky, muddy, vegetal, slides in. His anger is mixed with frustration and fear for Grace. They’re trapped in this bloody town, with armed, trigger-happy locals patrolling the streets at night. He wants her out of here, far away from danger. There’s every chance his encounter with Paul and Scott could have ended badly. It only takes one moment of madness, and Scott in particular is clearly capable of losing it. He remembers what Susie told him about Scott and Karen’s relationship, the anger Scott harboured towards Todd and the miners. The bloke has a motive for the killings and is carrying enough rage to be capable of them too. He wonders if Stones has checked Scott’s alibi for the night of Mark and Karen’s murders.

He calls White first – there’s no guarantee those idiots won’t pull someone else up and it could easily get out of hand. ‘Christ’s sake, they’re taking it further than I thought they would,’ says White when Walker finishes talking. Walker is relieved to finally hear shock in his voice. ‘I’ll go and find them and send them home.’

He calls Stones too. Wants to ask him to check out Scott’s alibi, hoping he’ll start thinking wider than Blair. But there’s no answer. He leaves a voicemail with all the details. ‘Blair didn’t do this. You need to keep investigating,’ he says by way of ending the call, ‘or someone else is going to end up dead.’

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 31

Thursday, 6 a.m.

Walker wakes early as usual, the rising sun spilling soft light across the bedroom. His first thought is of Blair waking up in a cell. Accused of something terrible that he hasn’t done. He hopes Blair’s OK, is coping, not despairing. He has to find a way to clear Blair’s name, to get him out of the lock-up. Not for the first time he finds himself wishing that Kanpara had a swimming pool. If he could dive in, stretch out, spend half an hour or forty minutes swimming, not thinking, just pulling through the water, feeling it silky against his skin, watching the black line unspool beneath him, he knows he’d feel better, would come up with new ideas, might even find his way to some answers. Water all around but not a single place to swim, he thinks to himself. He’s not the yoga or meditating type but he needs to do something, stretch, empty his mind. He goes outside, wearing only the shorts he sleeps in, the early-morning air cool against his bare chest. He stands on the balcony, feeling the wooden boards under his feet, and does a series of stretches, then fifty push-ups and holds a long plank until he can feel his arms shake, the slight burn of his ab muscles. Stretches again, then stands still, breathing, letting the quiet wash over him, listening to his intuition, looking for inspiration. He can’t call up any answers, but he reaches a decision. He’ll walk down to the river, see if he can get Grace out of here today. If not, he’ll take a ride across the water in Rudy’s tinny.

By 7 a.m., the air still cool, sky pale, Walker is in the little tinny, puttering across the floodwater. He’s left Ginger and Grace asleep in the cabin. Last night’s events had cemented his desire to get Grace out of here as soon as possible, but when he walked down to look at the river, he realised it still wouldn’t be possible this morning. The water was receding and well below the high-water mark now, but it was still high and had a nasty current that made it too dangerous for vehicles to cross. Rudy and Warren Harris arrived, nodding in his direction, and he debated with himself for a second, then went with his decision to go and check Mark’s camp. Grace would be safe. She’d promised to stay close to the cabin and the pub.

Warren Harris has a sports bag and a carton of booze. Rudy is carrying another carton of booze and to Walker’s surprise, his rucksack is piled high with supplies – a bag of carrots and a lettuce protruding from the top.

‘Where’d you pick up the groceries?’ asks Walker. Grace had picked up a loaf of bread, peanut butter, cheese and Vegemite on their first day and he’d like to get a few more things, but the roadhouse, the only shop in town as far as he knows, doesn’t stock fresh vegetables or fruits, just basics, and after a couple of days of being cut off is running low on those now too.

‘Fortnightly delivery. Order what you want online from Coles or Woolies, they truck it down from Townsville. Doesn’t cost that much. This lot arrived just before the floods, and the pub held on to it for me. Fed up with Susie’s burgers, are ya? Or you planning to stay a bit longer?’

‘I’ll stay as long as I need to find out who killed Mark, Karen and Todd.’

‘I heard they got someone for that …’

‘He didn’t do it,’ says Walker.

Rudy shrugs, the blue and green of the opal around his neck glinting in the sunlight as it moves. ‘If ya say so,’ he says.

Rudy takes the helm, Walker and Harris throwing their boots in the boat, pushing it out, jumping in as it gains depth. Harris sits at the bow, looking towards the oncoming shore, staying quiet. Walker takes the opportunity to study him, comparing him to the picture of Billy Thomson that Phil had sent him. Harris is in his mid-forties, which would fit with Thomson’s age. His long hair, tied back, and his long beard, both greying, are not at all like Thomson’s in the photo. He’s wearing a black singlet and jeans and his tattoos run up his arms and across his shoulders. His feet are bare, the jeans rolled up, a pair of black boots, well worn, sitting on the bench beside him. The large V insignia on his forearm, the biggest and most recognisable of his tattoos, matches Thomson’s. But again, it’s his posture, the way he stands and sits, arms held in front of the body, chest pushed forward, which seals it for Walker.

‘How long you been mining out here?’ he asks Rudy as the boat motors across, the tug of the current no match for the little outboard.

‘Coming up five years.’

‘How about you?’ he asks Harris. ‘You been here long?’

Harris ignores him, leans forward, pushing a floating log out of the way with his hands, well-formed muscles bunching across his shoulders under his singlet.

The opposite bank approaches; Rudy lifts the outboard motor and Walker hears the hull scrape along the riverbed. Harris jumps out and guides the tinny to shore, Walker and Rudy following, pulling her up high above the tide mark.

‘I’ll leave her here so you can get back over,’ says Rudy. ‘You can leave her where I had her moored on the other side and I’ll pick her up next time I drive into town.’

‘Thanks, appreciate it,’ says Walker.

Rudy’s pale-grey HiLux is parked under a tree above the waterline. ‘I’ll give you a ride to Mark’s place but I’ll drop Warren at his camp first,’ he says.

‘Nah, you’re right,’ says Harris, the first words he’s spoken. ‘Leave him first.’

Rudy looks at Harris, about to argue, thinks Walker, but something in Harris’s eyes changes his mind and he nods.

They take the road east, mostly free of water, some puddles in low-lying sections but nothing that troubles the high clearance of Rudy’s vehicle. About twenty minutes out of town, Rudy turns right onto a side track marked with a dirty white barrel that’s been cut in half and has the number 34 written on it in red paint. The path is graded for a kilometre or so then gets rougher, the HiLux plunging and bouncing across the ruts as the track climbs and twists, running parallel to a long, high ridge. No floodwater here. They’ve left the flat grasslands and muddy channels behind and find themselves in jump-up country, an ancient landscape of gullies and mesas, the earth redder here, strands of eucalypts, clumps of spinifex and tall termite mounds dotting the landscape, the sky a deep blue above them.

‘Nice country,’ says Walker, breaking the silence.

Rudy nods. ‘Yeah. Opal mining country. Can’t be too flat if you want to find opals,’ he says. He takes a left turn and then another, tracks getting rougher, the terrain getting hillier, the earth even redder. He takes another left, and the path improves as it descends, and they pull up in front of a couple of makeshift buildings.

‘This is Mark’s place,’ says Rudy.

‘Righto,’ says Walker, climbing out. ‘Thanks very much.’

Rudy turns the vehicle in front of the buildings and drives off. Walker can hear the car for a minute or two as it climbs away up the hill but when it passes out of earshot the silence around the camp is startling. Walker feels the back of his neck prickle slightly. Theoretically, he’s trespassing here and his guilty conscience, along with the complete hush and the sense of being utterly alone, makes him uneasy. He turns, surveys the camp, grounds himself.

The ridge they’d been following rises high behind him, its red earth dotted with pale spinifex and deeper green-leaved wattles, their delicate yellow flowers adding a spark of vivid colour. In front of the camp, some fifty metres away, is a deep gully. He walks over for a look. A track runs along its edge then curls down, past a series of cuts made across its face that expose clay and rock. An orange excavator, with a tank-like caterpillar tread, its bucket resting on the ground, sits on the floor of the gully. This must be the opal mine.

He turns back to face the camp. A series of rusted barrels, one tone darker than the red dirt around them, have been used to mark out a cleared area around a couple of improvised buildings and a white caravan with a broad red stripe. A black ute is parked beside the caravan – Walker’s happy to see the vehicle that will get him away from this empty, silent place and back to Kanpara.

As he walks up to the first of the buildings, he sees it’s made of a mix of reclaimed metal roof panels and old timber. It’s improvised but well built and sturdy, with a solid-looking timber door and windows with glass to the left and at the front. There are solar panels on the roof and in a group facing north on the ground beside the caravan. Dark-green netting has been strung across four poles to the right of the front door to provide shade, and three white plastic chairs are set in a semicircle underneath it. The place looks not exactly comfortable, but not rough and ready either.

He tries the door, happy to find it unlocked; pushes it open and walks into a living space, stuffy and warm but tidy. A neat little kitchen area on his left has pots and pans hung from nails on the wall, a gas stove with a blue kettle sitting on top, a metal sink with a drainer beside it and a stack of clean dishes on a shelf above. An empty black fridge is standing with its door open, two six-packs of one-litre water bottles, still in their plastic wrap, stacked beside it. To his right is a yellow three-seater sofa, oversize for the space, with a multicoloured rug on the vinyl floor in front. Beyond that, at the far end of the room by another window, is a desk with a cork noticeboard above it. A door in front of him leads to a bedroom with a double bed, neatly made and covered in a multicoloured striped blanket. There’s a window, the curtains drawn and blinds down, and a standing fan at the right side of the bed. To the left is a simple curved tin enclosure that runs about shoulder height with a big overhead showerhead and red shower curtain on a makeshift rail.

He looks around the bedroom. It’s neat as a pin and undisturbed by intruders. He picks up the mattress and has a look underneath, finds nothing. Nothing under the bed either. Takes out his phone and snaps a few pictures of the room and the shower. Then he walks back into the first room and looks around, thinking about the opal Mark was supposed to have found. There’s nothing out of place here either and no obvious hiding place for anything. He opens the cupboard between the sink and stove. It’s empty bar a big plastic container of Saxa salt, a jar half-filled with white sugar, an almost-empty jar of Nescafé instant coffee and a plastic bottle of vegetable oil with only a smear left in the bottom.

The desk is tidy too. No papers, empty drawers. He looks at the noticeboard. A list of emergency numbers, maps of the site with annotations he can’t decipher and two business cards: an amateur-looking one, Martin Hemp, stone cutter, Brisbane number, and a deceptively simple, expensive-looking one for Nolan & Jones, law firm, also a Brisbane number. He takes a picture of both cards with his phone, zooms in on the maps and takes a picture of those too.

He turns around, taking a few more pictures of the room, but there’s nothing here that gives any indication of why Mark was killed. It’s neat, tidy. A thought occurs to him that the camp looks like it’s been shut up. Not the kind of closed that suggests you’ve gone into town for a day or two, more the kind of closed that indicates a longer spell away. He tries the tap by the sink. The water is off; the fridge, too, is empty and switched off. No food, no beers. It looks like Mark wasn’t planning on coming back anytime soon, thinks Walker. He remembers Blair telling Susie that Mark had been thinking of finishing up and heading back to Sydney early, and it seems that’s the case. But the mining season runs early March until the end of September and it’s June now. Why would Mark have called it a day for the year, slap-bang in the middle of the season? Maybe Blair leaving and Vero unhappy in town had been reason enough. Or maybe he did find that big opal, maybe that’s why he’d called time on the season so early. He wishes he could go talk to Blair, find out more about what has been going on at the camp.

He’s looking around, unsure what to make of it all, when the building creaks loudly. Walker starts. It’s probably the heat making the tin shift, but he’s been half-conscious the whole time of the stillness and silence. Even the bird calls are subdued, there’s no hum of insects or machinery. Not a sound, not even the softest flutter of a breeze. Eerie, ominous – it’s messing with his sense of ease.

He walks towards the door, takes the car keys hanging on the hook to the right, feeling momentarily guilty but reassuring himself that he’s saving Vero the trip out to collect it. He’ll park it on this side of the river, and she’ll be able to walk over and pick it up once the water recedes. He walks out into the sunshine, pulling the door shut behind him, the air still and the silence still heavy. The second building on the site, a shed open on two sides, has even less to show for it. Nothing there but a workbench, a few tools, neatly hung on pegs. The caravan is empty and looks unused. Bed unmade, no utensils or appliances in the kitchen, no personal effects at all.

He takes a few more pictures, then goes back outside, leans against the black ute, thinking.

He feels like he’s missing something and wishes again that Blair or Barbara were here, someone he could trust, someone who thinks beyond the obvious. He props himself on the bonnet of the ute, the metal warm through his moleskins, looks up at the deep-blue sky, a bird of prey, a hawk probably, circling on the thermals above, the sun warming his face, letting his intuition go to work. He looks around the camp, the mine, the ridge climbing up above him, without thinking or analysing. Trying to feel his way into the land, to read the signs of what was going on out here, what might have prompted Mark’s death. Closes his eyes, listens, breathes.

Nothing comes but thoughts of Barbara, her big brown eyes, her frown of concentration when she’s thinking, her determination, the way she stands when she wants to convince him of something. He smiles at the memory. They’d only known each other briefly but he misses her.

He opens his eyes again, about to head off, when an unbidden thought crosses his mind. Maybe he’s been looking at this all wrong. Maybe it was Karen, not Mark, that was the intended target. The pathologist had said she thought it was Karen who was killed first. Maybe he’s let the town’s prejudice about the miners sway him. Maybe Mark was just an unlucky witness. Maybe they should be looking more closely at Karen’s life, Karen’s death, if they want to solve this.
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Chapter 32

11 a.m.

Walker is lost. Mark’s vehicle – a heavy-duty country ute with an open tray and a proper strong bull bar – handles well. The interior is worn and messy, the seats dusty and torn, the back seat stacked with empty jerrycans, a couple of empty tinnies and a Coke can rolling in the passenger footwell, but the suspension and high clearance mean it rides the rough track without any problems. He’d driven off, confident he was on the route back the way they’d come in – parallel with the ridge, take the second right – but perhaps he’d missed a turn, the bumpier-than-expected ride requiring all his concentration, or he’d miscounted on the way out. The track he’s on now is twisting and snaking, going up and then down again, heading away from the ridge and getting worse by the second. He has to work hard to keep the vehicle moving, the ute’s back wheels spinning in sandy patches and then bucking and bouncing through deep ruts. It’s much rougher than he remembers and he’s certain he’s come the wrong way, but there’s no obvious place to turn so he goes on.

He reaches a crossroads, a track running north to south across the one he’s on, heading east. He pauses, undecided. Should he turn around and go back or turn left here, head north, hoping this track leads to the road into town. He decides he’ll scout forward a little way on foot to see if he can get a sense of where this track is headed and its condition before he drives any further. He pulls the black ute under the shade of a tree, climbs out, locks it out of habit and starts off on foot.

The sun is warm on his back and the bush noises have returned. Something is rustling in the undergrowth beside the path, parrots are squawking in the trees above, he can hear the buzz of insects, leaves moving in the breeze. He follows the track for a couple of hundred metres, rising first, then sloping down. It improves a bit as it heads downhill and seems to be relatively well used – he can see tyre tracks. Perhaps this is the right way after all. He spots something glinting in the sun a couple of hundred metres or so ahead, half-hidden by a line of trees. A creek, perhaps. His doubt returns. They hadn’t crossed any water on their way out. He walks towards the trees, trying to orient himself using the sun, the ridge. But as is often the case in bush country you don’t know, he can’t quite get his bearings.

As he approaches the stand of trees, he sees that they’re the smooth-barked gums that usually grow beside water, which confirms he must have glimpsed a creek or billabong. The track makes a sharp turn to the left and because he’s walking on the left, making the most of any shade from the sun high over his shoulder, the turn obscures what’s around the corner until he’s right on top of it. As he rounds the curve, the shock of what he sees freezes him to the spot.

The track ends here, at a small circle that’s been carved out of the bush, wide enough to allow a vehicle to turn round. The circle is surrounded by a thicket of brush and more of the smooth-barked eucalypts, but what stops Walker dead is what’s hanging in the branches that surround him.

Gleaming and glinting, clicking and turning, are tens, maybe hundreds, of knives, machetes, tools and implements, their blades honed and sharp, strung from branches with thin wire, rustling and jangling in the light breeze, the sound tinny and foreign. They transform the peaceful bush into an uncanny and sinister place.

He debates with himself for a moment. Retreat is a definite option. This isn’t an opal miner’s camp, the countryside too low, too flat for mining. No equipment in sight either, no vehicles, no sound. It’s not likely to be a grazier either. He’s seen no cattle or sheep, no spoor or dung, nothing to indicate grazing herds. The back of his neck is prickling with the knowledge that, whatever this is, it’s bad news. He stands, barely breathing, listening hard. Aside from the ominous metallic clank of the implements in the trees, the bush around him is silent. That, and the absence of any vehicle, eventually convinces him that he’s alone here. He’ll check out what it is. It’s too eerie to simply ignore.

There’s a path leading into the bush off to his right. It’s not wide enough for a car but is clearly used regularly by foot and he can see water shimmering between the trees. He walks across the turning circle and steps, quietly as he can, onto the path that wends down to the water. In the trees and scrub around him more blades and tools hang from the branches. The path is slim and as he walks his shoulders brush the implements, heightening their discordant sound. The path turns and thins, the trees and shrubs with their menacing decorations pressing closer. He sidesteps slightly to avoid a big boulder and brushes against one of the bushes that line the path.

The movement sets off a cacophony of scrapes and clatters, loud and clanging in the otherwise silent bush. He reaches out to stop the sound, but the clever way they’ve been hung means every time he touches one it bumps and jangles into another, setting off a chain reaction of noise. He stops, the sound setting his nerves on edge. What is this place?

After a second, he starts walking again, faster now, wanting to get off the track, wanting to get to the water and see where all this is leading. The path turns once more and, as he rounds the corner, he can’t suppress a shout of shock. Blocking the path in front of him, a hatchet held high in his right hand, the blade gleaming in the sunlight, is Warren Harris. Walker can see the Vandals tattoo on Harris’s arm move as he lifts the hatchet and steps forward. Time slows. Walker can hear the blood rushing in his ears, feel his throat tightening, his mouth going dry, his heart beating loud. They’ve got him. The Vandals have finally got him.

Harris opens his mouth, says something that Walker can’t hear over the thumping of his heart, the roaring of blood, the noise of his fear. He’s remembering the terrible state of Mark Bailey and Karen Mullins’s bodies, destroyed by a hatchet. He’s remembering lying in a boat on a river in Surfers Paradise, every muscle in his body on fire with pain, ready to fight two Vandals for his life. But this time, in the middle of nowhere, facing a maniac with a machete, with no back-up, no one who knows where he is, he doesn’t have a chance.
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Chapter 33

11 a.m.

Grace wakes late. She hadn’t gone to sleep till after two, messing around on her phone, trying to distract herself from the awful stuff that’s going down here. Blair’s arrest, the murders. It’s horrible. Beyond horrible. She wants to leave, go home or at least back to Sydney. She’d heard Lucas come back yesterday evening, heard him leave a terse message on someone’s voicemail. He’s more worried than he lets on and his anxiety is contagious. She’d almost called her dad and told him the whole story. He’d have calmed her down, given her a virtual hug. But he’d have told Mom too, and she doesn’t want Mom to know. She’ll only panic and stress and Lucas will get in trouble and Mom will say, ‘I knew you shouldn’t have gone.’

The only reason she’d slept at all was that she’d spent three hours messaging Ashley. She hadn’t sugar-coated her vacation this time. Had told Ashley exactly what’s happening and how weirded out by it all she is. Ashley had been riveted, supportive and horrified. As much by the isolation and nothingness of the town as by the murders, which Grace had played down slightly. u got to b kidding? there’s not even a starbucks or chipotle??? Grace had laughed, sent a few more pics, Ashley’s shocked reaction validating her feelings of isolation and the weirdness of this place. Talking about it had made her feel better and she’d slept heavily, less anxious than she’s felt for a while.

But this morning, in the quiet cabin, her nerves return. She shivers a little, chilly with apprehension despite the warmth of the morning. Lucas has gone to check something, trying to help clear Blair’s name. She tells herself he’ll be back soon, by lunchtime latest, and maybe, fingers crossed, the flood will have receded and they can go.

She’s hungry and she needs the bathroom. It’s enough to finally get her moving, get her out of bed. When she walks into the living area she’s happy to see Ginger, standing in her dog bed, stretching, tail waving. The room is hot and stuffy and airless. She opens the front door to let a breeze in and Ginger out, then hunts around for something to eat. She digs out the peanut butter and jelly she bought the other day. That’ll do for breakfast. Next to the peanut butter is the little yellow-labelled jar of Vegemite, the spread that Lucas loves on toast. She’s tried it once. Totally gross. Salty and bitter and euuughh. But Lucas loves it; maybe she should try it again. She unscrews the lid, sniffs. Even the yeasty bitter scent is too much. She closes it tight, makes herself a peanut butter and jelly sandwich as planned, the mix of sweet jelly and salty peanut butter just right. She eats half and finds it leaves her mouth a bit dry. Wishes she had a Diet Coke to wash it down but she’s drunk the cans she bought. She rummages around, makes a coffee with the little machine. There’s no milk so she tries drinking it black but it doesn’t taste good. Adds two sachets of sweetener but still not. She sits on the steps with the rest of her sandwich, Ginger beside her looking hopeful. Grace gives her a generous corner and laughs to see Ginger’s pleasure and the comic look on her face as she eats the sticky paste.

‘I’m glad you’re here, Ginger,’ she says, tickling the side of the dog’s soft face and rubbing her ears. ‘I’d be missing my little pup Charli even more if you weren’t around.’ Charli is hardly a pup these days, she thinks, eleven years old now but still as cute as a button. She pulls up a picture on her phone. ‘Awwww,’ she says, smiling to see the bichon frise’s little face, her white-as-snow fluff. ‘I wonder what you’d make of her,’ she says to Ginger. ‘She’s kind of a city princess, I guess.’

She scrolls through her pictures – there’s a couple of Charli and her mom in the park near home, another of Charli with her dad on his boat – and feels a pang of homesickness. She looks around at the scrubby grass, the dusty track to the pub and the empty highway beyond, and wishes she was back home, having breakfast in the big sunny kitchen, making plans to meet Ashley or one of the others to go shopping or catch a movie. The air is still and silent, the sun warm, the only sound the buzz of the flies, a bird or something rustling in the trees. It even smells different here, the air dry and dusty, the scent of the eucalypts foreign. She exhales, gives herself a talking-to. ‘You’re having an adventure,’ she says, but right now it feels more like a drag.

She should do something, snap out of it. She thinks of her sensei at the karate dojo in Boston. He’d have something zen to say about all this, about holding positive thoughts, being responsible for your mindset, taking responsibility to ensure positive outcomes. The thought invigorates her. She can do a workout; it’ll make her feel better for sure. She doesn’t have her exercise outfit, or a mat or anything, but enough with the excuses already. Takes a towel outside, warms up, goes through her strength and cardio exercise set – jumping jacks, squats, burpees, push-ups, crunches – then into the technique exercises, the stances, blocking, kicking, punching. Works herself hard, feels the rush of blood through her system, her heart beating, her body revitalised. The workout takes her forty minutes or so and she’s sweating by the end of it, her muscles burning a little, the endorphins kicking in too. Takes a shower and, standing under the jet of water, feels a whole lot better about everything.

As she’s drying off, she decides maybe she’ll take a walk up to the gas station; the little store there sells Coke and other groceries. She looks at her phone: 11.55. The pub might even be open. They’ll have a Coke for sure and she can say hi to Vero.

She changes into her shorts and sniffs her t-shirt. She’s been wearing it for a few days now and it’s a bit stinky. Nowhere here to buy another one and too late to wash it now. She’ll wash it tonight. Meanwhile she gives her pits an extra-long spray with deodorant, hoping for the best.

Starts by walking down to the river, away from the pub, to check the water. It is definitely receding, she can see much more of the road now, but it’s far from totally gone. She sits for a moment on her favourite fallen log in the shade of one of the tall gum trees with its distinctive smooth pink-and-cream bark. She can’t remember what Blair had said they were called. Wishes again that Blair was here. He’s such a nice guy, so much knowledge and kind of zen too. She looks at the water, the surrounding country, tries to see it through Blair’s eyes. Notices how much greener everything looks. The red earth beyond the water now covered with green shoots. Birds everywhere, the sky indigo blue above her, the sun warm on her skin.

She walks up to the pub. The doors are open but when she goes inside the place is empty. The room is cool, the big veranda offering shade, a breeze blowing through the open doors. It has that typical empty-bar smell, a mix of bleach and stale booze. She sits at one of the bar stools, waiting for Susie to appear. Looking around she notices a couple of t-shirts pinned up on the far wall, one bright pink, the other black, and both branded with the pub’s name – The Royal – and with The friendliest outback pub in Queensland written underneath. Grace gives a snort of derision. If this is the friendliest she doesn’t want to go to the meanest. There’s a price tag of $30 attached. Awesome, she can buy a new t-shirt. The one she has on is definitely too stinky to be wearing.

It’s Vero not Susie who appears from the side door. ‘Hello, darls,’ she says, looking around. ‘You on your own? Where’s that spunky brother of yours?’

‘He’s working,’ says Grace. ‘He’s going to clear Blair’s name so they’ll have to let him go.’

‘He’s a good cop, isn’t he? Doesn’t give up, keeps digging.’

‘He’s really good,’ Grace says with pride. ‘He works on some of Australia’s biggest cases, organised crime and stuff. He doesn’t talk about it much but he’s really good.’

‘We’re lucky to have him,’ says Vero. ‘I’m sure he’ll find out what happened to Mark and Karen. He’ll get us justice.’

Susie comes out from the kitchen, stands beside Vero and gives Grace an unfriendly look. She’s starting to think that Susie really doesn’t like her. ‘You want something?’ Susie asks. ‘Kitchen isn’t open yet.’

‘Yes please. Could I have six Diet Cokes to take away. Also, I want to buy one of your t-shirts …’ She points at the display.

Susie looks up at the shirts. ‘Ah yeah, not sure how many I’ve got left. What size do you want?’

‘I don’t mind, whatever size or colour you’ve got.’ She pulls at her top. ‘This is the only one I brought with me and it really needs a wash.’

Susie doesn’t say anything, disappears through the side door. Grace can hear her rustling around. She comes back with three t-shirts wrapped in plastic.

‘These are both XXL,’ she says, holding up two black t-shirts, ‘but this one is an L.’

The L is a nice bright blue. ‘The L will be great,’ says Grace.

Susie drops the blue shirt on the counter and disappears again. Grace takes it and goes into the ladies to change. It’s too big but she rolls up the bottom of it until it’s just above the waistband of her shorts and then ties it in a knot in the back – a hack from TikTok that always makes t-shirts look kind of sexy. She looks in the mirror. It’s hard to see – the mirror is a polished piece of tin and the room is gloomy – but she thinks it looks OK and it’s better than being smelly. When she gets back to the bar there’s a six-pack of Diet Coke on the counter. She pulls out her card and taps to pay.

‘Don’t you look cute,’ says Vero. ‘I’ve never seen anyone look good in that t-shirt before.’

Something flashes across Susie’s face; if looks could kill, Grace would be a dead woman. Maybe Vero hasn’t noticed that Susie is wearing the pub t-shirt too, a black version, loose-fitting. Grace half-smiles at them both, says ‘Bye’, and makes a quick exit.

Sitting on the veranda of the cabin, drinking one of the icy Cokes, enjoying the fizz and the caffeine hit, she thinks back to the moment. That was so awkward, she thinks. Vero and Susie have one of those weird friendships where one is mean and the other is clingy. Just like everything in this town, it’s kinda toxic, she decides.
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Chapter 34

12 p.m.

Walker’s eyes dart around the macabre display on the trees around him. There must be a weapon here he can use to fight back, to give him at least a standing chance. He steps back, puts his hands up, half an eye on Harris, desperately seeking something, anything, to use in self-defence. All he can spot are kitchen tools, a rusted egg-lift and a whisk, some table knives, the sharp blades further back at the entrance to the path.

His heart racing, adrenaline pumping, it takes him a second to compute what Harris is saying.

‘What are you doing sneaking around out here? This is fucking private property.’

Walker swallows, tries to get some moisture back into his mouth, his eyes flitting between the hatchet and the implements on the trees around him.

‘I’m not sneaking around. I’m lost. I drove out of Mark’s camp and took a wrong turn. Parked my vehicle up at the crossroads.’ He jerks his head back in the direction of the ute. ‘I wanted to recce which way to go. Look, mate, put the hatchet down. I’m not looking for you. I didn’t know this was your place. I was at Mark’s camp, I got lost, that’s all.’

Harris looks at the hand holding the little axe as if he’d forgotten it was there. He relaxes his stance, drops the axe-head down, the dappled sunlight catching and gleaming on the sharp edge of the blade.

‘What’s all this?’ asks Walker, gesturing to the utensils in the trees, trying to defuse the tension. ‘That’s why I walked down, I wanted to look at all this stuff.’

‘Whaddya reckon?’ says Harris. ‘It’s an alarm system, not a fucking art installation. Tells me when pigs and other fools are trying to sneak up on me.’

Harris, or rather Thomson, has been on the run from the Vandals for the best part of seven years. He didn’t survive by being complacent, figures Walker.

‘Look, if you can point me in the direction of the highway, I’ll leave you alone,’ he says.

‘Go on, then,’ says Harris, ‘off you go. I’ll follow you and show you the way.’

Walker looks at him. ‘Drop the hatchet. Put it on the ground, and I’ll walk away.’

‘Fucksake,’ says Harris, but he turns the little axe and slides the wooden handle into the waistband of his jeans, then steps towards Walker. The path is too narrow to walk side by side so Walker has to step away as Harris approaches. He takes three steps backwards down the path, accompanied by the eerie clinking of the implements, but can’t make himself turn around, the hairs on his arms and neck rising at the thought of leaving himself exposed to an armed Vandal.

‘You lead the way,’ he says, stepping into the brush, setting off more jangling and ringing.

Harris gives a sneer but pushes past and walks down the path and away from him. They come out into the little clearing, and Harris walks up the track towards the crossroads without turning to check if Walker is following him. When the black ute becomes visible as they come over the rise, Harris stops, Walker beside him.

Harris draws a series of lines in the red dirt with the toe of his boot. ‘We’re here,’ he says. ‘You need to go down there’ – nodding to the left, the direction Walker arrived from. ‘Take the first right and then the next right.’ His foot traces a curvy path in the dirt. ‘That track curves around for about two K and then you turn left and that’s the track that brings you back to the highway. Capiche?’

‘Yep: right, right, left.’ Walker looks at the rough map in the dirt, memorises it. Then, ‘You carry that with you all the time?’ he asks, nodding towards the hatchet.

‘Only when I need it,’ says Harris.

‘You been living up this way here a while, by the looks,’ says Walker. ‘I guess you knew Mark and Todd pretty well?’

‘Nah,’ says Harris. ‘Didn’t have much to do with them.’

‘But you’re mates with the Charles brothers, Dean Wilson?’

‘What is this? A police interrogation?’ Harris turns and starts to walk away.

For a quick second Walker hesitates, then he says, ‘You’re a long way from home up here. Guess you haven’t heard about Stefan Markovich?’ It’s a risk, sharing intel with a Vandal, but he needs information from Harris and this is likely the quickest way to get it.

Harris’s step falters slightly. He stops, turns. ‘Don’t know who you’re talking about,’ he says.

‘Come on, you’re a Vandal,’ says Walker, nodding at the tattoo.

‘Haven’t been part of that shit for a long time.’

‘Well, OK, then.’ Walker opens the door to the ute. ‘Just thought you might be interested in an update. Might give you a few more options, that’s all.’

‘What’re you talking about?’ Harris is in his aggressive stance, fists clenched, shoulders open, head down. A bull ready to charge.

‘I need info on Mark and Karen’s murder – I can give you some intel in return.’

‘I don’t know nothing about those murders. Like I said, I didn’t have much to do with them. All I know is Blair Mitchell didn’t do it. He’s not the type.’

Walker is surprised to hear Harris come to Blair’s defence. ‘Who is the type, then?’ he asks.

Harris looks at him. ‘Tell me what you know about Markovich …’

‘He’s on the run. The Vandals leadership is broken. The big boys from the Queensland chapter are busted, most of them are in the bin, and Markovich has left the country.’ Walker feels a twinge of conscience at sharing this last detail with Harris. But he’s kept it vague, he hasn’t mentioned Ecuador, and the chances of Harris using the intel, passing it on, are remote. He’s been in hiding for years; he’s not in contact with the club.

‘When did this happen?’

‘Few months ago. Your turn …’

Harris pauses. ‘Talk to Stewie Charles,’ he says. ‘He’s been mouthin’ off that he saw something that night.’

‘What’s Stewie saying?’

Harris shrugs. ‘You need to talk to him about that,’ he says, turning and walking away down the hill.
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Chapter 35

1 p.m.

Walker’s relieved to make it to the highway. No bitumen yet but the graded dirt road feels smooth and fast in comparison to the bush tracks leading to the camps. His mind is replaying his confrontation with Harris and he’s forced to acknowledge to himself that his fear had been almost paralysing. If Harris had gone for him, he’s not sure he’d have been able to fight him off. He’d passed a psych assessment when he’d gone back to work after his last case and had turned down counselling, but is realising now that the psychological after-effects of the Vandals attack in the summer obviously run deeper than he’d thought.

And this case is not getting any clearer. His list of suspects is growing, not diminishing, and he’s still not certain if the intended target was Mark or Karen, or the pair of them. Warren Harris is clearly capable of violence and left town the first chance he got. He could easily be the murderer they’re looking for. Walker wonders if Harris would be careless enough, stupid enough, to threaten him with the same weapon he’d used just days earlier to kill two people. But a hatchet is a standard enough piece of kit out bush for chopping and splitting wood, and if Harris did hack the pair to death it would make more sense to have discarded that weapon rather than bring it back to his camp. Walker still feels a twinge of guilt at sharing the intel on Markovich’s departure with Harris, but it’s earned him some interesting information – Harris has implicated Stewie Charles and protested Blair’s innocence. All in all, Walker’s not sure what to make of the bikie but he is certain that Stones needs to interview him to find out what he knows and to confirm that Harris’s hatchet wasn’t the one used in the murder.

Stewie has always been close to the top of Walker’s list for this and that hasn’t changed. The bloke’s antipathy for Mark and his history of violence make him a clear possibility, not to mention whatever it is that Harris is alluding to. He needs to talk to Stewie, that’s a clear priority.

But Mrs Pidgeon, Paul, Scott, all of them, dislike the miners. Right from day one, before anyone was murdered, they’d been pitching the miners as the bad guys in town. It could be a great piece of misdirection. They’d known their local cop wasn’t around, they’d witnessed the fight between Stewie and Mark, they’re envious of Mark’s million-buck opal … Maybe they decided to take a chance to settle some scores and claim their share of the opal miner’s alleged wealth.

And if Karen was the intended target instead of Mark, the list of plausible suspects is much shorter – only Scott Hemmings has any link to Karen that he knows of for sure.

As Walker approaches the outskirts of Kanpara, the bitumen comes back and the rattling and shaking finally stop. He pulls up by the edge of the water, which is going down fast. Far more of the bridge is visible now than when they’d crossed in the tinny a few hours ago. The tinny is where Rudy left it but the little boat is now a good four metres above the waterline. The road is still flooded, a longish section of it invisible underwater, but the current has slowed enough to be imperceptible to the eye. The depth marker suggests the water is at twenty centimetres or perhaps just under. At that depth it’s usually not safe to cross – most vehicles will lose traction, get washed away. But he’s in Mark’s heavy-duty ute with its high clearance and snorkel-style exhaust and he thinks he might get over if he’s careful. He wants to test the driving conditions, see if it’s possible. If he’s thinking about it, others will be too. Especially the murderer, if he hasn’t left town already.

He puts the ute in first and positions it in the middle of the road, which is usually the highest point of the camber. Drives slowly, five kilometres per hour, into the water. The first moments are fine, the water shallow, parting easily beneath the tyres, but as the depth rises he can feel the current tugging at the wheels. He resists the urge to speed up, keeps a steady pace, still in first gear. He has to keep moving. If the car stops or stalls there’s a good chance even this relatively slow-moving water could sweep it away, off the road. By the time he’s in the deepest part, the middle of the flooded river, the dry bitumen ahead still seems a long way away and the current is stronger than he’d thought. He feels the wheels shift slightly and lose grip, forces himself to keep a steady speed, not to accelerate, and a moment later the onward movement of the car helps the wheels grip tight again. He’s through the worst, the water getting shallower and then gone, but he keeps his speed slow until he’s up and out the other side, then pumps the brakes a couple of times to clear the moisture. Pulls up in front of the pub, debating what to do next.

He’s happy to see the water retreating. By tomorrow it should be almost entirely gone and he’ll safely be able to get his own ute over, get Grace safe. But if he’s made it over today, then locals will be crossing. And whoever killed Mark, Karen and Todd will be free to go. His chances of solving the case, of absolving Blair, are lessening by the hour.

He decides to start by calling Stones. The detective’s phone rings and rings, Stones obviously still ignoring his calls. Walker’s waiting for the voicemail when the detective answers with a curt, ‘Yeah?’

‘Ah yeah, g’day,’ says Walker.

‘If you’re calling about last night, I’ve spoken to White. He’s talked with the two blokes involved. It won’t happen again.’

‘Righto,’ says Walker. ‘Did you check their alibis for the nights of the murders? It’s not just the opal miners who might have had a grudge against Mark and Todd. Scott Hemmings has a motive.’ He tells Stones what Susie had told him about the mechanic. ‘He waded in to a fight with the miners without provocation the first night I was here, and he’s in the fire service too, so he’d know how to set a fire. Have you got alibis for him?’

There’s a short pause. ‘I don’t need you to tell me how to do my job, Detective. I’m not looking into alibis right now. We’ve got a suspect in custody.’ Stones sounds impatient.

Walker rolls his eyes; Stones’s ego is getting in the way of his policing. ‘There’s something else too. I was out bush today,’ he says, deciding to omit his visit to Mark’s camp. It will needlessly aggravate the other cop.

‘You’ve been busy, haven’t you,’ says Stones sourly.

‘Yeah, well, I got lost and I found myself at Warren Harris’s place. It’s mad out there. He’s got hundreds of knives and blades and tools strung up in the trees. And he’s got a hatchet. He came at me with it. I did a check of his ID on our system. Turns out his real name is Billy Thomson and he was a big shot in the Vandals outlaw motorcycle club. He did a runner from New South six years ago when the Vandals leadership put a price on his head. He’s got form, he’s got a hatchet, I reckon you need to check him out. And there’s more. Harris says Stewie Charles claims he saw something the night Mark and Karen were killed. There’s a load of possible suspects still roaming around out here.’

‘For fuck’s sake, this is not your investigation.’ Walker can feel the heat of Stones’s anger through the phone.

‘I know that. I’m just giving you information I’ve come by that could be useful,’ he says. There’s silence in his ear. Stones has ended the call.

Stones sends his mobile phone skidding across the desk in front of him. ‘Fucking Feds,’ he says to no one in particular. He drums the desk with his fingers. Blair Mitchell’s lawyer is pressing to have him released, insisting the evidence they have is purely circumstantial. It’s true that they don’t have anything concrete to tie him to the scene. Their best evidence is the two text messages that Mark Bailey had sent Mitchell just hours before his death, at 8.10 p.m. on Sunday night.

I meant what I said your not getting a red cent from me
You better not leave without seeing me first or I’ll see you in fucking court


Mitchell didn’t reply until just before 5 a.m. on Monday morning, after Mark’s likely time of death, which to Stones reeks of misdirection.

You coming or not? We leave shortly and I’m not hanging around for you


When he reads them again, it’s clear that Mitchell has a motive: money is the reason behind plenty of killings. Mitchell has been up-front about the pair arguing the night before Bailey’s death but he could hardly deny it – half the town had seen them outside the pub. Mitchell claims the argument was about his final pay, a debate over the days owed. Bailey felt Mitchell had been overpaid and Mitchell wasn’t happy about giving part of his pay packet back. But Stones is certain Mitchell is hiding something, that he’s not telling the whole truth. The problem is they can’t disprove what he’s saying. They need the forensics from the first scene, urgently. If they can place Mitchell there, their case is home and dry. He puts in another call to pathology.

The pathologist is moody as she picks up the phone. ‘Calling me every ten minutes doesn’t speed this up, Detective. If anything, answering endless calls just slows me down. Don’t call again, please – the report will be with you in the next couple of hours.’

His fingers drum faster. He doesn’t like the Fed, doesn’t trust him; the bloke’s connection to Mitchell means he can’t see the wood for the trees. But he might as well cover his back, that way the Fed can’t point fingers later. Picks up the phone, dials the young constable in Kanpara. No point in checking out alibis for half the town and stirring everyone up, but no harm in sending White out to talk to the bikie.

White calls him back within the half-hour. The floodwater is still too high to safely cross – the Fed had used a tinny to get over, apparently – but he confirms he’ll pay the bikie a visit as soon as the road clears.
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Chapter 36

2.30 p.m.

Walker’s sitting outside the little cabin, devouring a triple round of toast with Vegemite and cheese. He’d come back to see Grace but found only a note on the kitchen countertop for him: Gone for a walk with Ginger xxx Had realised, belatedly, that he hadn’t eaten today, made a round of toast, then another and another, lots of butter, Vegemite and thick pieces of cheddar on top. It helps. He feels calmer than he has since he stumbled on Warren’s camp. And with Grace out for a walk, he’s got a bit of time to follow up on what he’s learnt this morning too. He’s pretty sure Stones won’t act on his information; the cop has too much ego to be told anything that doesn’t suit his theories. Looking up towards the pub reminds him that they’re having dinner with Vero tonight. He’d like to have something to give her, help her feel that she’s not alone in this. He pulls up the photos he took at Mark’s camp, zooms in on the lawyer’s business card and dials the number. He can ask them if they’re acting as Mark’s executors; perhaps they haven’t heard of his death and, if so, they can get in touch with Vero and help her take some steps forward.

‘Nolan and Jones,’ a woman’s voice answers.

‘Ah yeah, g’day. DS Lucas Walker from the Australian Federal Police here. Could you put me through to the solicitor who looks after Mark Bailey’s business affairs?’

There’s a short pause. ‘That will be Mike Wood. I’ll put you through.’

Hold music plays in his ear for a minute, then a bloke answers. ‘This is Mike Wood. You’re calling from the AFP?’ He sounds disbelieving.

‘Yeah, that’s right. I’m up in north-west Queensland. Unfortunately Mark Bailey has been killed. His wife doesn’t have his solicitor’s details with regard to handling his estate and I found your business card in his office.’

‘Mr Bailey’s dead?’ The voice is shocked. ‘What happened?’

‘I can’t give you any details at the moment, but I’ll get his wife, Vero, to call you.’

‘Ah, no, I don’t think … That is, we’re not his general solicitors. I don’t know who acts for him in that way. We’re divorce lawyers. He came to us to initiate divorce proceedings. We had a preliminary discussion last week, ten days ago maybe, but it hadn’t gone any further than that.’

Walker ends the call shortly afterwards, surprised at this new information. If Mark was planning to divorce Vero, perhaps it was because of his affair with Karen. Had Vero known? It would certainly give her a motive for the murders. The way the solicitor talked about it, though, seems like it was early stages. And Vero hadn’t suggested that the marriage was floundering, had been in the dark even about Mark’s affair.

His phone rings and he looks down at it – Tracy, Blair’s wife. Maybe she’s got news of Blair.

‘G’day, Trace,’ he says.

‘Lucas,’ she says, and he can tell she’s crying, her voice all snotty and bunged up, a sob catching in her throat.

‘Trace, what’s happened? Is Blair alright? The girls?’ He can hear the panic in his voice. He hasn’t been moving fast enough. Something’s gone terribly wrong.

‘I can’t talk to Blair. They won’t let me talk to him. I keep calling and they won’t let me talk to him. I don’t know how he’s doing. I don’t know if he’s OK or not. How could you let them lock him up? There’s no way Blair would hurt anyone and they’re saying he killed three people!’ She’s sobbing in his ear.

‘I know he didn’t do it, Trace,’ he says. ‘I know that and I’m trying to find out who did. I’m going to find out who did it and they’re going to let him go.’

‘How long will that take? How long before I can talk to him? I have to talk to him, make sure he’s OK. I was gonna go to Longreach but I can’t leave the girls …’

‘Look, I’ll call Aiko, his lawyer, right now. I’ll make sure she gets Blair to call you. He’s going to be fine. She’s a great lawyer and he didn’t do anything. I’ll call her now, OK?’

‘OK.’ She’s still crying. ‘OK.’

He dials Aiko’s number and it’s barely rung twice before she answers. ‘Mr Walker, I was about to call you with an update.’

‘What’s happened?’ He forces his voice to remain calm.

‘I’m pushing for them to release Mr Mitchell. They don’t have anything concrete against him. It’s all circumstantial – he was seen arguing with Mark Bailey the night before he was killed, they have a couple of frankly inconclusive text messages that say nothing much at all and one witness that places him in the vicinity the morning after, but that witness hasn’t been tested as to his veracity. They’re also arguing that he was the last person to see Todd Mullins alive, but I believe we can get an alibi for Mr Mitchell from his friends that proves he was with them and couldn’t have started the fire. It’s my feeling that they won’t be able to prosecute unless they get something more solid.’

Walker exhales with relief. ‘They’re going to let him go?’

‘No. They’re waiting for a forensics report from the first crime scene that’s due later this afternoon. We’ll have to see what that says, if there’s anything that incriminates Mr Mitchell or not.’

‘Right, OK. Listen, can you get them to let him call his wife? She’s frantic.’

‘I’ll see what I can do. Give me her number. I’ll call her and update her too.’

‘Thanks, Aiko,’ says Walker. ‘I really appreciate what you’re doing for us here.’

After the calls, especially hearing Tracy so upset, he’s fired up for action again. He needs to find something that clears Blair, puts him beyond doubt. He’ll talk to Stewie – they need to find out what the man knows.

When he pulls up outside the Charles place, the house is quiet, no music or voices audible as he walks up the path. Maybe the brothers have quit town too. He bangs on the door, hard, expecting no answer, and steps back in surprise when he hears someone call ‘Yeah, yeah.’ The door opens, Dean Wilson standing there.

‘Looking for Stewie,’ says Walker.

‘Nah. He’s not here.’

‘Left town, has he?’ Walker’s fear that locals will also be fording the receding floodwaters now seems prescient.

‘Nah, gone for a walk, like fucking always,’ says Wilson. ‘Why? Is the road open?’

‘Gone for a walk?’ That sounds fishy to Walker.

‘Yeah,’ says Wilson. ‘Since he was in the bin he’s always walkin’. Goes stir-crazy if he’s in the house for too long.’

‘I heard that he saw something the night Mark and Karen were killed. Was he walking then too?’

Wilson’s eyes go shifty, darting about, settling on a spot over Walker’s right shoulder. ‘I wouldn’t know about that,’ he says. ‘You’d need to talk to Stewie.’

Walker looks at him, stays silent. Doesn’t say anything for long seconds. Sure enough, as he’d thought, Wilson is the type of bloke that has to fill a silence.

‘Look, I don’t know nothing. Stewie talks a lot of shit when he’s had a few. Maybe someone misheard or maybe he was biggin’ himself up, you know how it is. He’s full of it. I wouldn’t take anything he says seriously.’

‘What did he say?’ presses Walker.

Wilson hesitates. ‘I don’t know for sure. We were wasted …’

‘Just spit it out.’

‘He said he mighta seen someone near the Mullins house that night, someone acting funny …’

‘Who did he see?’ Walker works to keep excitement from his voice.

‘He didn’t say, just said he saw someone acting sus. Like I said, we’d had a few, I don’t really remember. You need to talk to him.’

‘I’ll do that. Tell him I’m looking for him,’ says Walker. ‘Tell him to come over my way next time he goes walkabout, save me the trouble of coming back here.’

That was a useful chat, thinks Walker back in the ute. If Stewie is owning up to seeing someone, he must have been out and about that night. He could have killed Mark and Karen, made up a story to take attention away from himself. And if Stewie Charles likes to walk, maybe McGregor, the artist, is confused about who he saw walking on the street that morning. Maybe it was Stewie, not Blair.
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Chapter 37

4 p.m.

Walker drives past the house where Mark and Karen were murdered, police tape still fluttering in the breeze, and pulls up next door. Number 11 is a low Queenslander with a patch of pale-green grass out front and a surprisingly clean silver Nissan X-Trail SUV parked on the driveway.

The front door is open. Through the screen door Walker can see a hallway leading to a bright sunny room at the back. He knocks on the doorjamb, calls ‘Hello’ and hears McGregor’s distinctive voice call ‘Coming!’ A moment later he’s visible in the hallway, wearing a lemon-yellow shirt with the well-pressed pants this time.

‘Hello,’ he says. ‘I remember you! Policeman, right?’

‘That’s right,’ says Walker. ‘We spoke at the station a couple of days ago, when you came in to give your statement.’

‘Right, yes. How can I help you today?’

‘I wanted to ask you again about the man you saw walking the morning Karen and Mark died.’

‘Oh yes? Well, you’d better come in, then,’ says McGregor, standing aside and opening the door. He leads Walker to the room at the rear of the house – a living space with big windows overlooking the back yard. There’s a dark-grey L-shaped sofa to the left and an easel in the centre of the room, a partly completed painting propped on it. To its right is an old wooden table covered in art supplies – a mess of paints, brushes standing in jars, pieces of cardboard and paper. Various canvases are leaning against the walls around the room. Walker casts a quick eye over them. Paintings of the landscape in vivid colours. Not true to life but striking all the same.

McGregor sits on the short end of the L-shaped sofa and crosses his legs. ‘Have a seat,’ he says.

Walker sits and faces him. ‘Could you talk me through it again, the route you took, the man you saw?’ he says.

‘I’ve already put all that in my statement,’ says McGregor.

‘Yes, I know. But some other information has come to light, so I need to double-check everything.’

‘Yes, OK. Well, it was barely dawn and I was driving, so naturally I can’t give you as many details as I might otherwise, but it was definitely a man that I saw walking. It was on this street, just down from Karen’s house. He was slim, wearing dark jeans and a dark-coloured sweatshirt with a hood. He had his shoulders hunched against the cold, so I only caught a glimpse of his face, but I’m certain it was the man I saw the next morning. Blair.’

‘How tall would you estimate the man to be?’ asks Walker. Blair, at six-one, is almost Walker’s height, quite a lot taller than McGregor, who is probably five-nine. Stewie is shorter by half a head or more, closer to McGregor’s height, maybe a bit less.

‘Hmm, good question. Not all that tall, I suppose. Not as tall as you.’

‘Taller than you are?’ he asks.

McGregor thinks again, his eyes looking up, remembering. ‘No, I’d say probably around my height, but definitely thinner,’ he says, patting his stomach and smiling. McGregor isn’t heavy but has the protruding belly that inaction and age can cause.

‘And did you see his hair?’ asks Walker. Blair’s hair, like his own, is curly, Stewie’s much shorter and straight.

‘No. As I say, his hood was up.’

Walker takes out his phone, pulls up the photos he’d sent to Phil in Canberra: Dean Wilson, Brett, Stewie and Harris – and one of Blair.

‘Could any of these men be the man you saw?’ he asks McGregor.

McGregor swipes through, past Dean, past Brett, pauses at Stewie, swipes on past Harris to Blair. Looks at Blair, swipes back to Stewie.

‘Hmm. Well, I mean, I don’t know this fellow,’ he says, pointing at Stewie, ‘so I’d have to see him walking, see him in the flesh, so to speak, but I suppose it could be him. He has a similar build.’

‘What made you pick out Blair Mitchell when you saw him at the river?’ asks Walker.

‘Ah, yes, well, it was the jeans and the jumper, you see – they were exactly the same.’

‘What about his height? He’s quite a lot taller than you are, almost my height.’

‘Is he really? Well, there you go. As I say, I was driving, just glanced at him, and it’s difficult to gauge all of that in a flash.’

Walker doesn’t press any further. He’s almost certain it was Stewie Charles that McGregor saw. Whether he can convince Stones of that is another matter. He’ll need more than McGregor’s vague concession to do that.

He needs to talk to Stones again but first he needs to check on Grace. He parks outside the pub, no sign of Vero or Grace there, so he walks down to the little cabin, distracted and thinking about Stewie Charles, about what he can do to convince Stones of Blair’s innocence. He’s almost on top of them before he sees that Grace is sitting at the picnic table outside, laughing and talking with Brett fucking Charles.

‘Alright?’ he says as he walks up, smiling at Grace. ‘You OK?’

‘Hey, Lucas,’ she says. ‘Yeah, I’m good. I ran into Brett when I was walking with Ginger. He’s going to show me their opal mine when the water goes down, maybe we can even go tomorrow.’

‘Mmm. Reckon we’ll be heading home soon as the road opens,’ he says. Over his dead body is she going out bush with one of the Charles brothers. He turns to Brett. ‘Time to go, ay? And tell your brother I’m looking for him. I need to talk to him about the night Mark was murdered.’

Brett Charles meets his eyes, his face stony. ‘That’s got nothing to do with him.’

‘That right? Well, in that case he won’t mind telling me what he saw on his midnight walk.’

‘Lucas!’ Grace stands, hand on his arm. She smiles at Brett. ‘Sorry about my brother. Once a cop, always a cop.’

Brett manages a half-smile at her, but his face closes again as he stands. ‘See you round,’ he says.

‘We’re having dinner with Vero in the pub later if you want to join us,’ says Grace.

Brett gives a bark of a laugh. ‘Reckon I won’t, but thanks.’

Grace watches him leave, then turns to Walker. ‘What was all that about?’

‘They’re not good people, Grace,’ he says. ‘His brother has served ten years in prison. He murdered a bloke.’

She pauses. ‘Brett told me that. And he told me how it happened, which obviously you don’t know. Someone attacked them, he was trying to defend a friend, it was an accident …’

Walker scoffs.

‘Well, whatever,’ she says. ‘Brett hasn’t done anything. You can’t judge him by what his brother’s done.’

‘Do me a favour, Grace, please.’ He softens his tone. ‘Three people are dead and whatever you think of Brett, he hangs around with some very bad people, and I’m not just talking about his brother. There’s a good chance at least one of them is involved in all this. I know you like him but please, for me, stay clear of him. I couldn’t bear it if anything happened to you.’
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Chapter 38

6.30 p.m.

Grace is quiet after Brett leaves. She turns down Walker’s suggestion of a hand of cards, sits at the picnic table, engrossed with her phone, ignoring him. He’s wondering whether to apologise, what to say, when his phone buzzes, incoming call. He looks at the screen, a smile coming to his face.

‘Barbara!’ he says, going inside, sitting down on the little sofa. ‘How’s it going?’

‘Hallo, Lucas,’ she says. ‘I’m good. How about you? You are working? I thought you were on holiday with Grace …’

‘Yeah, I am. She’s here and theoretically we’re on holiday. But a case came up, and I’ve been pulled in to help.’

‘Sounds familiar,’ she says, laughing.

‘Yeah, just like when we met in Caloodie,’ he says. ‘How are you feeling about all that now?’ Barbara had struggled with PTSD for months after the Caloodie case; she’d even been signed off work for a while. He should ask her what helped her combat the symptoms – he reckons he’s not fully healed from his own recent experiences – but he doesn’t want to start the conversation with Grace in earshot.

‘I’m OK. Work is busy and I’m dealing with it better than I was. But I’m worried about Rita. She is not so good …’ Her voice trails off. Rita, Barbara’s sister, still hasn’t recovered from her terrible experience in the outback two years ago.

‘I’m sorry,’ he says. ‘Is she getting help?’

‘Yes, she is. But they say it will take time and it feels like they’re not making any progress.’ She sighs, then changes the subject. ‘What’s happening with your case? You sounded a bit stuck.’

‘Ah yeah, well, it’s a bit complicated …’ He gives her a rundown, goes through his theories. ‘Stewie Charles has form and beef with Mark Bailey, so he’s an obvious contender.’

‘Beef?’ Barbara sounds confused.

‘Sorry, I mean they had a history of not liking each other. And that opal buyer Wilson is dodgy and Harris is a Vandal and has a history of violence. And if this was more about Karen, then it could be someone local …’

She thinks for a moment. ‘What do you think is the motive behind the murders? The opal? Sexual jealousy? Maybe that’s a way to frame it?’

They talk it through for a while, neither of them expecting solutions but both understanding the benefits of coming at the case from different directions, of sounding out and testing premises. The screen door opens, and Grace comes in from outside. Walker lifts his finger to signal one minute, and tells Barbara, ‘I gotta go, Grace is here. We’re about to have dinner. Thanks for the talk …’

‘I don’t think I have been any help,’ she says.

‘You have,’ he says. ‘It’s always good to play around with ideas …’

‘That’s true,’ she says. ‘Have a nice dinner with Grace and say hello to her from me.’

‘I’ll do that.’

‘Take care of her, Lucas,’ says Barbara, her voice more serious. ‘This sounds like a nasty case and not such a good place for Grace to be. She’s still young, like Rita, and you know the young can be reckless. I know how important she is to you, I know you’ll be doing everything to protect her, but, please, be extra-careful.’

As they walk up to the pub for dinner, Walker feels a mix of emotions. He hadn’t really needed Barbara’s reminder to know that Grace needs protecting but it’s reinforced his feeling that he wants her far away from Brett Charles and his ilk. He knows Grace isn’t happy with him, that she thinks he’s being overly harsh on Brett, but he’s equally certain that the bloke is bad news and that she shouldn’t be spending time with him. He’s wondering how he can convince her without alienating her further when his phone pings. A message from Stones, terse and to the point: I’m coming back to Kanpara, we need to talk.

His finger hovers over the Call button but then he looks over at Grace and pockets the phone. He can speak with Stones in the morning – most likely he just wants to assert his authority, remind Walker that he’s not on the case, shouldn’t be investigating. He wants to leave policing behind this evening, be more present for Grace. He’s been so focused on the murders that he hasn’t spent enough time with her, leaving her with the likes of Brett Charles for company. When he’s working on something it always seems to take 100 per cent of his focus, leaving precious little space for anything or anyone else. He knows himself well enough to acknowledge that, although he’s doing this for Blair, he’d probably be the same if it was someone else too. He thinks of Barbara – and how well they understand each other, understand the way a case can get under your skin, dominate your life. It’s the same for all the good detectives he’s met over the years. Cases become a mental itch that simply can’t be ignored. The need to find answers, to scratch at it, to search and cast about until the solution becomes visible, is an almost primal urge, one that’s reinforced by the satisfaction you get when you solve it.

‘I’m sorry about earlier,’ he says to Grace as they walk up the steps to the pub veranda. ‘I was rude to Brett. I’m worried about you and about Blair and I genuinely think that Brett’s brother and some of the other people he hangs around with might be dangerous, but I could have handled it better.’

She looks over at him and, after a second, he sees her eyes soften. ‘I know you’re just looking out for me,’ she says. ‘You’ve always been protective, ever since I was a little kid. I love that about you. But I’m not a little kid now and you can trust me.’

He wants to disagree, wants to point out that the sheltered life she leads in Boston hasn’t prepared her for the kinds of men she’s meeting out here, men like Brett Charles, who might be charming at first glance but whose lives are riven with drugs, violence and danger. But he bites his tongue. They’ll be leaving soon, probably tomorrow, and in the meantime he’ll make sure to spend more time with her and keep Brett out of her orbit. She’s his little sister, a person he dearly loves, a person he will not risk being hurt.

He orders their drinks – a beer for himself and a watermelon Vodka Cruiser for Grace – and they walk over to join Vero at her usual table. She’s putting a brave face on it, but he can see that she’s struggling. Her make-up and outfit are less put-together than yesterday and her eyes are puffy from lack of sleep or crying. He decides against asking her about the divorce lawyers. The lawyer had told him that Mark was in the early stages of the process. Vero hadn’t known about it, so it’s unlikely to be relevant to the case, which makes it not any of his business.

They sit for a moment, the silence a bit awkward, so he says, ‘I went out to Mark’s camp today and it was all in order out there …’

‘You were at Mark’s camp?’ Vero sounds surprised.

‘Yeah. Brought his vehicle back for you too. It’s parked outside.’ He digs in his pocket, hands her the keys.

‘Why did you go out there?’ she asks.

‘Wanted to see if there was anything there that might give us a heads-up about all this. Didn’t find much but I’m starting to think this isn’t about opals, that it’s about something else …’

‘How did you get across? Is the road open?’

‘More or less. I got a lift over in the tinny with Rudy Fischer then drove Mark’s ute back through this afternoon. It was a bit hairy, but I reckon it’ll be fully open tomorrow.’

‘Well, that’s good news, at least.’ She takes a sip of her vodka tonic. ‘Have you heard anything from Blair? Or from the police? I’m sure they’ll release him soon if he didn’t do it.’

‘He didn’t do it,’ says Grace, her voice forceful.

‘No, of course he didn’t, darls. That’s what I meant. We all know Blair’s a sweetheart.’

‘I spoke with his lawyer this afternoon,’ says Walker. ‘They don’t have any hard evidence, it’s all circumstantial. She doesn’t think it’ll stand up. We’re waiting to see what forensics say.’

Vero puts her hand on his arm and then slides it down to squeeze his hand. ‘I’m sorry. You must feel awful,’ she says.

He shakes his head. ‘No. It’s OK. I know Blair didn’t do this and I’m going to find who did. I’m making some progress, actually, I have some ideas …’

‘Yeah? Do you have an idea who did it?’

‘No, I don’t have anything concrete yet, but I’m looking into everyone here, not only the miners. There are other people with means and motive.’

‘I’m so glad you’re here and doing all this. I want to get justice for Mark, and I know you’re the one who can help me do that,’ she says, leaving her hand close to his. ‘Let me know if there’s anything you need, anything I can do to help.’

‘Actually, there are a couple of things I wanted to ask you,’ he says. Vero might be able to give him more insights into Mark’s relationship with Stewie Charles and with Scott Hemmings too. ‘But let’s not do it now, maybe we can chat tomorrow?’

She looks at him and smiles. ‘Sure. Tomorrow’s good, or you could come by later? I’m thinking of sleeping at home tonight. You could come for a drink, keep me company.’

‘Ah, nah, you’re right,’ he says. ‘You need to relax and rest. Tomorrow morning’s fine.’ He drains his beer. ‘Anyone want another drink?’

He’s waiting at the bar, Susie pouring their drinks, when Vero appears at his side. ‘I’ll help you carry them,’ she says, resting her hand on his arm, smiling up at him. She turns to Susie. ‘Lucas is going to solve Mark’s murder. He’s getting closer to finding out who did it.’

‘Oh yeah?’ says Susie.

Walker shakes his head. ‘Well, not yet, but I’m narrowing things down,’ he says. ‘Or maybe broadening things out is a better way to put it.’

Grace is quiet on the short walk back to the cabin. ‘You alright?’ he asks her. ‘I know this has been a shit holiday so far, but I reckon the water will go down enough that we can leave tomorrow. I was thinking we could drive to Longreach and maybe even pick up Blair.’

‘That’d be great,’ she says. Then, after a second, ‘Was Vero hitting on you tonight? I think she kinda likes you …’

Vero had spent the evening sitting close to him, holding on to him. He laughs. ‘Nah, it’s not like that,’ he says. ‘She’s lost her husband, she’s feeling alone, she’s looking for comfort. It’s normal. It’s not about me, it’s about taking the edge off the sadness she’s feeling.’

‘Hmm,’ says Grace. ‘I guess so. It probably doesn’t help that her and Susie have such a weird friendship.’

‘Yeah?’ Walker is curious. He’d thought the two women were close.

‘Vero says Susie is really controlling, that she doesn’t like her being friends with other people, and that she wants to take over, take care of everything now that Mark’s gone. Susie doesn’t like me hanging around, that’s for sure. She acts kind of jealous. And Vero can be pretty mean to Susie. Like, I don’t know, she’s not nice to her.’

It doesn’t chime with Walker’s reading of the pair, but perhaps he hasn’t been paying enough attention. Or maybe Grace is misreading things a little because she’s not used to the way people talk to each other here, where rudeness can equally be a sign of friendship or dislike. We pride ourselves on calling a mate a mad bastard, he thinks with an inward smile. But he makes a mental note to keep an eye out to make sure both women are OK. They’ve both been through so much these last few days; it’s enough to cause cracks in any friendship.
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Chapter 39

Friday, 2 a.m.

It’s the absence of sound that wakes Walker. He lies in bed, eyes adjusting to the darkness. He hasn’t pulled down the blinds. He doesn’t like an alarm clock, hates to be startled from his sleep by the artificial noise, prefers to wake with the morning light, the slow filter of brightness from dawn onward. But it’s far from dawn now, the sky outside the window so inky dark that he can pick out the pinpricks of light from a handful of stars.

He lies for a moment on his back, listening. The silence is loud, a physical thing. It’s a long time since he’s been out in the bush, he thinks. He’s become so used to the night sounds of towns and cities, the constant hum of humanity, that the silence feels threatening. He’s about to turn over, go back to sleep, when Ginger gives a low growl in the living room. The silence is bothering her too, he thinks, or, more likely, she’s heard something. She growls again and he’s up and out of bed in one smooth movement, standing to the left of his bedroom window, pressed close against the wall, straining to hear what it is that Ginger can hear. Silence all around. He stays close to the wall. He can’t see much out of the window from where he’s standing, only the strand of gums that shade the picnic table outside, their branches silhouetted against the night sky. He waits a second longer, is about to step forward for a better look, when there’s a crunch outside that could be a footstep on the gravel and the growl in Ginger’s throat grows to a low bark.

An instant later he sees a shadow against the window, then the simultaneous sound of a gunshot and a blast of glass. There’s another shot as he throws himself to the ground, more tiny pieces of glass flying through the air, piercing his hands and bare back. He’s lying on the floor as tight up against the wall as it’s possible to be. From his perspective below the window he can see it’s mostly intact but there are two distinct bullet holes, not far apart, a spiderweb of cracks emanating from each. He waits, his ears ringing from the shots, wondering if there’s more to come. Ginger is barking and whining at his bedroom door. He thinks he hears Grace call out ‘Lucas?’

He needs to get to Grace in case they shoot at her. The thought gets him moving. He crawls, keeping low and close to the wall, slowly, quietly, staying on the floor, the glass shards biting into his forearms and chest as he snakes along. The hair on the back of his neck is prickling as he moves, praying the room is dark enough to make him invisible. The door is on the other side of the bed; to get there he’ll have to make himself a target to anyone looking in. He stops, can’t hear anything more from Grace’s room. He hopes she’s got herself out of bed, down on the floor.

Ginger is whining and he thinks he can hear footsteps. Slow measured steps walking near the cabin. He has to take this chance, propels himself upward and towards the bedroom door. Another shot, the window explodes this time, glass flying everywhere, the bullet passing near him, he hears its whistle, the thump as it strikes the door, the splinter of the MDF. Grace is screaming now: ‘Lucas!’

Fear gives him wings. He takes one massive step, pulls the door open, dives to his left into the living room, falling into Ginger, a tangle of limbs and fur and a high-pitched bark, as they slide along the floor.

He can hear someone running, fast, towards the rear of the cabin, towards where Grace’s window is. There’s one more shot, another crack of glass. They’ve shot into Grace’s room. They’re shooting at her. She screams and he shouts, ‘Get down, Grace, stay down!’ as he takes the three steps to her door. ‘Stay down, Grace, stay down!’

He forces himself to slow, to stand to the side in case they’re at her window, ready to take a potshot at him when he opens the door. He thinks of the layout to her room: the window is to the left, the wardrobe will give him cover. He doesn’t have his gun, curses the rule that he can’t carry it when he’s off-duty. Decides then and there that he’s getting himself a personal weapon. The bathroom door is open behind him. He goes in, looks around, picks up the metal soap dispenser – it’s not much but it has some weight to it. He picks it up and goes to the door of Grace’s room, slowly pushes it open. ‘Don’t move, Grace,’ he says, voice low. ‘Don’t move!’

The door swings open. No shots. He edges into the room, crouches low, using the wardrobe as cover. There’s not a sound on the night air. No sound – not from Grace, nothing from outside. He peers into the darkness beside the bed, thinks that he can make out a shape on the floor. Grace is lying beside her bed, the bed a barrier between her and the window. He can’t tell if she’s been hit or if she’s OK. She’s not making a sound, not moving. He feels his heart catch in his throat, his mouth dry. Please god let her be OK.
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Chapter 40

2.15 a.m.

He’s just inside the door of Grace’s room, the wardrobe to his left obscuring his view of the window but giving him cover too. He wants to call to Grace, wants to know she’s OK, that she’s alive, not hurt, but he doesn’t want to draw attention to her. He can’t see much but he has a sense of her shape. He reckons her feet are facing him; she’s rolled out of bed and onto the floor. Please let her be alright. Cool air is blowing through the shattered window. He listens hard, but the night outside is silent again.

He whispers, as low as he can, ‘Grace, I’m here. It’s going to be OK. I want you to stay on the floor, don’t raise your head, stay low like you are. But if you can, turn to face the door. Stay low and turn very slowly.’

When she moves, a slow unfolding of her legs, he feels his heart start beating again. She’s alive. At least that. Thank god for that. He’s not the praying type but he offers up thanks to Grandma and all those watching over them. As he watches, she turns her body, inch by inch, staying flat to the floor. He remembers the black belt in karate – she’s fitter and stronger than he sometimes gives her credit for.

He crouches, hidden from view by the wardrobe, and transfers the metal soap dispenser to his right hand. It’s not much but it has enough heft and weight that he can throw it. It’s a distraction, nothing more, the briefest moment of cover for himself and Grace. She’s very close now, only half a metre or so in front of him, the distance between the edge of the wardrobe and the end of the bed. He can hear her breathing, shaky shallow exhales, her fear tangible in the air between them.

‘On my count of three, I need you to crawl as fast as you can towards me,’ he says to her in the lowest of whispers. ‘Keep crawling until you get to Ginger, she’s just the other side of the door. Stay low, don’t stand up, crawl as fast as you can. And don’t stop, even if you hear a shot, keep going.’

He thinks he sees her nod. He breathes in, counts ‘Three, two, now’ and steps out from behind the wardrobe, throwing the soap dispenser at the window, through the little corridor with all his might. He hears a crack as it connects with what remains of the glass, by which time he’s leaning down and grabbing Grace by the shoulders, half lifting, half dragging her past the wardrobe and into the bathroom, slamming the door behind them. He holds her close; she’s shaking uncontrollably. It takes him a second to realise there’s been no further shot. Ginger is whining and scratching at the door. He reaches his right arm out, opens it a crack, feels her slip inside, nuzzle against his hand.

He’s still holding Grace, trying to stop her trembling. He grabs one of the towels, wraps it around her shoulders. ‘We’re OK, you’re safe,’ he says.

As he speaks he knows it’s not true. They’re far from safe yet. It’s possible the shooter has legged it but it’s equally likely that he’s looking for other ways into the cabin. The front door is locked, a force of habit he’s grateful he hasn’t let go of out here. But it’s hardly secure – a good kick would probably break it open. There’s a window on the left of the living room beside the door and two high ones on the right above the little kitchen area. The bathroom, with its tiny high window, is probably the safest place, though the cabin’s prefab walls are not exactly bulletproof. Depending on the attacker’s expertise and weapon, they could still shoot at them in here.

With his eyes now fully accustomed to the darkness, he can see the window high up directly to his left. In front of him is the shower cubicle and to its right the toilet. He walks Grace backwards towards the toilet; the glass of the shower cubicle might give her an extra layer of protection. He tightens the towel around her shoulders and has her sit down. Crouches down in front of her. ‘You’re OK,’ he says quietly.

She’s crying, soundless tears, but the shaking is easing. ‘I’m alright,’ she says. ‘I know what to do when someone starts shooting, we always had active shooter drills at school, but it’s different when it’s real …’

He gets her a drink of water, filling the little glass beside their toothbrushes from the tap. She drinks, her hands shaking, the water slopping in the glass.

He wipes her eyes with the edge of the towel, holds her hands. ‘I need to go and see what’s happening,’ he says.

She grabs at him. ‘No. Don’t leave me.’ She’s crying, her voice rising with fear. He pulls her back into his arms.

‘OK, OK, shhh, I won’t go, I won’t leave.’ He’s trying to comfort her, quieten her, listening all the while for sounds outside. Ginger squeezes in beside them, and he puts Grace’s shaking hand on Ginger’s head. He doesn’t want to leave her but they’re at risk here. He needs to get his phone, call for help. He thinks back, curses inwardly. His phone is on the bedside table, on the far side of his room, by the window. He’ll have to chance it, they need back-up.

‘I’m not going far, just to my room,’ he says. ‘I have to get my phone.’

She grabs his hand. ‘No, wait,’ she says, her voice low. ‘I’ve got mine.’ She pulls her hand away, feels into a pocket. ‘It’s gone!’ He hears her voice crack.

‘It won’t be far,’ he says. ‘It probably fell out when I pulled you up. Let me look for it. Hold Ginger for me,’ he says, putting her hand back down on Ginger’s head. Ginger is fine but he can sense Grace’s panic building and he needs to give her something to do, something to distract her.

Before she can argue, he cracks the bathroom door open, slides out into the main room. With no lights on, all the rooms dark, he can’t see anything. He feels around with his bare feet, sliding them across the lino floor. Nothing, only shards of MDF from the shot that hit his door. He might need to go into the bedroom if he can’t find it out here. They need that phone.
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Chapter 41

2.45 a.m.

The night air is blowing through the cabin from the two shattered bedroom windows. It’s chilly and a shiver slides across Walker’s bare chest, though he barely feels it. He’s running on adrenaline, every cell in his body on high alert. The smashed windows amplify the sounds of the night. The cabin creaks as it contracts in the cooler night air, and the sound of branches shaking in the wind outside is loud. There’s a furtive rustling and he freezes on the spot. Listening, trying to place the sound, the direction of it. It’s been long minutes now without any gunshots but there could be someone still out there, stalking them, waiting for another opportunity.

The sound disappears as he strains to hear it. Perhaps it was nothing more than the wind in the grass. He regulates his breathing, slows his heartbeat. He needs to be alert, but he needs to stay calm and focused too. He’s relatively safe here, the windows off to the side, making him hard to pick off. But he fears for Grace. He’ll never forgive himself if anything happens to her. He thinks of their mother, of Richard. He doesn’t know how much Grace has told her parents about what’s going on, but they’ll be frantic with worry when they find out. And rightly so. He’s her big brother, he’s supposed to be taking care of her, protecting her, and instead he’s trapped her in this terrible place and put her right in the firing line. He needs to get her safe. He’s already exposed her to way too much danger and the little cabin is far from secure. They’re vulnerable and they need help. He needs to find that phone.

He crouches down and runs his hands across the floor, feeling into the dark, finding nothing. He inches in the direction of the door to Grace’s room, repeats the action, trying to work methodically across the floor, all the time listening, straining to hear, desperate to divorce the normal sounds of the night from those of any potential threat.

As he slowly works his way towards Grace’s room, not finding the phone anywhere, he’s cursing under his breath. He doesn’t think he’s missed it. The space between the rooms is only a couple of square metres and he’s been painstaking in his search. That means Grace might have dropped it as she lay beside her bed. He decides he’s going to have to take the chance, has to crawl back into the shooter’s sights, into the line of fire – they need a phone to survive this night – when his fingers find a cool metal edge and his hand grasps at the familiar flat, smooth shape. It’s lying just the other side of Grace’s door. A wave of relief washes over him. They can call for help, they can call for back-up.

The lights of the police cruiser are cutting red and blue streaks across the dark night and the facade of the cabin. Grace, wrapped in a blanket and holding a mug of tea, is sitting on the sofa, Constable White beside her, while Stones looks around the bedrooms. Walker is standing by the door, watching.

He’d called 000 and it had taken less than ten minutes for Stones and White to arrive, the sound of the siren shredding the night silence. Hearing the car screeching to a stop outside, Walker had left Grace with Ginger in the bathroom. Staying low, he’d run quickly through the living area and onto the veranda, the exterior light switching on as he’d stepped out, activated by his movement. He’d felt instantly vulnerable, lit up like a target. Had stood as close to the wall of the cabin as possible, hoping the police vehicle approaching at speed had scared off the shooter.

Stones and White had both leapt out, pulling their weapons, Stones directing the younger cop to the right while he went left, the two of them circling the little cabin. Walker had heard them calling ‘Clear’ and exhaled hard. Hadn’t realised he’d been holding his breath, had been half expecting another shot. The two coppers had spread out, widening the search beyond the other cabins, the constable heading down towards the river, Stones up towards the pub. Walker back inside, finding a blanket for Grace, wrapping her in it, boiling the jug for a cup of tea, adding two full teaspoons of sugar to her mug, keeping an eye out on the dark night outside, only partly illuminated by the police cruiser’s spotlight and the lights from their cabin. He’d noticed lights at the side of the pub, the side where Susie sleeps, come on. The sirens, or the gunshots, had woken her too.

After a few minutes both coppers had come back, empty-handed. ‘Whoever it was is gone,’ said Stones, coming up the stairs and into the cabin. Walker had left Grace sitting with White and talked Stones through the shootings, the two of them inspecting the scene in both bedrooms, Stones picking up the bullet casings and dropping them into an evidence bag.

Now that the immediate danger has gone, Walker’s mind is working triple time, calculating who might have done this and why. ‘It must have been those fucking idiots,’ he says. ‘Paul and Scott. They’ve gone crazy. They had their guns pointed at me last night …’

‘Why would they want to take you out? What have you been doing to upset them?’ says Stones.

Walker bristles at the insinuation that this is in any way his doing, but the question gives him pause. What has he done to make himself a target? To make Grace a target?

‘I don’t know. If they were involved in the murders maybe they want to scare me off.’

He pauses, thinks again. ‘But whoever it was, they knew which room I was sleeping in. I made Grace take the bigger room, so it’s not as if they went for the obvious bedroom first. They came for me first, they knew which room I was in and which room Grace was in, and I don’t know how Paul or Scott would have known that.’

‘Anyone who might have known?’ asks Stones.

‘Yeah, well, Brett Charles has been here. He was here talking to Grace when I got back this afternoon. And his brother Stewie’s been mouthing off, says he saw something the night of Mark and Karen’s murder. I told Brett I wanted to talk to Stewie, wanted to find out what he’d seen …’

‘You’re not on this case – why are you trying to talk with Stewie Charles?’ Stones’s voice rises in volume. ‘This is what happens when you try policing without authority. People get it into their heads to do you some harm. You nearly got yourself and your sister killed.’

Walker’s flame of anger is stronger for the fact that Stones is right. Grace was in the line of danger tonight and it was his fault. He hadn’t considered her when he’d provoked the Charles brothers. ‘If you were doing your job, I wouldn’t have to be policing,’ he says. ‘Blair didn’t kill Mark or Karen or Todd. And this attack proves that whoever did is still out there.’

He and Stones stare at each other, eye to eye, for a long minute, their stand-off only broken by a knock on the door. Walker turns back towards the living room; Susie Smith is standing on the little veranda, wearing denim shorts and a t-shirt, red thongs on her feet, her short hair tufty from bed, her face and eyes heavy with sleep.

‘I heard the siren. What’s happened?’ Her eyes are darting around the room: Grace wrapped in the blanket on the sofa beside White, the glass on the floor by the bedroom doors.

‘Someone shot at us,’ says Grace, her voice shaky, her eyes welling with tears. ‘They tried to kill us.’ Her voice cracks and she’s crying. Walker goes over, sits beside her, arm around her shoulder.

‘It’s OK. We’re safe now,’ he says.

‘Someone shot at you?’ Susie sounds bewildered.

‘Is anyone else staying here?’ asks Stones. ‘Are any of the other cabins rented?’

‘Nah, they’re empty, no tourists because of the flood …’ Walker can tell Susie is still processing what she’s been told.

‘Right, we’ll have to cordon off the cabins, the whole area here behind the pub,’ says Stones. ‘We’ll have a team here tomorrow, doing a proper search. We can’t have people tramping around.’

‘Yeah, of course,’ says Susie. ‘Do you need anything? Are you OK?’

‘They can’t stay here. Do you have rooms at the pub?’

She shakes her head. ‘Nah, sorry. Just these cabins.’

There’s a long pause. Stones looks at Grace, her frightened face, her shaking hands. ‘The constable and I are staying at the local cop’s place while he’s on leave in Townsville. There’s a spare room … You can rest up there tonight.’

Walker doesn’t want to stay with Stones, doesn’t like the bloke much, but they don’t have anywhere else to go and he needs to get Grace out of here, somewhere safe.

The local cop’s place is another old Queenslander. It’s clearly a family home, cosy and well equipped, framed photos on shelves, pretty cushions on the sofa, a tablecloth and place mats on the table. Stones shows them in, then leaves again. Walker gets Grace to lie down in the main bedroom – Stones and White are using the other rooms, leaving the copper’s own room untouched out of politeness. It’s comfortable and nicely decorated, in pale blue and cream, with a floral wallpaper and matching duvet cover and curtains. ‘Try to sleep a bit,’ he says. ‘We’re safe here.’

He sits beside the bed until her breathing is regular, then he goes out to the veranda, watching the horizon emerge from the darkness and change from to indigo to a golden red as dawn approaches. He runs through possible scenarios again and again, finding no clear answers. The sun is rising, the first fingers of light sliding over the eastern sky, when the police cruiser pulls back up out front, and Stones and White climb the stairs to the veranda. White disappears inside and Walker hears a bedroom door close. Stones looks exhausted, the pouches under his eyes like pillows, the veins on his cheeks and nose more visible. He nods at Walker. ‘Your sister alright, is she?’ he asks.

‘Yeah, she’s sleeping.’

‘Want a coffee?’

‘Ah yeah, sure,’ says Walker, following Stones into the kitchen, where he makes them a coffee from one of those machines with the little foil coffee packets: press a couple of buttons and it all appears.

They stand, awkwardly, not making much eye contact, drinking their coffees. ‘I paid a visit to Paul Campbell and Scott Hemmings,’ says Stones. ‘They were both in bed, both of them said they’d been asleep since well before midnight. I’m sending White to Longreach after he’s had a couple of hours’ rest. Our priority is to get ballistics on the bullets from the scene. First glance, they’re from a twenty-two. I’ve confiscated Hemmings’s twenty-two so we can check against it, and I’ve asked for a list of licensed local gun owners. Let’s see what that comes up with.’

‘Where does all this leave your murder investigation?’ says Walker. ‘Tonight has to be linked to the other deaths and it proves that Blair hasn’t got anything to do with it. There’s a triple murderer running around out there. And if his aim were better, Grace and I might have been his next victims.’

Stones looks at him, decides something. ‘There was no trace of your cousin’s DNA at the scene of Mark and Karen’s murders,’ he says. ‘We probably won’t be able to charge him with anything there. And the fire wiped out forensics in the Mullins case too. The prosecutors need more evidence or he’s gonna walk. The investigation is very much still open – that’s why I came back here yesterday evening.’
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Chapter 42

7 a.m.

Stones and Walker are back at the little cabin, Grace still asleep at the house. Walker had decided against waking her; hopefully she’ll sleep most of the morning. He’d been loath to leave her but he’d rationalised that she’d be safe enough in the house with White asleep in one of the other bedrooms. He’d written a note in case she woke and left Ginger with her for company and protection. He and Stones had left the cruiser for White and taken Walker’s ute.

They park outside the pub, then walk down towards the cabin. As they approach, the violence of the night before becomes horribly visible in the bright light of the morning – shattered glass everywhere, the yellow crime scene tape. Walker’s anger ratchets up a notch. Someone has tried to kill him and – a far worse crime in his book – would have killed Grace too.

They start by circling the cabin, eyes scouting for clues, for any indication of where the shooter came from, where he went. Walker keeps his eyes on the ground. He can see a trail of footprints from the front of the cabin leading around the side. He follows them round, in a semicircle, until they meet another set of prints at the back of the cabin, near Grace’s room. ‘Reckon those are mine,’ says Stones, lifting his foot, showing the imprint of his boots. ‘From when we checked round the cabin last night.’

Walker looks at Stones’s foot and at the print. The size and pattern is about right, far as he can tell anyway. He goes wider, focusing on the area around his bedroom window. He’d seen a shadow – the shooter can’t have been more than a couple of metres away. He moves slowly, carefully, inching along, and is rewarded with a scuff in the dust, just behind and to the left of the window. The spot offers a view into the room: he can see the foot of his bed, the wardrobe and the door to the hall. The mark is barely there, would have been invisible in the torchlight last night, and it’s not a clear imprint. Whoever was standing here had been moving around, finding the right spot to take aim, presumably. He calls Stones over.

‘Look at this,’ he says. ‘Someone was standing here.’ They crouch, staying well away from the print. Stones photographs it, taking pictures from all angles. It looks like the front quarter of a shoe, someone putting their weight forward, on their toes. Walker spots a diagonal pattern vaguely discernible in one corner. He points at it. ‘Doesn’t look like boots,’ he says. ‘Looks more like a sneaker.’ They look more closely, trying to find a distinctive mark, something that might give them a brand name or shoe type, but the print is too scuffed and indistinct. One thing that catches Walker’s eye is the size of the print – narrow and, by the looks of the toe imprint, not too large. ‘Whoever this was doesn’t have big feet,’ he says.

Stones follows Walker’s pointing finger with his eyes. ‘That’s interesting,’ he says.

Walker remembers Warren Harris’s boots in the boat yesterday, probably a size eleven or twelve at least. And boots, not sneakers. So likely not him, then.

‘Stewie Charles,’ says Walker. ‘He’s a small bloke.’ He thinks a bit longer, can’t place Stewie’s footwear, or Brett’s for that matter. ‘I think Paul Campbell wears sneakers but I don’t remember his foot size.’ He’s never seen Scott Hemmings in anything other than his work boots. ‘Maybe Dean Wilson too,’ he says, though he’s mostly seen the bloke in thongs.

Stones is taping off a wide area around the print. ‘We’ll get SOCOs here. With this and the ballistics we’ll narrow it down …’

They search carefully outside Grace’s window but the ground there is covered in tufts of grass and there are no visible prints. They spread out, taking ever-widening circles around the cabin, but find nothing more. Walker wishes Blair were here; he’d be able to read the scene so much better, would probably be able to track the direction the perpetrator had taken.

When he drops Stones back at the station, it’s still early, not yet 8 a.m. ‘You gonna pull the Charles brothers in?’ asks Walker.

‘I want SOCOs there first,’ says Stones. ‘And I want the full list of registered owners of twenty-twos in town. We’ll take it from there.’

As Walker turns the ute round, he comes to a decision. He intends to make sure Stones interviews Stewie Charles. He’s been the obvious candidate from their very first night here and he’s avoided a police interview ever since. He makes a small detour and drives past the Charles house. There’s a vehicle out front and the blinds are down. They’re at home and asleep, for now at least. He drives on, intending to go back to the cop’s house, back to Grace, but after a moment changes his mind and swings the ute round towards the pub.

The ringing of her phone wakes Grace. She lies there, confused for a second about where she is. The pretty bedroom, sun slanting in through wooden venetian blinds, is unfamiliar. It’s so quiet too, just the sounds of birdsong. Her mind drifts a little and then the memory of the night before returns, slams into her, sets her heart beating, her hands shaking. Someone had shot at them, tried to kill them.

She half sits, pulling the blankets up with her, shivering. ‘Lucas?’ she calls, but gets no answer. Slowly she sits up, then swings her legs out from under the bedding, her feet touching the soft wool of a tufted rug. She listens. Not a sound.

‘Lucas?’ she calls again, louder this time, hearing a note of panic in her voice. There’s a scratch of claws on the wooden floor outside and the door swings open; Ginger noses her way in, tail swishing softly. She pads over, rests her head against Grace’s legs. The policeman’s house, she remembers. They’d come here afterwards. She shivers again at memories of the night before. The explosive sound of gunshots, glass shattering. Her breathing quickens and Ginger whines. She leans down, strokes the soft fur, calming Ginger, calming herself. Ginger licks her fingers.

‘Are you looking after me or am I looking after you?’ she says, kneeling down and giving Ginger a hug before standing. ‘Come on, then, let’s see what’s happening.’

The house is quiet and empty. She walks down the hallway, polished-wood floorboards smooth underfoot. The other bedrooms are empty, doors standing open, beds unmade. The living room at the front is lit by morning sunshine, the kitchen, too, painted yellow and white, is bright and cheerful. A note is propped against the coffee maker.

Gone to help police, won’t be long. Lucas xx
PS Help yourself to coffee and toast


She makes herself a coffee, no appetite to eat anything. She wishes Lucas were here. She needs him. He seems to think it’s his job to solve everything, can’t leave it to the local police to handle. She wants to get out of this town. Get out now. If not home to Boston, then to Sydney or at the very least Caloodie. She’s not spending another night here, not after what’s happened.

She’s close to tears, her hands shaking, holding the warm cup of coffee as tightly as she can, when she remembers that her phone had been ringing, that’s what had woken her. Probably it was Lucas checking she’s OK. She can call him, ask him to come home. She walks back into the bedroom and picks up the phone from the bedside table. To her surprise, the missed call says Brett.

She sits on the edge of the bed, weighing her options. She doesn’t want to be alone. What she really wants is to be with Lucas, driving far away from this place, but Lucas is off somewhere and who knows how long he’ll be. She needs to hear a friendly voice. Can’t sit in this empty house alone for a second longer. Maybe she can hang out with Brett for a bit.

‘G’day,’ he answers on the second ring. ‘How ya doing?’

She starts to say ‘I’m good’ but finds she can’t get the words out. She’s struggling to breathe, struggling to speak; tears are coming, she’s crying.

‘Grace? You OK? What’s happened?’

She breathes deeply, but the tears keep coming. ‘I’m sorry,’ she says. ‘I …’ Her voice breaks again.

‘No worries,’ says Brett, ‘you’re right. I’ll wait, you’re right.’

She breathes in, trying to stop the tears, the sobs flowing out of her.

‘You’re right,’ says Brett again. ‘You’re alright.’

She takes another breath, shaky but better, and then another. Finds her voice. ‘Sorry,’ she says again.

‘Nothin’ to be sorry about,’ he says. ‘You alright?’

‘Someone shot at us.’ She can feel her voice cracking again as she speaks. ‘They … they tried to kill us.’

‘What the …’ His voice trails off. ‘What do ya mean, someone shot at ya? Are youse OK? Who was it?’

She’s gulping for air, trying not to cry again. ‘I don’t know. It was the middle of the night. Someone shot through the windows of the cabin …’

‘Jesus. I can’t believe I didn’t hear anything. We’re not that far from your place. You’re OK? You’re not hurt?’

‘Yeah, we’re alright. We hid in the bathroom, Lucas called the cops.’

‘Fuck. That’s some crazy shit.’

She lets out a half-laugh, half-sob. ‘Yeah, you said it. Are you around? Do you maybe want to meet up? We could have a coffee …’

‘Yeah – the thing is, we’re not in town. We’re on our way to the camp. Soon as the water came down Stewie wanted to be back out bush. I was callin’ to see if ya wanted to come and see the mine, see the camp. But …’ He pauses. ‘I could come back, pick ya up. It’ll take me a while. I’ll drop Stewie, that’ll take maybe half an hour, then forty-five minutes more to get back. I can bring ya out here, if ya want, show you round …’

‘You don’t mind? It’s not too far?’

‘Yeah, nah, no worries at all.’

‘Alright,’ she says. ‘That would be awesome. I really don’t want to stay here on my own.’
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Chapter 43

8.30 a.m.

‘Oh my god, Susie told me what happened. Are you OK, darls? Is Grace OK?’ It’s Vero who’s answered his knock at the pub. She steps towards him, concern in her eyes.

‘We’re alright. Grace is a bit shaken up, but we’ll be alright.’

‘I can’t believe I slept through it! I took one of those pills Jason gave me and it must’ve knocked me out. Do you know who did it? Susie said you can trace the gun from the bullets …’

‘Yeah, that’s right,’ he says. ‘They’re sending the bullets to Longreach for ballistics tests.’

‘When will you know?’

‘Shouldn’t take too long,’ he says, trying to reassure her, though it’ll probably be a day or two, maybe more, before they get anything definitive back.

Vero reaches out, puts her hand on his arm for a moment before dropping it again. ‘The water’s finally gone down so I guess you’ll be heading off now? Leaving us with these murderous bastards?’

‘Yeah, we’ll be going this afternoon. I need to get Grace safe.’ There’s no way he’ll put Grace through another night here. They’ll drive the couple of hours to Longreach, the wrong direction for Caloodie but a shorter distance, a bigger town, a place to feel safe and a chance to talk with Blair too.

‘What about the rest of us? I don’t have Mark to keep me safe anymore …’ Her voice trails off. She looks up, half a smile. ‘There’s nothing I can do to convince you to stay a while longer?’ She’s trying to find a flirtatious note, but he can tell her heart’s not in it today.

‘Don’t worry,’ he says. ‘Queensland Police are ramping up their investigation. They’ve got forensics back from the first scene and they know it wasn’t Blair who killed Mark. They’re going to be back here in force. And I’m helping, at least for today.’

Before he and Grace leave, he has things to do, not least making sure Stones talks to the Charles brothers.

‘Listen,’ he says to Vero. ‘I know you’ve been through a lot so tell me if you don’t feel up to it, but do you think you could spend the morning with Grace? I don’t want her to be alone after what happened last night.’

‘Sure, darls, of course. She’s sweet. We’ll keep each other company.’

He parks the ute in front of the cop’s house and notices that the cruiser has gone; White must already be on his way to Longreach with the bullets for ballistics testing. He’s surprised to see Grace awake and out of bed when he comes up the stairs, and he can tell she’s not best pleased with him.

‘How’re you feeling?’ he asks.

‘I was really scared when I woke up and you weren’t here,’ she says.

‘Sorry,’ he says. ‘I thought the constable would still be here and that you’d be sleeping a bit longer.’

‘I want to leave. I don’t want to spend another night here.’

‘Definitely. We’re leaving today. Hundred per cent.’

He sees her lip tremble, her eyes redden. Steps forward, gives her a big hug, can feel her shoulders shaking as she leans into his chest. He’s underestimated how upset she is. Chides himself for his blithe assumptions. It was a traumatic night, terrifying. He should never have left her alone this morning.

‘I’m really sorry,’ he says. ‘I should have been here when you woke up.’

She sniffs loudly, steps back, wipes her eyes. ‘Yes, you should have,’ she says, but he can tell from the tone of her voice that she’s forgiven him, or is at least part-way there.

‘Have you had breakfast?’ he asks. She shakes her head. He goes into the kitchen, rummages in the fridge. Not much there but a half a dozen eggs, butter and a block of cheese, slightly green on the edges. He cuts the mouldy bits off, grates a big handful and starts putting together a cheesy omelette and a big round of toast, gets Grace making coffee. Her phone buzzes while he’s cooking. She checks it, looks at him.

‘What time are we leaving?’ she asks.

‘Ah, yeah, so I was thinking we’d go to Longreach, spend the night there?’

She nods. He doesn’t tell her that his plan is to put her on a flight to Brisbane and on to Sydney tomorrow but that he’s going to hang around. He’s not leaving until they’ve got the person who tried to kill Grace, tried to kill him, in custody.

‘We’re leaving right away, then? Straight after breakfast?’

Walker prevaricates for the slightest second. He wants to get Grace away but he has to talk to Stones. Wants to press him to interview Stewie Charles. He’s the key to all of this, he’s certain of that. ‘There’s a few things I have to do first,’ he says. ‘If it’s alright with you, I reckon we’ll leave about two-ish. Vero says she’s around this morning. I can take you to the pub, so you won’t be on your own. Would that be OK for you?’

A little to his surprise, she seems happy enough with that. ‘OK,’ she says, her head down, her fingers flying across the screen of her phone.
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Chapter 44

10 a.m.

Walker is happy to see Grace looking perkier after breakfast and a shower. She’s washed her hair, has put a bit of make-up on maybe, her face glowing and her eyes bright. He notices she’s wearing the pub’s t-shirt. ‘That’ll get you on Susie’s good side,’ he says with a smile as they walk down to the ute.

She looks down at the t-shirt. ‘It’s the only clean one I have,’ she says. ‘Does it look OK?’

‘You look great,’ he says, thinking to himself, not that there’s anyone in Kanpara would care one way or the other.

The pub is still closed and again it’s Vero who answers their knock. ‘Darls!’ she says, enfolding Grace in a big hug. ‘You poor thing. What a horrible thing to go through. How are you?’ She doesn’t leave time for Grace to answer. ‘Come inside,’ she says. ‘I’ll make you a coffee. We can commiserate with each other.’ She offers Walker a smile over Grace’s shoulder, then slings her arm around her and ushers her into the pub.

‘You’ll be alright, sis, yeah?’ he says to Grace as she walks inside.

She turns, nods. ‘Yeah,’ she says. ‘What time will you be back? We’re definitely leaving today, right?’

‘Absolutely one hundred per cent,’ he says. ‘I’ll be back around two and we’ll get straight on the road. But call me anytime if you want me to come earlier, OK? I’m just up at the station, I can be here in five minutes.’

She gives him a smile, then disappears from view, Vero’s arm draped around her shoulders. He can hear Vero saying, ‘We girls have to stick together …’ He sighs. He’s asking a lot of Grace and of Vero, after what they’ve both been through these last few days.

He’s halfway back to the ute when he hears Susie call his name. He looks around; Susie is standing at the door to the pub. He sees her glance over her shoulder, then she closes the door behind her and walks over to him.

‘Listen,’ she says, keeping her voice low. ‘Vero isn’t in a good place right now. I don’t reckon leaving Grace here is such a good idea.’

Walker is momentarily surprised, then he remembers Grace saying that Susie doesn’t like her much, that she’s jealous of the time Vero spends with her.

‘Vero seemed alright with it,’ he says.

‘Yeah, but she’s up and down. She’ll be OK for a bit and then she’ll start crying and crying and end up taking something to help her calm down and go to bed and sleep for hours.’ It sounds reasonable enough, Vero’s mourning the violent loss of her husband after all, but somehow the story doesn’t ring true to Walker. There’s something furtive about Susie this morning, her eyes darting left and right, not meeting his. He needs to check in with Vero when he gets the chance. Make sure she’s OK, that Susie isn’t isolating her.

‘I really don’t want to leave Grace alone after what we went through last night. And maybe she’ll help keep Vero’s mind off things for a bit,’ he says.

Susie bites her lip. ‘I dunno,’ she says. ‘I don’t reckon it’s a good idea.’

Walker’s convinced this isn’t about Vero, but about Susie and her jealousy. Having Grace around will help Vero, he decides.

‘Please, Susie,’ he says. ‘I’d really appreciate it. I’m helping the police this morning. We have to find out who took those shots at us last night. I’ll be just down the road at the station. If it all gets too much for Vero, I’ll come and pick Grace up. Call me and I’ll pick her straight up.’

Susie doesn’t look happy. But after a long pause she says, ‘Righto’, her voice loaded with reluctance.

Walker stands by the ute watching her go back to the pub, then picks up his phone and texts Grace: If it gets uncomfortable here for any reason and you want me to pick you up just call and I’ll come get you.

He starts the ute, hears his phone ping. A thumbs-up emoji from Grace. She’ll be OK. She and Vero will be good company for each other, and Susie will get over it. It’s only for a few hours. He backs out, spins the ute round and drives the short distance to the station. They’ll be going to Longreach this afternoon, like he’s promised Grace, but there’s unfinished business here that he wants to at least make a start on.

The front door of the station is locked. Walker goes round to the side, the staff entrance, tries the door. Not locked. The hallway is empty, the lights in the front office to his right switched off. He turns left towards the incident room that Stones had set up the first day, calling ‘G’day?’ as he goes.

‘Yeah, in here,’ Stones answers.

The incident room is messier than the last time Walker was here. Coffee cups are piled in the sink, a carton of milk standing open on the draining board is going off fast, by the smell of it, and the bin is jammed with Styrofoam takeaway cartons from the pub and servo. There are more pictures on the board too: Blair’s in the centre, Todd Mullins moved to beneath the victims, a mug shot of Stewie Charles off to one corner. Stones is standing, holding a document, his eyes scanning it, an untidy pile of papers on the table in front of him.

‘I reckon we should talk to Stewie,’ says Walker. He doesn’t have time for preliminaries. ‘We can start by asking him what he allegedly saw the night Mark and Karen were killed. And check his alibi for last night. I’m certain he’s involved in some way …’

‘Hmm.’ Stones is only half listening, reading the paper he’s holding, his forehead crinkled into a frown of concentration. Walker waits.

After a moment Stones looks up. ‘I’ve called in DNA records from New South Wales to see if there’s a match from the first crime scene with anyone on the system down there.’ Walker knows he’s referring to Stewie Charles, who’ll be on the NSW system courtesy of his previous.

‘Warren Harris’ll come up in New South too,’ says Walker. ‘He’s got previous under the name Billy Thomson.’

‘Right. Well, there’s another thing. I had the autopsy report through on the double murder.’ He slides a page across the table towards Walker. ‘They’ve done an analysis of the wounds on both victims and they’re saying that, although the time of death and the type of weapon are similar for both Mark Bailey and Karen Mullins, they’re not identical. The way they were attacked, the way the wounds were inflicted, their force and depth, the type of cuts, means it can’t have been the same person or the same weapon that killed them both. We’re not looking for one murderer. We’re looking for two.’
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Chapter 45

10.30 a.m.

Walker grabs the report from the table. As he reads it, he’s thinking: Two killers changes everything. It means the first murders were planned; two people don’t react on the spur of the moment. The killing of Karen and Mark is about something other than a moment of rage.

‘Stewie and Brett Charles, maybe?’ says Walker, putting the report back on the table. ‘Stewie’s form and the way he went for Mark Bailey in the pub show he’s capable of violence. They’re in dispute about their mining claim and this opal …’

‘Yeah, well, we’ll have to wait to see if we get a DNA match with Stewie Charles’s record in NSW,’ says Stones, walking up to the board and adding Brett’s name above Stewie’s.

‘The other bloke with form and with the means and temperament to do something like this is Warren Harris aka Billy Thomson,’ says Walker. ‘Harris threatened me with that hatchet and he has a penchant for blades,’ he adds, remembering the bikie’s eerie riverside camp.

‘He’s got the strength as well,’ says Stones, adding the name. ‘Big bloke like that.’

‘And Harris associates with Dean Wilson, who has a drug habit and a failing business and is desperate for this opal that he claims Mark found,’ says Walker. ‘He’s the one who started spreading that rumour. That gives them a motive.’

Stones writes Wilson’s name up above Harris’s.

‘Anyone else?’ asks Walker.

‘Your cousin has to be in the frame for this,’ says Stones, finality in his voice. ‘He worked with Bailey, he’s known to associate with Harris and Stewie Charles. He was named by a witness: that McGregor bloke saw him walking around the morning of the double murder. Todd Mullins died in his house …’

‘But there was none of his DNA at the scene of Mark and Karen’s murders and McGregor isn’t a reliable witness. I was talking to him, and he said the bloke he saw was his height; Blair’s a good half a foot taller …’ Walker looks at the pictures of the three victims, which could very much have included himself and Grace if last night’s attack had gone to plan. ‘We reckon all three murders are linked?’ he says. ‘And that whoever they are, they tried to kill me and Grace last night too?’

‘Most likely,’ says Stones.

‘Then you have to take Blair off the suspect list. Because there’s no way on god’s green earth he would hurt me or Grace. Or let anyone else try to do it.’

‘He might not have much control over what’s happening now. Maybe they were happy to let him take the fall for it, maybe shutting you up would help with that. And how do you explain Todd Mullins? He was at Blair’s house, Blair was the last person to see him alive.’

‘Blair was keeping an eye on him. He didn’t kill him.’

‘Mullins was telling everyone that he knew who killed Mark and Karen in the pub the night he died. Your cousin was there. He heard him. Mullins dies the same night. At your cousin’s place.’

‘Like you say, he was telling everyone. Blair can’t have been the only one who heard Mullins going on about it. Who else was there?’

Stones shrugs. ‘I wasn’t in the pub that long. But there were a few in that night, I suppose.’ He rifles through a file, pulls out a statement. ‘Susie Smith said Brett Charles was there, talking to Todd that night.’ Walker’s mouth tightens at the name. ‘And Scott Hemmings, the mechanic, was there as well.’

‘I think we’ve underestimated Scott,’ says Walker. ‘He was bad-mouthing Karen Mullins before her death and he’s got a propensity to be violent. Him and Paul Campbell held me up at gunpoint the other night, and he owns a twenty-two. Neither of them liked Mark Bailey or Todd Mullins, and they’re both in the fire service, so they’d know how to set a fire …’

Stones writes Scott and Paul’s names on the board. ‘I’ll put them up here but I don’t know. This kind of violence, most likely the blokes involved have form,’ he says.

Walker concedes this is true. ‘Blair doesn’t have form,’ he says.

‘Maybe not, but he associates with Warren Harris.’

‘What? No he doesn’t …’

‘Yeah he does. He gave us Harris’s name as an alibi for the night of the fire. Said he was drinking beers with him and the Charles brothers.’

Walker’s look of surprise brings a sly grin to Stones’s face. ‘Maybe you don’t know your cousin as good as you think you do.’

Walker admits to himself that this might be true. He doesn’t spend much time with Blair these days. But he’s still as certain as he has ever been of anything in his life that Blair has nothing to do with these murders.

‘Maybe there was more than two involved,’ says Stones. ‘Maybe these four’ – he points at Harris, the two Charles brothers and Blair – ‘got it in their heads to get hold of this opal. Blair would have known about the stone, and he knew Mark was at Karen’s house that night. The Charles brothers hate Mark Bailey and Harris is useful muscle. A couple of them knocked off Mark Bailey and the other two went through the workshop trying to find the stone.’

There’s sense to the theory, thinks Walker, if you take Blair out of it and substitute Dean Wilson in. Although Walker is adamant that Blair is innocent, he lets it drop. There’s clearly no talking Stones out of it. He wants to work with Stones, wants to get to the bottom of this, and the more he pushes back on Blair, the less likely that Stones will include him.

‘Did your team pick up any forensics from the workshop?’ he asks.

‘Yeah. Plenty of your cousin’s prints, but he’d worked there for three months so that doesn’t prove anything on its own. Quite a few others too, but people were in and out of there all the time.’

‘Dean Wilson was at the workshop the morning of the break-in – Blair saw him there.’

Stones looks thoughtful. ‘That’s right. I don’t think we’ve fingerprinted him.’

There’s something else that’s bothering Walker, but he can’t put his finger on it. He stares at the board for long minutes, not thinking too much, listening to his intuition. He finds himself returning to the picture of Karen Mullins. In her early thirties, with long brown hair swept back into a ponytail, she has a face that’s more striking than pretty: a long nose, dark eyebrows and full lips.

‘What about Karen Mullins?’ he says. ‘Why did they kill her?’

‘Unlucky. Wrong place, wrong time,’ says Stones. ‘We dug into her life and finances but it was pretty unremarkable. She’s been here twelve years, worked at the post office and at the service station until she met Todd Mullins. Since then she hasn’t had a job. Apparently she quit because she and Mullins were trying for kids but that never happened for whatever reason. Neither her nor Mullins had any insurance or savings to speak of. She was a good horse rider, rode regularly at one of the stations just out of town. That’s about it. Didn’t drink much, didn’t go to the pub much, kept herself to herself, more recently than in the past.’

‘But Scott Hemmings used to be in a relationship with her. He was jealous of Todd, bad-mouthed her in public. It’s the kind of thing that can tip into murder. I’ve seen it on other cases I’ve been part of.’

‘Who would have been there with him though?’ asks Stones.

‘Maybe Paul Campbell? Or Mal? Him and his wife didn’t like Bailey.’

Stones shakes his head. ‘Paul and Mal both got alibied by their wives for that night.’

‘Wouldn’t be the first time a wife has lied to cover her husband’s arse.’

Stones’s phone pings; he picks it up. Walker looks across the names on his board. They’re at an impasse, the list of suspects growing, not diminishing.

Stones says, ‘That list of licensed gun owners came through. It’s sorted by name, not location, and there’s hundreds here.’

‘Let’s start with these blokes, then,’ says Walker, pointing at the board. ‘Are the Charles brothers on there?’ Stones looks through, runs his finger down the screen. ‘No Brett Charles. Fucking hell, there’s a Charles Charles. What kind of parents do that to a kid?’ Stones shakes his head, runs through a few more names: ‘Steven Charles, Trevor Charles … Nope, no Stewart Charles either.’

‘They could be holding illegally. Or registered in New South,’ says Walker. ‘What about Harris? He’s not likely to be registering his weapons though, not with fake ID.’

Stones looks through, shakes his head. ‘Nope.’

‘We know Scott Hemmings has one. What about Paul Campbell or Mal Pidgeon? Both of them are in that bullshit militia.’

They cross-check the list of names. Hemmings’s gun is registered. Campbell doesn’t have a licence but Mal, Mrs Pidgeon’s partner, does and it’s a twenty-two. Walker makes a mark beside Mal and Scott’s names.

‘What about Dean Wilson,’ he says. ‘Is he on that list?’

Stones looks down at the list on his phone. ‘There’s a Dean Wilson here with a twenty-two,’ he says, ‘but he lives in Winton.’

‘That’s him,’ says Walker. ‘He’s got a shop in Winton, he’s not based here full-time.’ He marks the board next to Wilson’s name. He hadn’t really expected Wilson to be involved, had marked him down more as a shit-stirrer than the kind of bloke to be violent himself. But as he thinks about it, he realises he could have given Wilson reason to act. ‘I talked to him yesterday afternoon,’ he says. ‘Told him I heard that Stewie saw something the night Mark was killed. Maybe that put the wind up him, maybe he thought we were onto them.’
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Chapter 46

11 a.m.

The pub is still closed. With the lights off and the doors shut, the rooms are gloomy and airless and Grace doesn’t like the smell of the place either. Vero had been happy enough to see her, inviting her into Susie’s private rooms at the back of the pub, then wandering through to the bar to get them both a Diet Coke. But when Susie came in, the atmosphere changed. She can tell they’ve been arguing about something, the way they’re avoiding eye contact with one another, the snarky comments Susie makes about them helping themselves to a drink.

‘Sure, go ahead, just help yourselves. I’m running this place like a bloody charity. And I’m hungry, not that anyone else would ever think to make breakfast round here,’ says Susie, stomping off towards the pub kitchen. ‘You two can get your own. I’m not cooking for everyone today – I need a day off sometimes too.’

Vero lights a cigarette and ignores her. ‘I’ve eaten, thanks,’ says Grace, feeling the need to say something.

Her phone buzzes. Brett asking her if she still wants him to pick her up. That’ll be a big yes please, she thinks, happy that she’s arranged to see him. She’s not in the mood to hang out with Vero and Susie today.

‘I’ve been talking to Brett Charles,’ she says. ‘He’s coming into town – we’re gonna have a coffee, maybe go out to his place. He wants to show me their mine …’

‘The road’s properly open, then?’ asks Vero.

‘Um, yeah, I think so. Brett said they drove out this morning.’

Vero exhales a long puff of smoke into the air. Grace forces herself not to wave it away. She doesn’t like cigarette smoke. Her friends at school used to tease her because she wouldn’t even try vapes.

‘Maybe we’ll give you a lift out there, then,’ says Vero. ‘I want to have a look at Mark’s camp.’

She pushes her chair back and walks into the kitchen. ‘The road’s open,’ Grace hears her say. ‘We should go out to the camp …’

The door to the kitchen slams shut and Grace can’t hear the rest of the conversation. She texts Brett: Might have a ride with Vero.

It’s half an hour before they get going. Susie pins a note to the door of the pub saying it’s closed for the day, and Vero gets changed into a pair of jeans, a plaid cowboy shirt, boots and a black cowboy hat. She looks cute, thinks Grace, but a bit like she’s going to a fancy dress party. She’s clearly a city girl, like me. Susie comes out carrying a long angular metal box and drops it in the tray back of the truck. In her boots and man’s jeans, t-shirt and black cap, she looks like she knows what she’s doing and Grace is happy that it’s Susie who gets behind the wheel, Vero pushing back the passenger seat and stretching out, Grace squeezing into the back. A capable woman ferrying two lame city brats around, thinks Grace. No wonder Susie looks fed up sometimes.

The road is crazy rough. First they have to drive through the floodwater. It hasn’t gone down fully but they can see most of the road now, only a slick of water right in the middle of the crossing. Susie seems unperturbed. She drives slowly, a curtain of water spraying up behind them, and they make it through no problem. The paved road runs out almost immediately and the rest of the way they’re bouncing and jolting over rough dirt tracks. Susie seems to know where Brett’s mine is; she’s a confident driver, not speeding but not overly cautious either. Grace feels exhilaration as they leave Kanpara behind. She’s so happy to finally be gone, away from the violence, the aggression, the dingy houses, the desolate streets. She feels her shoulders relax, leans back against the seat, a smile on her face. She wishes she was in the car with Lucas and Ginger, that they were all together and leaving for good. She has the thought that she could ask Vero and Susie to take her back to town. She’ll text Lucas, get him to pick her up and they’ll leave for good. They’re only ten minutes’ drive out of Kanpara – Susie won’t mind taking her back. She leans forward to speak, takes one look at Susie’s profile, the downturned lips, the moody face, and changes her mind. She’ll say bye to Brett; she’ll be leaving with Lucas soon enough.

As they drive further, turning off the main road, the land outside changes. No longer the muddy flooded flat plain, but hilly and red and even more alien. She’s never seen this kind of country. The colours are so bold – vivid red earth, indigo sky – the ground dry, the trees scrubby and dusty. We could be on another planet, she thinks, feeling a moment of doubt about whether coming out here was a good idea. She pulls her phone out to text Lucas, let him know where she is, but there’s no signal.

‘I forgot to tell Lucas where we were going,’ she says to Vero. If she’s honest, she knows she didn’t tell him because he’d have said he’d rather she didn’t go, rather she didn’t hang out with Brett. Lucas doesn’t like him but that’s because he doesn’t know him.

‘No worries, darls,’ says Vero, turning round to look at her. ‘We’ll get you back to the pub by two p.m.’

The dashboard clock says 11.53, almost two hours before they need to head back. ‘Is that OK?’ says Grace. ‘You don’t need more time?’

‘Yeah, it’s perfect,’ says Vero. ‘We only want to have a quick look round.’

Susie is slowing down, the track coming to an end beside a few rickety shacks surrounded by machines, bits of old vehicles, empty oil barrels. It all looks neglected, grungy and covered in dust.

‘This is the Charles place,’ says Susie.

Grace looks around. She’s not sure what she’d expected but it wasn’t this. Once again it reminds her of something out of a sci-fi movie, but not in a good way. More like an abandoned camp on an alien world, creepy and filled with unknown danger. Maybe this really wasn’t such a good idea.

Susie turns the truck round until it’s pointing back the way they came. Grace hesitates, her hand on the door handle, reluctant, now that she’s here, to leave the safety of the car, of Vero and Susie’s company. She can see Brett standing outside one of the shacks. He’s smiling at her but the guy standing beside him, his brother probably, is looking at her with hard eyes. She remembers him from the first night at the pub. His neck and arms are covered in tattoos, his mouth compressed into a tight line. She knows he’s been to jail, knows he’s killed someone. And she can see that, even though he’s no taller than she is and almost as slight, he exudes real menace.
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Chapter 47

11.30 a.m.

Walker pulls the ute to a stop in a spray of dust and stones outside the Charles brothers’ home, Wilson’s temporary abode. Discovering that Wilson has a twenty-two had invigorated him and Stones. They had cause to confiscate his gun for testing against ballistics and they’d applied to search the Charles house at the same time, hoping to find a reason to pull the brothers and Wilson in for an interview. They’d had to wait in the incident room, both of them humming with impatience, for the search warrant to come through. They’d spent the time honing a theory, working out how it might have gone down.

Walker has doubts that Wilson is responsible for the killings. He finds it difficult to imagine the pudgy buyer as the kind of bloke who could effectively stalk the cabin late at night, let alone hack Mark and Karen to death. But perhaps he was high on drugs, or more desperate than Walker’s realised. Or, more likely, he’s inspired the Charles brothers to act in the first murders and then lent his gun to one of them last night. Brett Charles knows the layout of the cabin, so every chance it was him stalking them. The thought enrages Walker. Brett has befriended Grace, charmed her and then tried to kill her in cold blood.

As they walk up the drive, Walker sees that it’s Wilson’s ancient 4x4 that’s parked in the carport. Stones hammers on the door.

‘Fucksake,’ says Wilson as the door swings open, ‘impatient bastard, aren’t ya.’ He clocks Stones and Walker and takes a small step back.

‘Expecting someone else?’ says Stones.

‘Yeah, nah …’ says Wilson. ‘But if you’re after Stewie and Brett, they’ve gone.’

‘Gone where?’ asks Walker.

Wilson shrugs. ‘They don’t tell me nothing,’ he says. ‘Fucking miners. Had it up to here with the lot of ’em.’ He raises his left hand above his head.

‘Actually it’s you we want to talk to,’ says Stones. ‘Mind if we come in?’

‘Me?’ says Wilson. ‘What do ya want from me?’

‘Let us in and we’ll tell you.’

Wilson steps aside and they walk into the living room. It reeks of sweat, stale smoke, grease and booze. Walker glances into the kitchen. A pile of dishes in the sink, flies buzzing around a manky electric frying pan lined with grease. A sports bag, bulky with badly packed clothes, is sitting in the hallway.

‘Christ, it stinks in here. You blokes are disgusting,’ says Stones.

Wilson shrugs. ‘Youse can fuck off anytime you want,’ he says.

‘That your bag?’ asks Walker, nodding down the hall.

‘Yeah.’

‘You about to leave as well, then?’

‘Road’s finally open. Been here too long already.’

‘Mind if we have a look through the bag?’ says Stones.

‘Yeah, I fucking do. You got a warrant?’

‘Yes I fucking do,’ says Stones, pulling out the warrant and flashing it at Wilson.

Wilson blanches. ‘What are you looking for?’

‘Never mind, but we’ll start with your luggage …’

‘Nah, look, mate, there’s nothing here. What are you looking for? I can’t help you with nothing …’

He’s still talking as Stones shakes the clothes out of the holdall, rifles through and fishes out a small bag of white powder, which he holds up high. ‘Nice one,’ he says with satisfaction. ‘We can bring you in on this – maybe it’ll help aid your memory on some other stuff.’

He waves the bag in the direction of Wilson, who has stopped talking, is moving anxiously from foot to foot. ‘Look, that gear, it’s personal use, nothing more. I can tell you where I got it, give you the name of the bloke that supplies …’

‘Go on, then,’ says Stones.

‘Warren Harris. He deals whatever you want. Puff, coke, meth, whatever you need. He’s the bloke you want to talk to.’

‘Good to know,’ says Stones, ‘but I’m bringing you in anyway.’

Over Wilson’s protests, Stones cuffs him and sits him on the sofa, while he and Walker search the house. It’s over fairly quickly; the house is sparsely furnished and there are few belongings. They don’t find any other drugs and no sign of any opals, big or small, either. They also draw a frustrating blank on anything that might prove Wilson or the Charles brothers were involved in Mark Bailey’s murder – no weapon, no bloodstained clothes, no obvious sign of any blood in the filthy bathroom. ‘We maybe need to get an ultraviolet light in here,’ says Stones.

Wilson, on the sofa, doesn’t stop whingeing, his plaintive voice following them around the house as they search. ‘Look, what are youse after? Let me know and I can help you. I can tell youse if you’re wasting your time.’

There’s a shed at the end of the overgrown back garden. They go through it carefully but find no sign of an axe or machete, nor anything that might have been used as a fire starter on Blair’s place. It’s close to an hour before they call it off.

‘Righto, mate,’ says Stones, hoisting Wilson to his feet. ‘How about you show us your twenty-two?’

Wilson looks surprised. ‘That’s licensed. That’s fully legit,’ he says.

‘Let’s see it, then,’ says Stones, undoing the handcuffs.

Wilson leads them outside to his car, fishes his keys from his pocket and opens the boot. There’s a long metal box, padlocked, lying on top of the slice of carpet that covers the spare tyre. Walker notes that Wilson is at least meeting one of the conditions for owning the rifle by keeping it under lock and key. Wilson finds the key for the padlock and clicks it open. Inside is a Ruger 77 twenty-two-calibre rifle. It’s in good condition but not new; Wilson has clearly owned it for a while.

‘Got ammunition for this?’ asks Stones.

‘Yeah, there.’ Wilson points at a gold cardboard box labelled 22LR bullets, 40 in number. Walker opens it, does a quick count: about a dozen are missing.

‘When was the last time you used the gun?’ he asks.

‘A while ago. Went out hunting, shot a few pigs up Winton way – must have been three weeks ago, maybe four.’

‘You a good shot, then?’

‘Not bad, nothing special. Do a bit of huntin’ on the weekend sometimes. Roos and pigs, you know …’

‘You ever lend this gun to anyone else? Stewie or Brett or Warren or anyone?’ asks Stones.

‘Nah, mate, not that bunch of mad bastards, I wouldn’t give it to them.’

‘Righto, we’re going to have to confiscate this and run some tests on it,’ says Stones.

‘What’s going on?’ says Wilson. ‘That rifle is totally legit, I promise you.’

‘We’ll see about that,’ says Stones. ‘Meanwhile, you better come with us and answer a few questions about this gear we found.’

‘Mate, please,’ says Wilson. ‘I got to get going, I got places I need to be. I wanna help but, like I said, it’s Warren Harris youse need. I don’t know where he gets the gear from …’

‘I’m not your mate and I’m booking you for holding schedule-one drugs,’ says Stones, ‘so all your plans are officially on hold.’
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Chapter 48

12.45 p.m.

Wilson is sitting in the interview room, sweating. He smells bad. Nerves, booze, drugs, all seeping from his pores. ‘Look,’ he says when Stones and Walker come in, before they’ve even sat down or switched on the tape, ‘I’ve got a right to speak to a lawyer, haven’t I? I don’t want to talk to youse until I’ve spoken to my lawyer.’

‘Fair enough,’ says Stones. ‘You’re free to do that. We’ll take you to Longreach this afternoon and you can be interviewed after you’ve spoken to your lawyer.’

Wilson looks relieved.

‘But the thing is,’ says Stones, sitting heavily in one of the chairs opposite Wilson, ‘you make me go through all that hassle, I’m gonna push for a big charge against you, to make it worth my time, see? I reckon there’s at least two grams of schedule-one gear in that bag. Maybe even more. More than two grams means I can push for possession with intent to supply. You’ll be looking at fifteen years in the bin.’

Wilson blanches. ‘I wasn’t supplying – that stuff, it’s for personal use …’

‘So you reckon,’ says Stones. ‘But that’s a lot of coke for personal use.’

‘I want to talk to a lawyer,’ says Wilson. His hands, lying on the top of the table, are trembling. Whether from nerves or DTs, Walker’s not sure.

‘The other option is that you help us out with something bigger,’ says Stones. ‘If you give us some proper information, tight information, information that leads to an arrest, I’ll tip your shit down the toilet and forget I ever saw it.’

Wilson’s eyes brighten. He grabs at the offer like a drowning man grabbing at a float.

‘What do youse need to know?’ he says. ‘I can give you Harris, he’s the bloke that really deals. He’s a bigger catch than me. He’s got shitloads of gear at his camp …’

‘I want to know who killed Mark Bailey, Karen Mullins and Todd Mullins. I want to know who fired shots at DS Walker and his sister last night and tried to kill them too …’

Wilson looks over at Walker, still standing by the door. ‘Someone shot at youse?’

Walker doesn’t answer.

Wilson bites his lip. The tremors in his hands are more visible now. When he notices the shakes, he puts his hands on his lap, under the table. ‘Look,’ he says, ‘I don’t know nothing. None of that is anything to do with me. I only come here to buy opals, that’s all. I want to help youse but I can’t. I don’t know nothing.’

Stones shrugs. ‘Guess we’re heading off to Longreach and that drugs charge, then,’ he says, pushing his chair back and moving to stand.

‘Nah, nah, wait up, wait up,’ Wilson says. ‘So I heard a few things. I don’t know much but I can tell you what I heard …’

Stones sits down again, presses the Start button on the tape recorder, says the usual bits. ‘Mr Wilson, you have some information for us regarding the murders of Mark Bailey, Karen Mullins and Todd Mullins?’

‘I dunno about Todd but maybe Mark and Karen,’ says Wilson. ‘The thing is, Stewie Charles, well, he’s a bit touched. Since he was in jail, he’s gone a bit loopy. Can’t stay in the house, got to be outside any chance he gets. Barely even sleeps inside. Got a swag, lays it down anywhere he can see the sky. And he walks. Walks the whole time. Never stops. Day and night.’

‘And …’ says Stones.

Wilson looks at him, debating with himself. Stones doesn’t say anything but holds up the little bag of cocaine, waves it in the air.

‘The night that Mark was killed,’ says Wilson, ‘Stewie was in a worse mood than usual. He didn’t like Mark, reckoned he cheated them out of their claim, didn’t give them a fair price. When Mark found that monster opal, Stewie was spewin’. He reckoned Mark knew what he was gonna find before he bought the claim off them. He kept saying he wanted to pay Mark back for cheating them. Brett was doing everything he could to keep him under control but then there was that fight in the pub and Stewie almost killed Mark. Would’ve killed him if you weren’t there.’ Wilson gestures at Walker. ‘I think it gave Stewie a fright. He knew he’d lost it, he could’ve done it, stuck Mark with that knife, and then he would’ve gone back inside. He can’t face that, he reckons it’ll be the finish of him. We were staying at their house in town but Stewie wanted to go back to camp, right then and there. Brett said they should wait till morning, he didn’t want to drive, we were pissed, it was the middle of the night and the road’s a shocker. So Stewie set off on one of his walks.’

‘You’re saying Stewie Charles killed Mark Bailey?’ says Stones.

‘Nah,’ says Wilson. ‘Stewie didn’t do it …’

‘Stewie saw who killed Mark?’ says Walker. ‘He was out walking that night, he saw what happened?’

‘Yeah, that’s what he reckons.’

‘Who did he see?’ asks Stones.

‘He was on his way to talk to Blair. He likes Blair, reckons he’s a good bloke. Blair understands the bush, likes to walk as well. But when he got there, he saw Mark standing outside Blair’s house. Stewie couldn’t stomach the sight of Mark, so he went off for a bit, came back down that way a couple of hours later.’

Walker sees Stones look over at him, a quick glance but ripe with meaning: Blair’s name coming up again. He feels his stomach cramping in pain. He won’t believe it. He refuses to believe it. If Stewie says that he saw Blair hurting someone, Blair killing people, then Stewie Charles is lying to save his own skin.

Wilson is still talking. ‘On his way back to Blair’s house, he sees a car pull up outside Todd’s place. Anyway, two people get out. The driver and someone who’d been sitting in the back. One of them is carrying a bag and the two of them walk down the side of the Mullins house. Stewie’s curious so he follows them. He sees them open the side door of Todd’s house and go in. Place wasn’t locked or nothing, they just walked in. He goes up to the house for a look, thinks they’re probably robbing it. He can’t see anything, the blinds are shut, there’s no lights on, but he’s close to the window when he hears someone cry out. Only once, he said, but it was a terrible sound. Then he hears a lot of thumping and whacks and he figures someone is getting a bashing. Not his business so he backs the fuck off. When he walks past the car, he sees Todd Mullins in the passenger seat, asleep.’

Wilson stops. Walker and Stones are paying rapt attention. Walker thinks Wilson is enjoying the moment; he’s probably been busting to tell someone this story.

‘Who was it that Stewie saw, then?’ says Stones.

‘Well, that’s the thing,’ says Wilson. ‘That’s the thing that’s hard to credit when you know what happened …’ He pauses for a moment. ‘Look, it was dark, and late, and Stewie had had more than a few, so I dunno how much truth there’s in it, but Stewie reckons he saw two people breaking into the house that night. And he says it was Susie Smith and Vero Bailey.’
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Chapter 49

1 p.m.

Walker and Stones look at each other, trying to keep surprise from showing on their faces. Walker knows Wilson could well be lying. He doesn’t trust the bloke, he’s a troublemaker and a bullshitter. But something about the story has a ring of truth – Wilson has enough details for this to be believable. The fact that there were two perps, for one thing. He could be lying, adjusting the story, leaving out Stewie’s involvement, leaving out his own involvement. But the two women are a strange choice to name.

‘Vero Bailey and Susie Smith?’ says Stones, his tone disbelieving.

‘That’s what Stewie said …’

‘Well, then I’d say Stewie was bullshitting you. Trying to make sure no one put this on him, seeing as he was there at the time of the crime,’ says Stones.

Wilson shrugs. ‘I’m only telling you what he said.’

‘Why didn’t you tell us this before?’ says Walker. ‘Why’d you keep something like this to yourself? Let an innocent man get arrested …’

‘If I’d come to you lot with some story that Stewie told me when he was pissed, would you even believe it? I fucken doubt it. Anyway, I don’t want nothin’ to do with any of your cop shit. You arrest someone, you must have a good reason.’

‘Terminating interview, thirteen-oh-two,’ says Stones, pushing the Stop button on the tape recorder. ‘We’ll be back in a minute,’ he says to Wilson. ‘You want a coffee or something?’

‘Cold drink’d be good,’ says Wilson, cocky again, smirking at the effect his story has had on the two cops.

Stones grabs a can of Coke from the little fridge and takes it to Wilson, locking the door of the interview room behind him as he leaves. ‘You’re not out of the woods yet, mate,’ Walker hears him say over Wilson’s objections.

‘What do you make of Wilson’s story, then?’ he asks Walker.

Walker has been thinking through the possibilities. ‘Most likely Stewie is either making shit up or covering his own arse,’ he says. ‘But naming Vero and Susie is pretty random, which makes me wonder if there’s some truth in it.’

Stones looks doubtful, but weighs it up. ‘The description of where the car was, how they got in, that does make sense. I always wondered how come Mark Bailey was still in bed with Karen Mullins, with her husband parked up outside. You’d think the sound of the car pulling up would have sent him running out the back door …’

‘Unless he was already dead,’ says Walker.

‘Exactly.’

Walker thinks of his conversations with Vero and Susie, the time he’s spent with them. He can’t believe they’d be capable of these violent murders … ‘Stewie could have made up this story to protect him and his brother,’ he says, thinking out loud. ‘They see Todd passed out in his vehicle, they know Mark is with his missus. They get their revenge, set Todd up for it, then have to find another story when Todd is killed. Brett is one of the few people who knew the layout of our cabin – he was there visiting my sister yesterday … He could have been the bloke that shot at us last night. And maybe Wilson is in on it somehow and he’s making this all up to cover his own arse?’

‘I’ll get a DNA sample from him. We’ll be able to check if he was there.’

‘But then, what if Wilson’s story is true?’ Walker continues, holding the idea like a stone, feeling it for size.

They look at each other. ‘Vero Bailey has motive,’ says Stones. ‘Her husband was having an affair with another woman. He had plenty of money too. She’d be a rich woman.’

‘Susie said she was having some kind of financial problems with her sponsors or something. Did that come up in your checks?’

Stones shakes his head. ‘No,’ he says, but Walker’s intuition is sounding alarm bells. Loud ones. He’s remembering his feeling that maybe Karen was the intended victim. The real target. And all the stuff about Mark and his opal has just been a smokescreen. He thinks back to the day he’d talked to Vero on the veranda of her house, the look on her face when he’d asked her about Karen and Mark, the way she’d talked about the affair. There’d been real anger there, hatred even.

‘She was angry about the affair. Really bitter. And Mark was talking to a divorce lawyer,’ says Walker. ‘I found a business card at his camp, divorce lawyers in Brisbane.’ Walker thinks back to the scene, the violence, the rage of it. ‘Do you reckon a woman could do that? Kill someone with an axe like that?’

‘Hell hath no fury …’ says Stones. ‘I’ve seen women do some terrible things. And Susie Smith is a big woman, she’d have no problems.’

‘Stewie said Todd Mullins was asleep in the car. Maybe he wasn’t as drunk as they thought,’ says Walker. ‘Maybe the next day he remembered who drove him home. You said he was shooting his mouth off in the pub. Susie would have heard him.’

Stones casts his eyes up, thinking back. ‘Vero was there that night too,’ he says.

The more he thinks it through, the more Walker realises that Stewie’s story isn’t as unlikely as he’d first thought. ‘Susie would know how to start a fire, she’s part of the fire crew,’ he says, remembering Susie that night, her pale face, retching when they’d spoken of Todd’s death. Maybe the guilt had been getting to her. ‘And what about the footprint at the cabin? It was small. It could belong to a woman. Susie turned up last night too, after the shooting. Maybe she was the one taking potshots at us? She knows the cabin layouts better than anyone, knows which rooms Grace and I are in. If it was her who shot at us, she could easily have gotten away too, back to the pub.’

‘Vero’s got motive but what’s Susie’s incentive to be part of it?’ says Stones.

‘They’re very close, her and Vero,’ says Walker. ‘Vero’s been spending every night since the murder with Susie. Come to think of it, Vero said she stayed at the pub the night Mark was killed too. My sister knows the two of them a bit better than I do. She says Susie is possessive of Vero. Jealous. Controlling. Maybe Susie wanted rid of Mark, maybe she’s the one who was the instigator of all this?’

Stones walks over to the table, picks up his phone, scrolling through the list of licensed gun owners. ‘Fuck,’ he says. ‘Susanne Maria Smith, Kanpara postcode. That must be her. She’s licensed to own a twenty-two, a Marlin M880.’

Walker barely hears him. A thought has come crashing into his mind with horrible clarity. Grace. He’d dropped her off at the pub. Asked Vero and Susie to spend the day with her. Ignored Susie when she’d tried to talk him out of it, tell him it wasn’t a good idea. He’d thought he was keeping her safe but if what Wilson says is true, he’s put her right in the heart of the danger.

Walker is trying Grace’s phone, dialling and redialling. No answer, straight to voicemail. She never switches it off so she must be in an area without signal. Anything worse doesn’t bear thinking about.

‘White is on his way back from Longreach,’ says Stones. ‘He’ll be here shortly. We’ll leave him to keep an eye on Wilson, go find your sister, talk with Susie and Vero.’

Walker calls the pub. The number rings out, no answer. It should be open by now, there should be someone there. ‘I’m going to the pub,’ he says, ‘I won’t say anything, I’ll just pick up Grace. They’re expecting me anyway.’

‘Don’t take anything into your own hands,’ says Stones. Walker, already halfway out the door, running for the ute, says, ‘Yeah, yeah.’

He guns the ute down the road towards the pub, feels the back wheels sliding in the gravel as he pulls up. He forces himself not to run inside. He doesn’t want to alarm Susie. If what Wilson has told them is true, Susie and Vero must remain unaware that they’ve been exposed. He’s up the two steps and on the veranda before he sees the pub doors are shut. There’s a handwritten note on the door: Pub closed for personal reasons, reopening 11 a.m. tomorrow.

Walker’s stomach contracts. He bangs on the pub doors, calls out, ‘Susie, Grace, you there?’ Runs around to the side door, bangs and calls again. Listens hard in case they’re hiding inside, not answering. Goes to the back of the pub, notices that Mark’s black ute, the one he’d driven back yesterday, is gone. They’ve left. The pair of them have done a runner, taken Grace with them. Or she’s still here, inside the pub, and he’s too late. His hands are clammy, a shiver runs down his neck. He forces himself to breathe. Why would they hurt Grace? They don’t know they’ve been found out and they might not even be guilty of what Wilson is alleging. He doesn’t trust Wilson an inch, the bloke could be lying. There’s a better than even chance that he was involved in Mark and Karen’s murder. As Walker thinks this, he remembers Wilson had been at the scene of the fire too. Watching, hanging around. He has to hope that Wilson is lying. That Vero and Susie have nothing to do with this. That Grace is alright.

They might be at the roadhouse or at Vero’s place; he’s running through options, walking back to the ute. Thinks about the note on the door again, feels his anxiety levels rising. Why has Susie shut the pub? That’s not normal. He’s standing there, wondering where to go, when he hears a sound from the side of the pub, a door opening. Sprints around the corner, sees a woman he doesn’t know standing outside, squeezing a mop through the brackets of a bucket.

‘G’day,’ he says.

She jumps, gives a squeal of surprise. ‘Oooh, love, you gave me a fright,’ she says.

‘I’m looking for Susie …’

‘She’s not here, she’s shut the pub for the day. Her and Vero and another girl left a couple of hours ago and I took the chance to give the place a deeper clean …’

‘Where did they go, do you know?’

‘No idea, love, Susie didn’t say.’

‘The girl that was with them, was she young, with long hair …?’

‘That’s right, lovely-looking girl.’

‘How did she seem, was she alright?’

The woman looks at him, eyebrows raised. ‘How d’ya mean?’

‘Did she seem OK, was she stressed?’

‘She seemed fine, she was yacking away to Vero, they were laughing. It was Susie that was stressed, I reckon. Why?’ She’s eyeing him now, a bit suspicious.

‘She’s my sister …’

‘Nah, she told me she’s from Boston.’

‘Yeah.’ He can’t be bothered going into his family history here and now. ‘Look, she’s my sister’ – he pulls out his ID – ‘and I’m police.’

She purses her lips, glances at the ID. If anything, it hardens her attitude towards him. ‘What’s she done, then? A young girl like that, she can’t have done much … You blokes got nothing better to do than harass young women?’

‘The girl, her name is Grace Klein, she really is my sister.’ He doesn’t want to raise any suspicions about Susie. ‘We’re meant to be leaving town. I’m looking for her, I’m ready to go.’

‘Pfft,’ she exhales in disbelief. ‘Looks like she doesn’t want to go with you. Anyway, like I said, I don’t know where they went.’

‘Which direction did they go?’

‘I was working, I didn’t watch them leave,’ she says. She gives the mop a fierce squeeze, wringing every drop of moisture from it, props it up against the outside wall, tips the bucket of soapy water in a big splash across the dusty gravel. ‘Righto, then,’ she says. ‘I’ve got work to do.’

‘If they come back, will you tell Grace I was here? Tell her that Lucas was looking for her. Ask her to call me?’

She nods, a small lift of her chin, and steps inside, banging the door shut behind her. He hopes she’s not calling Susie, telling her the police have come calling. Checks his phone: 1.15 p.m. He’d said he’d be back for Grace at 2 p.m., so perhaps they’ve gone for lunch at the servo. But that note on the pub door … A sharp bolt of fear lands in his stomach as he climbs back into the ute. They could be anywhere and they’ve got two hours’ head start. He tries Grace’s phone again: direct to voicemail. A thought occurs to him. Mark Bailey’s ute had been almost on empty yesterday when he’d got it back to town. He’d meant to refuel it but had forgotten, distracted by his conversations with Wilson and McGregor and then by finding Brett and Grace together. But that means that before Susie, Vero and Grace went anywhere this morning, they’d have had to fill it up. Maybe someone at the roadhouse knows where they were headed.
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Chapter 50

1.30 p.m.

The police cruiser is parked out front when Walker gets back to the station: White is back. Walker takes a couple of running steps, pushes the door open, almost barrels into Stones, who is walking down the corridor.

‘They’ve gone out bush, gone out to Mark’s camp,’ says Walker. ‘They left a couple of hours ago, Grace is with them.’ Paul Campbell at the servo had supplied the information when Walker had said that he was looking for his sister and thought she might have been with Vero and Susie. ‘I still don’t believe it. I can’t believe Vero and Susie …’ His voice trails off. ‘But I’m going out there to pick Grace up.’

‘Righto. We’ll take the Land Cruiser,’ says Stones. ‘We can call in on Stewie Charles too, see what he has to say and get a sample of Brett’s DNA.’

Walker leaves Ginger with White. She whines as he leaves, White holding her by the collar, but he’s adamant. Last time he’d brought her into a potentially dangerous situation, she’d taken a bullet to the leg, an injury that almost killed her. He’s not putting her anywhere near the line of fire today.

The river is almost back to normal, just a few centimetres of water across the road. Stones barely slows the vehicle, a plume of water spraying up behind them as he accelerates out the other side. Walker counts the minutes, the miles. He hopes the information Paul has given him is correct, that Susie didn’t misdirect Paul. And most of all he hopes that Grace is OK. Please let Grace be OK. There’s no point in them hurting her, he reassures himself. Nothing to gain from it. Her only use is as a bargaining chip. Or Wilson is lying, and Susie and Vero have nothing to do with this horror and they’re all just having a few hours out together. Tries to tell himself he’s panicking about nothing but the rock of fear that’s lodged in his stomach is going nowhere.

It feels like an age before he spots the white barrel on the side of the road, directs Stones to turn, then retraces the route from yesterday, bouncing across the rough tracks. He points out the turn-off to Warren Harris’s camp. ‘I don’t know where the Charles claim is,’ he says. ‘We could ask Harris, his place is down there. But I want to collect Grace first. Make sure she’s safe. Mark’s camp is only a few minutes from here.’

Stones hesitates, taking his foot from the accelerator. ‘We need to talk to the Charles brothers …’ he says.

‘We have to get Grace out of here first,’ says Walker. ‘We can find Stewie and Brett afterwards – they don’t know we’ve spoken to Wilson, there’s no rush.’

He’s relieved when Stones keeps the vehicle on the track towards Mark’s place. ‘OK,’ he says, ‘let’s go get your sister. I can talk to Susie Smith and Vero while we’re there, and then I’ll pay a visit to the Charles brothers, see what they have to say.’

Walker, keeping an eye out for the turn that leads to Mark’s camp, can’t think beyond finding Grace, making sure she’s safe. Their vehicle is moving slowly, Stones taking it easy on the rough bush track, when Walker’s thoughts are interrupted by a loud thwack as the back window on the driver’s side explodes and shards of glass spatter the side of Stones’s face and neck. Stones gives a shout of surprise, hits the brakes and comes to a stop.

‘What the fuck was that?’ he says.

Walker shakes his head. ‘Must have been a stone,’ he says, looking across Stones’s shoulder at the rear side window. The tempered glass is almost completely gone, not just the usual map of cracks. The frame is virtually empty, only a few pieces of glass at the very bottom, some of which fall onto the track outside as the vehicle comes to a halt. ‘You alright?’ he asks.

Stones looks in the rear-view mirror. A trickle of blood is running down his right cheek. He wipes it away. ‘I’m fine,’ he says. ‘Just a scratch.’ Stones keeps the engine idling, the air conditioner fighting against the blast of warm air that’s rushing in through the smashed window. ‘I’ll have a quick look,’ he says.

As he pushes the door open, Walker hears the unmistakable crack of a gun’s report somewhere up to their right, followed by the whistle of a bullet whirring across the roof of the vehicle. Stones’s response is instinctive. He slams the door shut, puts the car into gear, the back end of the 4x4 sliding in the dirt as he accelerates hard.

Walker is keeping his head low, turning in his seat, trying to see where the shot came from. There’s a ridge to their right – could be the shooter is up there. He’s hoping like hell that they’re going fast enough to make them a difficult target to hit a second time. Stones must have a similar thought: his foot goes down, the vehicle juddering and bumping on the rough track. He misjudges a pothole, hits it badly. The car bounces and twists. It’s like riding a bucking bronco.

‘Here, to the left, a turn-off,’ Walker shouts to slow Stones’s pace, the vehicle in danger of rolling if he keeps going at this speed. They take the turn, moving out of the line of sight, and Stones takes his foot off the accelerator slightly.

‘How far are we from Mark’s place?’ he asks Walker. ‘You reckon that could have come from his camp? Or was that the Charles brothers?’

‘Reckon whoever it is, they were shooting from that ridge,’ says Walker, pointing.

Stones turns to look. ‘Pretty good shot if it came from up there …’ he says.

‘It’s doable, only a couple of hundred yards as the crow flies,’ says Walker. He orients himself. The ridge is familiar; it’s the same one that runs behind Mark’s camp.

‘The track to Mark’s camp is about a kilometre ahead on the right,’ he says. ‘I don’t know where the Charles place is, but it can’t be that far. I know they’re neighbours.’

They look at each other. ‘Wilson could have been feeding us a load of bullshit,’ says Stones. ‘The Charles brothers see the cop car coming, take a potshot.’

‘Or Susie Smith has her rifle with her and she’s taking shots at us because she thinks we’re coming for her. Either way, we’ve got to get Grace out of here.’

‘I need to find a place to turn,’ says Stones, driving more cautiously down the track, which has deep divots on one side, a low ditch on the other. It won’t be possible to turn until they get to wherever it’s going. Stones slows the car slightly and pulls out his firearm. ‘Here,’ he says, handing it to Walker. ‘In case we need it while I’m driving.’ The sounds of the bush, the red dust and the heat pulse in through the broken window. They’re both feeling exposed and vulnerable, keeping their eyes peeled for possible vantage points for further shots at them.

The track meanders left and then widens as it arrives at a motley collection of shacks. It offers Stones a chance to turn the vehicle, which he does, pulling it in a tight circle. He keeps the engine idling, both of them on alert. Walker looks around and realises they’re at another mining camp, shabbier and less permanent than Mark Bailey’s. A series of makeshift lean-tos stand in a rough semicircle around them. On their far right are a rusty old digger and a big drill with a four-metre-high drill bit sitting on a dirty trailer. Standing beside them are half a dozen rusty forty-gallon drums and beside those, the only modern and clean-looking thing in the camp, a row of solar panels. There’s a low roof of corrugated iron held up by four wooden poles above a workbench, the top of which is messy with tools and spares. Further left, another little cabin, mostly made of corrugated iron, looks like it might be a living space of sorts, though Walker wouldn’t feel too safe sleeping in it, especially if the wind got up. There’s a looseness to it, a feeling of temporariness, as if it could slide into a heap at the slightest touch. Sitting beside it are two more drums, the tops cut off and overflowing with black plastic bin bags. The last structure is a rickety-looking contraption, walls of corrugated iron that finish a foot above the ground, a corrugated-iron roof above, which might be a drop dunny. Stones switches off the car’s engine. In the sudden silence, Walker can hear the frantic buzz of a fly trapped inside somewhere. Nothing moves. The place looks deserted.

‘Reckon this might be the Charles camp,’ says Walker, handing Stones back his gun. ‘Or Rudy Fischer’s. He mines out here as well.’

They sit and wait for a moment but there’s no sign of life, no sign of anyone at work. The sound of their vehicle hasn’t brought anyone out to see who’s turned up either.

‘Let’s have a look round,’ says Stones, climbing out, his firearm at the ready. He shouts: ‘Police. Anyone home?’ His voice echoes in the silence.

Walker gets out as well, watches Stones go up to the door of the little hut and bang hard. Walker can see the walls shake as he hammers on them. ‘Police,’ Stones calls again, pushing at the door. It’s unlocked.

He sticks his head in, steps back out. ‘No one here,’ he says. ‘I’m going for a look inside.’

‘I’ll check out back,’ says Walker. He walks to the left of the hut, the silence of the bush pressing in on him, amplifying the sound of his footsteps on the dusty red earth. The ground around the hut hasn’t been cleared, but he realises that it’s been carefully situated between two big eucalypts that offer shade. There’s a breeze coming through, pleasantly cool and carrying with it the clean astringent scent of the gums. It only takes a few steps, the hut is no more than a couple of metres in length, and he’s behind it. A small patch of ground has been cleared here and a makeshift table, an old door lying across two columns of breeze blocks, has been set under the shade of another gum. He realises they’re on top of a low hill. It falls away behind the table, offering a spectacular view across the bush, long plains of red earth dotted with hills and ridges and stands of menthol-green gums and clumps of paler spinifex, all framed by the deep-blue sky. The track they’d been driving along when they were shot at is visible below. This camp is almost directly opposite the spot where he figured the shooter might have been. Walking cross-country, it would be no distance. Whoever took the potshot at them could easily have walked there from this camp, especially someone with a bit of bush knowledge.

He goes up to the table. There’s a bench on one side, looking across the valley and hills beyond, and two white plastic chairs, one at each end. A fat brown teapot and an empty family-size pack of Tim Tam biscuits sit on the table, along with a partly full ashtray and three mugs, one with the remnants of milky tea inside. A couple of skinny bush flies, like black raisins, are drowning in the leftover tea. A host of others find his face, strike around his eyes, nose, mouth. He waves them away, faces into the breeze, hoping to keep them at bay. Leans over, touches the teapot. Still warm. Whoever was here has not long left.

He hears Stones shouting his name. ‘I’m back here,’ he calls.

Stones rounds the corner. ‘Nothing in there. Couple of camp beds, basic kitchen, a massive bin bag full of empty tinnies, that’s about it. But looks like there’s two blokes living here so I reckon this might be the Charles place.’

‘Yeah, could be. And they haven’t been gone long. The teapot is still warm. There was three of them … Warren Harris, maybe?’ He points to the ridge. ‘Could be it was one of them that took a potshot at us. That’s the track we were on down there, reckon the shooter was a K or so further north. Wouldn’t be a long walk.’

‘Fucking Wilson,’ says Stones, his tone bitter. ‘I reckon he was lying through his teeth. We’ll get your sister, then we need to find those three asap.’

Walker feels only relief that Wilson has sent them on a wild goose chase. That means Grace is safe.

Before they climb back into the cruiser, Walker checks the back seat. He finds the bullet, a twenty-two, on his side of the vehicle, a small dent in the back door showing the final impact point. ‘Looks like it might be the same shooter from last night,’ he says. ‘If they’d hit your side window this could have done some real damage.’ Stones is lucky not to have been badly injured or killed.

They drive back down the way they came and, as they rejoin the main track, back in the firing line, they’re both on high alert. Walker directs Stones towards Bailey’s camp and there’s a palpable sense of relief as they climb the final rise and see the camp visible below. Walker spots the black ute, parked out front.

‘They’re here,’ he says, relief flooding through him. They’re here and Grace is safe.
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Chapter 51

2.15 p.m.

As the Land Cruiser rattles down towards Mark’s camp, the door to the living quarters opens and Susie Smith emerges, raising her hand to shade her eyes, looking up the track, watching the police vehicle drive towards her.

‘Looks like it wasn’t her that took a shot at us, then,’ says Stones.

‘Nah, reckon Wilson made all that up,’ says Walker, still too relieved to be angry at the con. He points upward behind the camp. ‘That’s the same ridge as the shooter was on,’ he says. ‘Reckon he was only a couple of clicks east.’

‘Let’s hope he isn’t heading this way, then,’ says Stones as he pulls up in front of the camp. ‘Even on foot he wouldn’t be far behind us.’

Walker is out of the vehicle before Stones has the engine switched off. He wants to get Grace and get her as far from here as possible, right now.

‘Alright, Susie,’ he says. ‘I came to pick up Grace, we need to get moving …’

‘She’s not here,’ says Susie.

Alarm shoots through him. ‘Her and Vero didn’t come with you?’ Paul Campbell had told him the three women were together.

‘Yeah, she came, but she wanted us to drop her at the Charles brothers’ camp. She arranged to meet Brett there …’

Walker’s stomach contracts. ‘When was this?’ he says.

‘I dunno. Not that long. An hour ago, bit more, maybe.’

‘Right,’ he says. That explains the third cup on the table. Not Warren Harris. Grace. ‘We’ve been to their camp, there’s no one there.’

Susie shrugs. ‘Maybe they gave her a lift back to town? She said she had to be back by two …’

He and Stones hadn’t passed any vehicles on their way out, so that discounts that. They need to go back, look for Grace, search the Charles camp, find her. His heart is hammering, he’s feeling chill despite the warmth of the afternoon. He turns. Stones has climbed out of the vehicle. As he slams his door, the last pieces of glass from the shattered window clatter onto the red dirt and crunch underfoot as he walks towards them.

‘What happened to the window?’ asks Susie, frown lines appearing between her eyes.

‘Not sure,’ says Stones. ‘You hear anything that sounded like gunshots, about ten, fifteen minutes ago?’

She looks at Stones, then back towards the window. ‘Nah,’ she says. ‘I was inside, cleaning up, didn’t hear nothing.’

The unlikeliness of this reply pulls Walker up short. They had been close enough to this camp that the shots would have been clearly audible here; sound travels in the bush. And the flat denial too. No shock or surprise. No questions. It’s weird.

‘Yeah, well. While I’ve got you, we’re doing a quick check of registered gun owners,’ says Stones. ‘You’ve got a twenty-two, right?’

‘Ah, yeah, nah.’ She pauses. ‘Well, I did. I don’t anymore.’

‘Since when?’ asks Stones.

‘Ah, a while back now. I wasn’t using it, so I gave it to a bloke that likes to go shooting pigs. He wanted it for his kid. Teach him how to hunt. Kid was about thirteen, I suppose. I think he thought it would be a good starter gun.’

Too much information, thinks Walker, who’s been listening intently, his attention piqued by her earlier denial. Susie is lying. He’s sure of that.

He catches Stones’s eye, can see the detective doesn’t believe her story either. ‘What’s his name, this bloke?’ asks Stones. ‘And how come you didn’t transfer the licence?’

‘Ah, yeah, I forgot, sorry. I meant to tell them. I guess he must’ve forgotten to register it as well.’

‘You’ll need to give us his name and address – we’ll have to talk to him,’ says Stones.

‘He doesn’t live round here anymore,’ says Susie. ‘He left town, but I reckon I’ve got his number somewhere at the pub. I can give it to you later.’

Walker’s bullshit detector is on overdrive. Susie is covering for something or someone. Maybe she’s lying about where Grace is too.

‘Where’s Vero?’ he asks. ‘Is she with Grace?’

‘Nah, she, uh, she went for a walk. Wanted to get her head straight. Struggling a bit with all that’s happened …’

This answer doesn’t sit right with Walker either. Vero doesn’t know the bush, is hardly likely to be out walking around here on her own. Something about this whole situation feels wrong. Very wrong. Now he’s starting to wonder again if Wilson was right. Maybe it was Susie and Vero who killed Mark and Karen. The slim footprint they’d seen in the dust beside the cabin this morning comes back to mind. He drops his eyes to Susie’s feet. They’re the right sort of size, but she’s wearing the scuffed Blundstone boots she usually wears, not trainers. Maybe it was Vero who shot at them last night? Where is she? And where is Grace? He wants to step forward, grab Susie by the throat, coerce the truth from her, but forces himself to stay calm.

He looks around. The sun is beating down on the cleared red earth, the sheds, the little cabin, the caravan. Nothing about the camp is different. He looks more closely at Susie. Her face is pale, the dark circles under her eyes deeper than ever, her t-shirt ringed with sweat under the arms, across her stomach and below her breasts. Her face is hot, red and sweaty. She could have been on the ridge, running to beat them back here. He rests his hand on the black ute’s bonnet to see if the engine is warm. Hard to tell – the bonnet is hot alright, but the sun warms all metal out here to an uncomfortable degree. He leans his legs against the grille, can’t feel any warmth coming from the engine block. He looks at the oil drums marking the path to the open cut, sees footprints heading down that way.

‘Vero walk down to the mine, did she?’ he asks.

‘Nah,’ says Susie. ‘There’s a path up that way.’ She jerks her head in the direction of the ridge and immediately Walker sees consternation pass across her face. She’s given something away that she didn’t mean to. She heard the shots, he realises, and she knows they came from up that way. Maybe it’s Vero who has the gun. He thinks about Wilson’s story. The two women breaking into the house, the state of the two bodies they found the next morning. If it’s true, and the two women are in this together, then they’re both capable of the most brutal of murders. His fear for Grace is building by the second. He’d sent her with Vero, asked Vero to keep an eye on her, to keep her safe. Instead, he’s left her with a pair of violent murderers.

Stones is wandering off, walking around the camp, taking it in. Susie’s eyes follow him. ‘You looking for something?’ she asks.

‘Just curious,’ he says. ‘I’m working on Mark’s murder, might be something here that helps us with that.’

‘I thought you had Blair Mitchell locked up for that?’ says Susie.

‘You can never have enough evidence,’ says Stones.

‘Susie, mind if I get a drink of water?’ asks Walker, taking a step towards the main hut. He wants to look inside. Maybe Grace is in there, maybe there’s a sign of Grace having been there, some indication of where she might be now.

She turns. ‘Yeah, hang on, I’ll get you a bottle.’

Walker follows her inside, uninvited, his eyes taking a moment to adjust to the gloom of the space after the bright sunlight outside. He blinks, looks around, shocked at the change in the room, which had been so tidy and neat the last time he was here. The sofa’s cushions are scattered across the room and the sofa is lying on its side, the lining underneath torn and ripped. The desk drawers have been pulled out and thrown on the floor, the cork noticeboard ripped from the wall. A pile of smashed crockery is sitting in a dustpan on the kitchen floor, beside a black bin liner. The sugar jar is empty, lying on its side beside the sink, and the Saxa salt, too, has had its lid pried off, a pile of salt heaped on the counter beside it.

‘Shit,’ he says. ‘What happened here?’

Susie is bent over, grabbing a bottle of water from the stack beside the fridge. She straightens up, hands him the bottle, looks around. Walker can see she’s upset.

‘Vero lost it when we got here, started throwing things around. She can’t deal with all this, with Mark’s death.’ She walks over, pushes the sofa upright and picks up the cushions. ‘I’ve been trying to clean it up but I don’t know why I’m bothering. It’s not like we’ll be out here using the place.’

Walker notes the ‘we’. Remembers Grace saying how controlling Susie could be. Perhaps there was a fight, an argument. He hopes that Grace wasn’t involved, isn’t hurt. He looks around for signs of violence, bloodstains, god forbid. He walks over, peers into the bedroom. It’s tidier than the front room, but different from before. The bed is unmade. The linen folded and sitting on the top of the pillows, the multicoloured bedspread lying across the base. The red shower curtain is on the floor of the shower; he can see it’s been ripped from the rail, the rings torn in half, the rail itself propped against the wall.

He turns. Susie is standing by the sofa, watching him. She looks older, defeated, her shoulders slumped. She raises an arm, wipes her forehead against her t-shirt. He can tell she’s close to tears. The hut is hot, airless, claustrophobic.

‘What’s going on, Susie?’ says Walker. ‘Where’s Grace? Where’s Vero? What’s happened here?’
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Chapter 52

2.30 p.m.

Before Susie can answer, he hears Stones shout from outside, ‘Walker, get out here.’

Walker takes three quick steps, pushing past Susie and out the door into the heat of the afternoon, shading his eyes with his hand, looking for Stones. His blood is beating loud in his ears, his heart thumping. Let it not be Grace. Please god let Grace be OK.

Stones is standing close to the shed, gun in hand, looking up towards the ridge. He turns back, meets Walker’s eye and points. Two people are on their way down the ridge, up high but rapidly descending through the bush, half at a run despite the rough ground. They’re both wearing black caps that hide their faces, one taller, the other shorter. They’re in sight for only a second before they disappear again, hidden by the bush, the trees. Walker feels a buzz of apprehension. Given the direction they’re coming from, this could be the shooter, shooters even, coming to confront them. Stones has taken cover by the shed. He’s obviously had the same thought. His gun is raised, and he’s risking only occasional glances around the edge of the shed upward at the oncoming threat. Walker, cursing to himself once again at being unarmed, runs, head ducked low, to join him. Together they shelter close to the shed, looking up into the bush, waiting to see the approaching pair.

‘Reckon it’s the Charles brothers?’ says Stones.

‘Could be. I didn’t get a good look. It’s not Warren Harris, not bulky enough.’ And if it is the Charles brothers, then Grace isn’t with them.

‘Wonder why they’re coming here. Want to take another potshot at us, maybe.’

‘I don’t know. But Susie is lying about something …’ Walker turns, keeping half an eye on the little cabin. If Susie is lying, maybe she has the twenty-two in the cabin, maybe she’s in cahoots with the Charles brothers, maybe this is a lot more complicated than the scenarios they’ve been looking at. Either way, Grace is caught in the middle. He’s put Grace in danger; his obsession with finding the truth, with clearing Blair’s name, has blinded him to the risks he was exposing his own sister to. Anything could have happened to her.

He forces himself to breathe. Right now, he and Stones are under threat, possibly surrounded, and they don’t have the element of surprise. The police cruiser is parked in the open in front of the camp, like a bullseye on a target. He needs to survive this so that he can find Grace, rescue her. He won’t be too late. He refuses to be too late.

‘We should split up,’ he says. ‘Try to find a way to circle round them …’

As he’s speaking, the two figures reappear, closer now, halfway down the ridge. He can see the one on the left more clearly: it’s Brett Charles. He looks to the right but the bush claims the pair and they disappear out of sight, before he can confirm that it’s Stewie beside him.

Stones has his weapon out, cocked and ready to fire. Walker is pressed up tight against the tin wall. If both their assailants have a gun, they’re outnumbered. He hopes Stones is a good shot. Wonders what weapons they’re likely to have aside from the twenty-two. Hopefully that’s it, just the one rifle. That at least evens things up a bit, as he and Stones have better cover.

But the thought of the rifle brings him up short. If they have a rifle and they’re good enough shots to have taken out the window of a moving vehicle, why are they rushing down towards the camp, exposing themselves and not making any effort to hide? It would make a lot more sense for them to have quietly got close, crept up, taken a sniper-style shot at them, rather than this headlong attack.

Maybe they’re not attacking – maybe they’re running away. Maybe they’re running to safety. Stones is edging around the shed, his arms in firing position. Walker can hear the clattering steps of the brothers approaching. ‘Wait!’ he says to Stones. ‘I don’t think they’re coming for us. I think they’re running from something … Maybe that shooter.’

Stones, still looking up the hill, relaxes his hold on his weapon only slightly. Walker steps out beside Stones. He’s staring up at the ridge when the pair appear again, on a track not far above the camp. Walker can see Brett clearly now; looks more closely at the figure on the right. Sees the sun gleam on long hair flying loose behind the cap and in the same second recognises the denim shorts and feels his breath catch in his throat. It’s Grace. Thank god, it’s Grace.

‘That’s Grace!’ He can hear a tremor in his voice, feels a momentary softness in his knees. Grace is OK. ‘Don’t shoot. It’s Grace. It’s my sister.’

They watch the pair slipping and sliding towards them. Walker raises his arms, waves at Grace. She’s not looking, watching her feet, he can see now how fast they’re moving. They’re running from someone, he’s sure of it. He calls out but they disappear again among the scrub and trees.

‘Who’s that with her?’ asks Stones.

‘Brett Charles. They’re in a hell of a hurry. Maybe they’re being chased.’ He’s scanning the hill behind where he last saw them, trying to see if they’re being followed, if they’re running from someone. He starts towards the hillside. ‘Let’s go,’ he says to Stones. ‘We can meet them.’

‘No, wait,’ says Stones. ‘We’re in a better position to spot pursuers here than up in the bush. And we might miss them. We don’t know what track they’re on.’

Walker stops. Stones is right. The wait, no more than a few minutes, seems interminable. They’ve lost sight of the pair completely, the brush thicker lower down, or perhaps the path has jinked to the left or right and they’re looking in the wrong place. They hear them before they see them, scrambling footsteps, two people breathing hard, off to their right somewhere. Walker hears a male voice say, ‘Careful, here, this way’, and he calls out. ‘Grace? Grace? We’re over here …’

A moment later Grace and Brett Charles emerge from the bush to the right of the camp and jog down the last of the slope towards the shed. Walker and Stones run to meet them. Grace is flushed, face wet with perspiration, her legs scratched and bleeding, her shorts dusty. She stops in front of Walker, bends forward, hands on her knees, catches her breath. ‘Vero,’ she says. ‘Vero …’

‘Drink this.’ He hands her the water bottle he’s been holding since he was inside with Susie. She drinks a huge gulp, pours some over her face, hands the bottle to Brett, standing beside her. Brett is redder in the face than she is, his t-shirt sweaty, breathing ragged. He takes a long gulp of the water, takes off his cap, wets his face and the top of his head, passes the water back to Grace. You’d think Brett would be more used to the heat, the exertion, thinks Walker, but then the bloke’s a big drinker, uses drugs. He reminds himself again that Grace is much fitter and stronger than he remembers.

‘Vero is up there,’ says Grace between gulps of water. ‘She’s got a gun. She was shooting at the police car. She was shooting at you …’

‘What sort of gun?’ asks Stones.

‘A twenty-two, bolt action,’ says Brett. ‘Stewie reckoned he thought it was a Marlin.’

Stones and Walker catch each other’s eyes. Susie Smith’s gun.

‘Stewie’s still up there,’ says Grace. ‘He’s keeping an eye on her. He distracted her, made a noise on one side, while we went the other way. She was shooting at your car!’

‘Start at the beginning,’ says Stones, holstering his weapon. ‘What happened?’

‘I was visiting Brett and Stewie,’ says Grace. ‘They showed me their mine and we had a cup of tea. But Susie and Vero said they’d only be out here an hour, so Stewie said he’d walk me back, that it wasn’t far. The three of us were walking and Stewie heard a car coming. I thought it might be you coming to collect me but then we saw it was a police car. And, out of nowhere, someone right by us started shooting. There were two shots. When you got out of the car’ – she gestures at Stones with her head – ‘we realised she was shooting at you. She shot at you again and then you drove off. We heard her laughing, she sounded crazy, really laughing like crazy.’ There’s fear in her voice, in her eyes. Brett puts his hand out, and she reaches for it, holds it tight.

‘When the shooting started, Stewie got us down, told us to stay quiet,’ says Brett. ‘Grace told us earlier about what happened to youse last night; we reckoned maybe it was the same person. We could hear footsteps near to us and Stewie crept up for a look, to see who it was. He’s good at tracking, hunting, that sort of thing. He saw it was Vero. We didn’t know what to do, we were thinking maybe best to go back to our camp, maybe that was safest, but then we saw the cop car heading this way and decided we’d be better to try to meet youse here. Stewie showed us the way, told us to go quiet, then he went back to keep an eye on Vero. She’s still up there. I reckon she saw youse coming here. Don’t reckon she’ll come back till youse have gone.’

Walker’s mouth is dry. He’d left Grace with Vero, had trusted Vero, had come close to losing Grace. With the fear comes anger. ‘We need to find her,’ he says to Stones. ‘She doesn’t know the bush, she can’t last out there, but we’re sitting ducks if we stay here, if she decides to take a few more potshots. She’s a former Olympian,’ he says, remembering. ‘A pentathlete, so she must be a bloody good shot. She won’t miss if she gets closer.’

‘Let’s start by talking with Susie,’ says Stones, mouth grim. ‘I reckon she’s in on this too. Sounds like it’s her gun that Vero’s using.’

‘Fuck,’ says Walker. He’d momentarily forgotten about Susie. He turns, runs towards the hut, Stones following, their steps crunching on the gravel and dust. He slows as he gets to the screen door. ‘Susie?’ he calls out. ‘Grace and Brett are here, they’ve walked back. Can I get a couple more bottles of that water?’

There’s no answer. ‘Susie?’ he calls again, his voice echoing in the stillness. He takes a step towards the door but Stones grabs his shoulder, shakes his head, unholsters his weapon.

‘Susie, I’m coming in,’ Stones calls. ‘I’m armed and I will shoot if I’m threatened. Put your hands up and don’t move.’

They wait for a heartbeat. When Susie doesn’t respond, Stones steps forward, kicks the door open, steps inside, arms out, weapon ready. Walker can hear him breathing hard, taking fast steps into the shack. ‘She’s gone,’ he shouts after a second. ‘Place is empty.’

‘She must have drawn her own conclusions, made a run for it,’ says Walker. ‘Or maybe she’s gone to warn Vero.’

‘I’ll get the radio and call for back-up,’ says Stones, coming out and heading towards the cruiser. ‘We have to go find them.’

‘I can’t,’ says Walker. ‘I need to stay with Grace, keep her safe. You’ll have to wait for back-up to arrive.’ As he’s speaking, Grace and Brett join them.

‘I don’t want to wait,’ says Stones. He’s stopped moving, is facing Walker, his face grim. ‘We need to find them, we can’t give them time to get away. And I don’t just want White turning up here, I need proper back-up, more men, more experienced. It’ll take an hour at least to get a team from Longreach and that pair already have a head start. We might lose them. Vero’s armed and dangerous – we need to get her into custody.’

Walker hesitates. Stones is right, they don’t want to risk losing Vero and Susie and it’s dangerous to let Stones go alone. But he can’t leave Grace. Not again. He shakes his head. ‘I need to stay with Grace.’

‘It’s OK,’ she says. ‘I’ll be fine with Brett. You should go and find Vero, arrest her. She’s crazy, Lucas.’

Walker looks at her, at Brett. He’s loath to leave Grace with him, still doesn’t entirely trust him.

‘I can take Grace back to our camp,’ says Brett.

‘No,’ says Walker. ‘It’s too near. There’s a chance Vero and Susie will head that way. I want Grace a long way away. I’ll take Mark’s ute and drive us back to town.’

‘What if Vero shoots at you? What if she tries to shoot at the car again?’ says Brett.

It’s a good point and it makes up Walker’s mind. ‘I have to stay with Grace. I’ll find a way to get her safe.’

‘No,’ says Grace, her voice firm. ‘You have to do your job. I’ll go with Brett.’

‘I could drive us to Rudy’s camp,’ says Brett. ‘It’s about five kilometres further on, in the other direction. Don’t reckon Vero knows where it is.’

Walker is torn. It’s not a bad idea – Rudy isn’t involved in all this and seems reliable enough. There are no easy decisions but he has to get Grace away from danger. He also knows that finding Susie and Vero, getting them into custody, is vitally important and Stones needs his help to do that. Stones’s radio crackles and he turns away, Walker lost in his dilemma, not listening.

‘Back-up is on its way,’ says Stones, turning back to them, ‘but, like I thought, it’ll take an hour or more. We need to get moving – they’re getting further ahead of us all the time.’

‘I’ll go with Brett,’ says Grace. ‘We’ll go to Rudy’s camp.’

‘Are you sure?’ asks Walker. ‘Is that really OK with you, Grace? You’re happy to go with Brett?’

‘Yeah, of course, I’ll be fine. But what about you? Will you be OK?’ Her face is suddenly worried. ‘Vero has a gun …’

‘We won’t confront her. We just need to find them, watch them and wait for back-up. We’ll be fine.’

He knows that’s not entirely true. Vero is armed and cornered. Perhaps she realises that she’ll be facing charges, maybe she even understands that she’s under suspicion for Mark and Karen’s murders. All of which might make her more violent, more unpredictable. It’s a dangerous situation but they don’t have a choice. They need to find her, arrest her, before she and Susie kill someone else.
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Chapter 53

3 p.m.

Susie Smith is climbing as fast as she can, staying off the track to avoid being seen but keeping it in sight over her right shoulder, using it as a navigation aid. She needs to find Vero before the cops do. Needs to get her to dump that gun like she’d said she was going to. Needs to get her calmed down and get their stories straight.

She’d heard the gunshots earlier, had cursed out loud. Vero had said she’d throw the gun off the ridge somewhere. Find a big drop and dump it. A good idea. The cops will never find it out here and no weapon equals no conviction. But Vero loves to shoot, it was her best event in the pentathlon, and she goes shooting any chance she gets. She’d probably seen a rabbit or a roo or was aiming at an old tin for a target, but out here, in the bush, the sound reverberates. The Charles brothers aren’t far away and Stewie is always wandering around, minding everyone’s business but his own. And, after last night, they need to deny all knowledge of the gun, say they haven’t seen it in years, not be firing the fucking thing. Then the cops had pulled up with a smashed window, a shot-out window, and Vero’s idiocy had shaken Susie to her roots. Vero’s only gone and shot at a cop car.

There’s nothing to gain and everything to lose by firing at the cops. Especially coming on the back of last night, when Vero had tried to kill Lucas and Grace, had shot at them in the middle of town and only got away with it because the pub was so close and she was back in bed, laughing, her eyes wild and crazy, by the time the cops showed up.

Susie still can’t believe Vero had even tried it but she had been sure that Lucas would work out they’d killed Mark and Karen. ‘He’s not going to let his cousin go down for this,’ she’d said. ‘He’s digging around, he’s asking questions, he’ll work it out, I know he will.’

Susie had urged calm. ‘The water’s going down, they’ll be on their way soon enough, or we will be. We’ll get out of here. He’s looking at Stewie, at Scott. He’s not thinking about us.’ But Vero had had that faraway look in her eyes that had meant she wasn’t listening.

Last night, she’d woken, hadn’t known what it was that roused her. Had rolled over, found Vero wasn’t in bed beside her, the sheets cool so she’d been gone for a while. Then the sound of a shot, clear and loud and close by, had terrified her. For a terrible moment she’d thought maybe Vero had topped herself, that she couldn’t cope with what they’d done, the unthinkable things they’d had to do to be free, to be together. She knows the feeling. Has been drinking every day to numb herself from the horror, the nightmare they’ve found themselves in. But the terror she’d felt at that moment, the moment she’d thought Vero might be gone forever, the way her heart had stopped, the ice-cold fear washing over her, had shocked her. She’s always known, but in that heart-rending second or two when she thought that Vero might never be back, she’d realised, properly realised, that a life without Vero in it was a life not worth living at all.

The next shot had been at first a relief – not Vero, not Vero – and then had filled her with confusion, and fear. She’d got up, her eyes sticky with sleep, her mind fuzzy. Walked towards the side door of the pub, heard another shot and felt herself freeze. The shots were near, very near. The cabins or the river. Who would be out there at that time of night with a gun? Paul and Scott and the rest of those idiots, letting off shots to make themselves feel better, maybe. Nervous and agitated, she’d gone into the back room to get the twenty-two, to be on the safe side, to protect herself in case whoever it was turned up at the pub waving a gun around. The moment she’d seen the gun box unlocked, the rifle missing, the ammo too, she’d known. Had waited, agitation growing, until she’d heard light steps outside the pub, the side door opening, Vero coming in, locking the door behind her. The look on her face a little manic, her eyes bright and triumphant.

Thinking about it now still makes her feel cold, despite the fact that she’s struggling to breathe, is carrying too many kilos to be running up a hill in the middle of the afternoon. She’s almost at the top, the track curving right across the ridge, and as she crests the hill she pauses. Her t-shirt is wet through, her face and head burning, her lungs on fire. She glances behind her, the camp visible through the trees below. She can see Brett and Grace and the cops by the shed. As she watches, Walker and the cop start running towards the hut. They stop, the cop pulls a gun, kicks at the door, goes inside. They’re looking for her, looking for both of them. She wonders how much they know. Todd, Mark, Karen … She forces the thought away as her stomach cramps, her throat tight with fear. She has to find Vero. They have to figure out what to do.

She goes over the top of the ridge, losing sight of the camp. Heads right, in the direction of the Charles camp, the direction the shots had come from. She calls, ‘Vero? Vero?’ Not too loud, hoping the sound won’t travel back to the camp. Sees a movement off to her left, spins around. Nothing. Wallaby, bird, something like that. Forces herself to calm down, tries to breathe a bit deeper. The cops are still down at the camp. They’re ten minutes behind her, maybe more.

She’s half walking, half running, calling ‘Vero’, the heat killing her. She should have brought a bottle of water. Once the thought enters her mind, she can’t stop thinking about it. Water. She needs a drink so badly. She’s melting out here. Her tongue swelling, her lips dry. She takes a break under a spindly tree, barely any shade, trying to cool off. That’s when she sees her. Standing at the edge of the ridge, no more than a hundred metres away, looking out at the long view across the valley. Susie’s heart lifts at the sight of her. Vero’s wearing Mark’s hat, a black cowboy hat, and her hair is falling down her back in a long ponytail. With her checked shirt, jeans and boots, the rifle in her hand, she looks like a heroine in a western movie. As always when she’s with Vero, Susie’s anxiety falls away. Vero has this magical effect on her. It’s like coming home. No matter what’s going on, no matter what shitstorm they’re facing, when they’re together Susie feels invincible. Nothing bad can happen if Vero is beside her.

She breaks into a run, calling ‘Vero!’ her voice dry and raspy from the climb and the heat. At the sound, Vero spins around, rifle coming up, smooth and fast into firing position. She sights down the barrel. For a second Susie feels a flutter of fear, then Vero laughs, lowers the gun. As she gets closer, the smile disappears, replaced by a frown, Vero’s mouth a moue of distaste.

‘Fuck, Susie, you look awful,’ is how she greets her. ‘Don’t come too close, you smell disgusting. I can smell you from here.’

Susie comes to a stop, trying to stop the hurt from showing on her face. Vero does this sometimes. She can be nasty, but she doesn’t mean it. She reminds herself that Vero is protecting herself, she’s been hurt so many times by everyone else: by her parents, by the men she’s loved. Reminds herself of the real Vero, the person that only she knows. The warmth and passion and laughter.

‘The cops are at the camp …’ she says, breathing hard, forcing the words out. She sees a bottle of water at Vero’s feet. ‘Pass me that water? I really need a drink.’

Vero reaches down, tosses her the bottle. There’s an inch or so left in the bottom and the water is warm, not refreshing, but to her dry mouth it’s bliss. Susie forces herself to drink slowly, saves a tiny bit to pour over her head and face, wipes her face with the t-shirt, not that it’s much help, it’s soaked through with sweat.

‘You shot at the cop car,’ she says.

‘I wanted to see if I could still hit a moving target. No sweat. Easy as. And you should have seen that fat detective move.’ She laughs. ‘He properly shat himself.’

‘The cops are looking for you – for us. They’ll be up here in a minute. We need to get rid of the rifle, get your story straight.’

Vero looks at the rifle, strokes the wood. ‘What are you panicking for? They can’t prove it was me. We’ll say I was out walking. Nothing to do with me.’ She turns on her innocent face, then laughs again.

‘Brett and Grace saw you. They must have been up here. They turned up at the camp, they told the coppers.’

Vero’s lips thin and her face hardens. ‘What did they say?’

‘I don’t know. I heard them say “Vero” and then I legged it, came to find you. The cops won’t be far behind. Look, lose the gun, toss it, and we’ll deny it. It’s your word against theirs.’

Vero shakes her head. ‘They won’t believe us. Grace is his sister, he thinks the sun shines out of her arse.’

‘OK, let’s go, then. We’ll find somewhere to hide. Just until night falls, then we can go back, get the ute, get out of town.’

‘Bonnie and Clyde …’ says Vero.

‘Yeah! We’ll go on the run,’ says Susie, her heart full of love. They can do this. The two of them together. She steps towards Vero, to put her arms around her, hold her, kiss her.

‘Get away,’ says Vero, pushing her aside. ‘You stink.’

Susie’s arms drop. ‘Don’t be such a bitch. I’ve come to help you.’

‘Right. By leading the cops right to me. By making it obvious we’ve got something to hide. You’re so stupid.’

At the injustice of this, Susie feels tears come to her eyes. ‘I’ve done nothing but help you. Nothing but love you. I helped you with Mark and Karen and Todd and even last night. And now I’m risking everything to help you again because you were stupid enough to take a potshot at the cops. And this is how you treat me.’

Vero doesn’t say anything. She’s staring out across the valley, deep in thought.
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Chapter 54

3.15 p.m.

Walker watches the black ute disappear down the track in a plume of dust as Grace and Brett head towards Rudy’s camp. He’s far from entirely convinced by Brett Charles but he needs Grace as far away as possible, and Brett is the least-bad option he has. Grace trusts the bloke so for the moment he’ll have to do the same.

‘Let’s go,’ says Stones behind him, impatient. ‘They could make it to the Charles camp, get themselves a vehicle, find a place to hide, if we leave it any longer.’

Walker nods and they head up the track, staying close to the bush that runs beside it, out of sight, out of the line of fire. The path is steep and rough and Stones sets a fast pace. Walker’s bad leg complains at the speed and the climb but he pushes through. They need to catch up with the two women before someone else gets hurt.

At the top, the ridge opens to a plateau about fifty metres in width. A broad table of stony red earth, studded with clumps of spiny pale spinifex, boulders the size of small cars and a few spindly wattles, it runs for kilometres in both directions. It’s not completely flat; it dips and rises, the small inclines offering them some protection but also obscuring their view. Vero could be miles ahead, or just over the next rise. Walker and Stones turn right, in the direction of where Brett and Grace last saw her. Mark’s camp is clearly visible below and they can see the hill where the Charles camp is. Walker thinks he can also make out the treeline that marks the little creek where Warren Harris has his camp.

Stones, gun drawn, is walking on the right-hand side of the ridge, the side that overlooks Mark’s camp and the track along which they’d driven. Most likely Vero will be looking that way, watching for their departure. Walker walks on the left. The ridge falls steeply on this side and the sudden drop offers long views out across the open valley to the far horizon, where the rust-coloured land meets the deep-blue sky in a line so straight it might have been drawn with a measuring stick. The winter sun is warm on his back but lacks the burning intensity that summer brings. There’s a light breeze and the air, if not refreshing, is not debilitating either. At this time of year, the sky is almost indigo, not the washed-out blue, so pale it’s almost white, of summer. The long views across the bush, the vastness of the curved sky and the red valley beyond, have a meditative effect on Walker. They’re going into a dangerous situation, two women capable of the most violent murders, but out here, surrounded by the beatific bush, he feels no nerves. His senses are on high alert, his mind calm.

They walk slowly, quietly, keeping their heads low, trying to give themselves as much cover as possible. Walker scans the plateau ahead, Stones keeps an eye on paths leading down. Stones is in front of Walker as they approach a small rise and he gestures at Walker to wait. Walker crouches behind a scrubby wattle bush and watches Stones take quiet, measured steps up the little hillock. At the top, he raises his head slightly above the rise and, a moment later, stands, gives Walker the thumbs-up. No one in sight.

The noise of the bush is muted up here. There are few birds on the ridge; the cicadas, too, absent. He can hear the crunch of their feet on the stony ground, feels that the breeze is stronger. They pause, Stones scanning the paths down towards the camp, and Walker thinks he hears a voice. He raises his hand. Stones looks across, Walker cups his ear. They listen intently and on a zephyr of air, he hears it again. A fragment of conversation. Looks over at Stones, who nods. He’s heard it too. They go cautiously forward, slow steps, inching along, and Walker catches a glimpse of colour, jeans and a red checked shirt. He stops, Stones too, both going low to the ground, Walker taking cover as well as he can behind a clump of spinifex, crouching on the gravelly earth. Ahead of them, only some thirty or thirty-five metres away, close to the edge on Walker’s side of the ridge, Susie and Vero are standing about a metre apart, facing each other. Vero is holding a rifle, casually, comfortably. Susie has a water bottle in her hand.

He and Stones watch for a moment. Walker can’t decide exactly what’s going on. They’re talking. It looks like they might be arguing. The conversation goes on for a while, but he can’t hear what they’re saying, the wind wafting most of the words away from him. There’s the occasional sound when a voice is raised, but nothing distinct. Vero is facing towards them. He sees her say something. The way she says it, there’s finality to it. Her expression is set, emotionless. He can’t see Susie’s face, but her arms are moving, gesturing. She might be pleading. She might be making a point or urging action.

He looks across at Stones, points at the pair, asking the question. Stones gestures to wait. Walker nods. There’s no rush. The helicopter is coming. They can sit it out, watch until the pair decide what to do next, wait for back-up to arrive.

‘You’ll have to take the blame for it,’ says Vero. ‘If you love me, you’ll do it. I can’t go to jail, you know that. And anyway, I wouldn’t have done it without you. If it wasn’t for you, none of this would ever have happened.’

‘What do you mean?’ Susie is confused. The decision that killing Mark was the only way for Vero to be free and for the two of them to be together, the idea and the plan for how to do it, that had all been Vero. Susie had tried to talk her out of it. Tried to convince Vero she could walk away, leave him, that they’d find a way to make it work, but Vero had been adamant that Mark had to die. That otherwise he’d track her down, hurt her. In the end, she’d gone along with it, of course. She’s always there for Vero, no matter what. But it hadn’t been her idea.

‘It was your idea …’ she says now.

‘Rubbish. You insisted. It was all you. You can’t live without me – you said that killing Mark was the only way we could be together.’

As sometimes happens when she’s confronted with Vero’s implacable certainties, Susie starts to doubt herself. Had she been the one to push the plan forward?

‘Well, OK, whatever. But we need to go now. We need to get away. We can start over somewhere else,’ she says. She can hear that she’s pleading, knows that Vero hates it when she gets needy. She tries for a more convincing tone. ‘We have to dump the gun and leave now.’

‘We can’t run, there’s nowhere to go,’ says Vero. ‘And we don’t have any money. They’ll freeze the accounts or trace us if I try to use my cards, and Mark must’ve got rid of that opal. We’ve got nothing.’

‘We don’t need much. I have some saved, and I can make enough to keep us going. We’ll go west, find a little place where they don’t ask questions, find work. We’ll be fine.’

Vero snorts. ‘Go west? Don’t you know me at all? You think that was my plan – hiding away in a shithole little town somewhere?’

The contempt in her voice doesn’t bear thinking about. Susie breathes deep. ‘So, what? We give ourselves up?’

‘No. We give you up. You planned it, you executed it, you killed Mark, you forced me to be a part of it. If you love me, you’ll do this. For me. For us. You know I couldn’t survive in jail …’

‘I love you, you know I love you. But … if we give ourselves up, let’s tell them the truth. Mark was bashing you, cheating on you, threatening you. He wouldn’t give you any money. He was abusive. You had to kill him. He would have killed you otherwise.’

‘What about Karen? Todd?’ Vero looks at her, eyes cold.

Susie hadn’t wanted them to kill Karen, had wanted to wait until Mark was back at the workshop, asleep alone in the caravan. She’d felt enough rage over the way he treated Vero, at the many days and nights Vero had come to the pub in tears, desolate and alone, to want to hurt him. Had found in the strength of her love for Vero enough hatred to raise the hatchet and, even as Mark had woken up, to bring it down, deliver the blows that killed him.

But Vero had hated Karen from the first. She couldn’t believe Mark would cheat on her with such an ordinary woman. And that night, after Vero had seen a text from Karen and Mark’s flirtatious reply, she’d changed the plan. Partly through rage and jealousy, partly it was clever thinking. Everyone knew Todd Mullins was a violent drunk; knew he’d be more than capable of killing Mark and his wife if he found her in bed with his worst enemy. Todd would take the blame; they’d be in the clear. Vero had decided they’d use the hatchets too. Susie had resisted the plan at first, not sure she could go through with it, but Todd didn’t own a gun, and an axe, the unthinking violence of it, was more his style. So she’d dropped some GHB into Todd’s last rum and they’d waited until he’d passed out, then driven him home, unconscious. They’d expected he’d have no memory of the night’s events, that he’d be confused enough that the police would assume the worst.

But then Todd had turned up the next day, claiming he remembered what had happened, and Vero had blamed her for not making the GHB strong enough to fully knock him out, though more likely Todd had been too drunk to finish the drink she’d given him.

It had been Vero who’d insisted she spike Todd’s drinks again that following night. Just to shut him up, she’d said, to give them time to think about what to do next. Susie had dosed his beers heavily and then Vero had decided to pay Todd a visit. ‘I’ll talk to him,’ she’d said. ‘I’ll sort it out.’ Susie hadn’t asked any questions and afterwards she’d just hoped that Todd had been asleep, that the fire hadn’t woken him, that his death had been quick and painless.

‘We can deny it was you who killed Todd – how can they prove it?’ she says now. ‘It could have been anyone …’

‘I’m going to say it was you,’ says Vero. ‘You know a lot about fires, you’re in the fire service. You did it because he knew you killed Mark and Karen because you were jealous of Mark. Because you love me, and you wanted me for yourself.’

Susie feels a physical pain in her side. Vero wants to break them apart, wants her to take the fall for all of this. ‘Babe,’ she says. ‘Let’s not do this. We’re poisoning the one good thing that’s left. Us! That’s why we did all this. To be together. We can face this together too. We can figure it out. We’ll tell the truth about Mark, we’ll deny Todd, we’ll figure out something for Karen …’

Vero isn’t listening. She’s seen something; she’s staring at the bush behind Susie’s back. Susie turns. Sees a flash, sunlight off metal, a pale-blue shirt. The cops are here. Her shoulders slump. There’s nothing left for it. They’ve been caught.

She turns back towards Vero. ‘Babe, we have to tell them the truth. That’s all we can do. They’ll work it out anyway.’

Vero ignores her, takes a step forward and throws the rifle in a long curving arc off the edge of the cliff. Susie can hear it clatter and smash as it lands far below. Now Vero looks at her, meets her eyes, and steps forward. Susie opens her arms to embrace her. She knows that, as long as they’re together, they’ll be OK. Smiles at her. ‘We’ll be OK, babe,’ she says.

‘I’ll be fine,’ says Vero, grabbing her by the arms and using her momentum to turn her around.

Susie moves with her, not fighting it. ‘What are you doing?’ she says, confused. Then Vero gives her a shove, a strong, hard push with all the force of her body, and Susie feels herself toppling, her feet losing purchase on the gravel. She takes a step backwards, trying to right herself, takes another and finds nothing but air underneath her foot. She’s at the edge of the ridge, nothing but the long steep drop to the valley below, her body tipping. She grabs at Vero for support, but Vero steps back out of reach. Arms flailing, she can’t right herself, tries her best to fall forward but the inexorable force of her weight, the pull of gravity, topples her backwards.
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Chapter 55

4 p.m.

Walker registers the moment Vero sees them. She freezes, her face expressionless. Then Susie turns too, squinting into the sun towards them. He sees a look of resignation pass over her face. They won’t fight this, he thinks to himself, they’ll come quietly. He turns to Stones, gestures with his head at the women. Stones nods. As Walker stands, he sees Vero fling the rifle over the cliff and then turn and take Susie in a clumsy embrace. It all happens so fast but somehow Susie seems to slip and in a horrified moment, where time pauses and everything happens in slow motion, he realises she’s going to fall. She’s toppling backwards and is going to fall to her death off the edge of the ridge.

He’s up and sprinting, not thinking, just running as fast as he can, trying to get to Susie. He knows he’s too far away, but he runs anyway. From the corner of his eyes he sees movement, a person emerging from the bush near where Vero and Susie had been standing. Stewie Charles, a streak of muscle and power, shoulders Vero aside on his way past; she stumbles, falls to her knees in the dust. Stewie’s hands are grabbing, reaching for Susie. Walker increases his speed. He can see Susie’s desperation, her hands fumbling thin air, her frantic clawing for Stewie’s fingers.

Stewie gets a tenuous grip on her fingertips. Walker can see him pull at her, try to bring her to safety, but her weight, her momentum, are too much. Stewie’s feet are slipping in the gravel, he’s being pulled towards the edge, they’ll both go over, tumble to their deaths. A final burst of speed and Walker reaches Stewie, grabs at his shirt, wraps his arms around his chest, pulls back with all his might. It’s still not enough. He feels himself sliding forward too, widens his feet, falls backwards to slow their movement, pulling Susie and Stewie with him, the three of them crashing in a tangled heap onto the edge of the steep cliff, Stewie lying beside him, Walker winded as Susie lands with a heavy thump half on top of him.

He and Susie are still perilously close to the cliff. Her legs are sliding over, she’s screaming, wriggling and panicking, and her movement is pulling them both towards the edge. They’re sliding in the dirt, towards the sheer drop in front of them. He tries to shout, tries to tell her to stop moving, but he can’t get enough air, still winded from her landing on him. Susie’s hands are holding him in desperate fear, one clenched on his shirt, the other grabbing at his face. Walker, struggling to breathe, opens his arms wide, looking for something, anything, to hold on to. Then Stones is there, pulling his arms, and he feels his movement slowing. Stewie has clambered up too, grabbing at Susie. Walker feels her weight come off him as Stewie drags her away to the left. Walker’s feet and calves are still hanging over thin air but the rest of him is on solid ground, Stones heaving him to safety.

Sound returns. He hears his heart banging in his ears, feels his laboured breathing ease. He sees the sky above him, a deep-blue pool, feels the sun on his face. Time is speeding up, back to normal pace. Stones appears in his vision, offering his hand, helping him to stand. Walker, legs shaky, bends over, pulling for air. Susie is lying on the ground beside him, sobbing, trembling all over. Stones goes to crouch beside her. Stewie takes a few steps back, distancing himself slightly from the group, watching Vero, who is still kneeling in the dust where she fell, her eyes wide, mouth open in shock.

Walker dusts himself off, goes over to Susie and Stones. Despite the warmth of the day, Susie doesn’t stop shivering and Stones can’t get her to answer his questions. She’s unresponsive, her eyes unfocused, her skin pale and cold. The only time she reacts is when Vero stands and moves towards her. Susie flinches, leans back, her shivering worse.

‘Leave her alone,’ says Stewie. Vero looks at him, backs away. They’re the first words Stewie has said. Walker assesses the man again, the cold eyes, the hard face. Acknowledges that, despite his misgivings about the bloke, Stewie has saved Susie’s life, no question.

He goes over to him. ‘That was brave. She’d have fallen, died, if it wasn’t for you. Thank you.’

There’s a long moment’s silence, then Stewie nods. ‘Susie’s a good person,’ he says. ‘I wouldn’t have done it for the other one. Did Brett find youse? Him and the girl OK?’

‘Yeah,’ says Walker. ‘They’ve gone to Rudy’s camp.’

Walker wants to ask him some questions, about the night Mark was murdered for one, but Stones calls him over. Susie is worse, shaking and pale. ‘She needs medical help,’ says Stones. ‘Shock. Can you sit with her?’

Walker crouches beside Susie, holding her hand, talking to her. ‘You’re safe, Susie, you’re safe,’ he says.

Stones walks over to Vero. ‘You’re under arrest,’ he says. ‘For shooting at a police vehicle and for the murder of Mark Bailey and Karen Mullins …’

Vero starts crying, ‘No. I didn’t do anything – it was Susie. Susie made me do it. She was always jealous, she forced me to do it.’ Impassive, Stones cuffs her hands behind her back, leads her to the shade of a gum tree and sits her down.

Walker tries to warm Susie’s hands in his. Somewhere behind him he can hear Vero sobbing and Stones on the radio to the back-up, explaining the situation. Then Stones comes back. ‘They’re nearly here,’ he says. ‘We’ll fly them both to Longreach, get Susie to hospital, then question them both. Can you drive the cruiser back to town?’

‘Yeah, no worries,’ says Walker.

It’s only a few minutes before the sound of a helicopter breaks the silence and Walker spots it, a black mark in the blue sky. The whump of the blades gets louder, Stones on his radio, directing the pilot. The helicopter goes over the top of them, so low they can see the pilot’s face, a whir of dust in its wake. They watch it scout for a place to land. It puts down a couple of hundred metres away, on a wide, flat part of the ridge. Shortly afterwards, two armed police emerge from the bush at a run, one of them carrying a stretcher.

‘They’re both under arrest for murder but this is the woman who needs medical attention,’ says Stones. Together they pick Susie up, place her on the stretcher, cover her in a silver emergency blanket, her face white, her eyes empty.

Stones walks over to get Vero. She’s crying, ‘I didn’t do anything. It was Susie, it was Susie’, as he leads her towards the helicopter. As they pass by him, Vero gives Walker a beseeching look. ‘I didn’t do anything,’ she says. ‘Please, I didn’t do anything.’

Walker watches them go. Remembers Stewie, looks around but finds him gone, vanished into the bush. He waits for the helicopter to lift off, for the silence to come back to the ridge, before he turns and starts to walk back to Mark’s camp.
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Chapter 56

Saturday, 10 a.m.

Walker and Grace are sitting at a table on the front terrace of a café in Longreach, Grace with a Diet Coke, Walker on his second coffee of the day, both keeping an eye on the corner to their left. Blair is due to be released. Aiko Yamamoto is at the police station managing the details and they should be here any minute.

The little terrace is on the footpath, catching the morning sun and overlooking the broad main street of the town, two wide lanes divided by centre parking. The traffic is desultory but after Kanpara it feels busy. Caravans and utes, 4x4s and city cars, pulling in and out along the main street. Even the café feels lively: there are two women with toddlers in strollers drinking coffees and chatting on a neighbouring table, and a pair of older tourists beside them, eating breakfast and making plans for their day.

He and Grace had spent the night at a motel in Longreach, arriving late yesterday evening. He’d picked up the cruiser, driven to Rudy’s camp – a meticulously neat and well-maintained spot with a proper home, brick not tin, with an air-conditioned living room filled with handmade furniture carved from local wood and a bookshelf loaded with books in several languages, most of them literature and none of them mining tracts, as far as Walker could see from the short glance he’d given them. Rudy, Brett and Grace were drinking coffee and eating a homemade cake. He’d turned down a slice, but Grace had devoured one and then another.

‘She couldn’t relax until she knew you were OK,’ said Rudy, ‘but now she’s eating the whole bloody cake …’

He’d sat with them, drinking a couple of glasses of water, thirsty and shaken by the afternoon’s events. The adrenaline and shock running through him had made him uneasy company. His mind racing and distracted, still struggling to put Vero and Susie at the centre of the brutal murders he’d been investigating all week. He hadn’t wanted to share details with the miners, had simply confirmed that Vero and Susie were on their way to Longreach to talk to police. And in less than thirty minutes, he and Grace were on their way. He’d thanked Brett and Rudy for keeping Grace safe, thinking to himself that although he owed Brett and Stewie an apology for misjudging them, at least in this instance, he was still happy that Grace wouldn’t be extending her friendship with the bloke.

He and Grace had driven to Kanpara in the damaged police cruiser, Walker giving Constable White a brief update on all that had taken place before he and Grace and Ginger climbed into the ute for the two-hour drive to Longreach. They hadn’t talked much on the way, Grace quieter and more contemplative than usual. He’d hoped her loss of exuberance was temporary, a reaction to the day’s events and the shock of the shooting the night before. He’d told her little more than he’d told the miners: Vero and Susie helping police with inquiries. She’d left it at that; perhaps she didn’t want to relive all they’d been through. He’d watched her out of the corner of his eye as they’d driven, hoping the trauma wouldn’t be lasting, and as they’d approached Longreach, the road widening, passing along streets with homes and shops, people and traffic, he’d sensed her relax. A little bit of the old Grace had come back; she’d pulled her phone out, looking for a signal.

But they’d shared a room at the motel last night. ‘I don’t want to be alone,’ she’d said, and he’d slept lightly himself, half an ear out for trouble, half an ear out for Grace. This morning she’d slept until 9 a.m., had more colour in her face when she emerged from the room to find him sitting at the little table outside, on the phone to Aiko.

‘The police have confirmed that Blair is no longer facing any charges,’ Aiko had said. ‘He’ll be out shortly. There’s a bit of admin to complete.’

They’d arranged to meet here, a café near to the police station, half an hour ago. Walker knows this kind of bureaucracy takes time but he’s impatient, anxious even, to see his cousin again. He takes another sip of his coffee, eyes scanning the street, a smile breaking out as he spots Blair coming round the corner talking to a woman walking beside him. She’s slim, wearing navy trousers, a white shirt and low-heeled court shoes, carrying a laptop bag, her dark straight hair falling to her shoulders in a neat bob. That must be Aiko.

He’s off his chair, hand in the air, waving at them. It’s Blair who sees him first and guides Aiko across the street towards them.

Walker steps forward to meet them, hugs Blair. ‘Bloody hell, mate, it’s good to see you,’ he says, knowing as he says it how worried he’s been for his cousin, how fearful he’s been that this might end up so much worse.

He pulls back, looks at Blair, who is trying on a smile that doesn’t quite reach his eyes, which are tired, drawn. The last days have taken a lot out of him. Grace steps up and hugs Blair and they stand together, the sun warm, the sounds of the street, of normal everyday life, flowing around them.

They make space for Aiko and Blair at their table and Blair orders a double serve of eggs and bacon and two rounds of toast. ‘Ah, yeah, OK, that’s four eggs and four rashers of bacon and four slices of toast?’ says the waitress.

‘Yep,’ says Blair. Then, as she walks away, he adds, ‘I’m absolutely fanging. The food they gave me in there was really shit.’

They’re still sitting at the same table close to an hour later, periodically ordering more drinks and food, finding their way back to normality, Blair looking much more like himself after his meal and a long phone call with Tracy and the girls. Grace, too, is laughing at something that Aiko has said. The pair have been deep in conversation for most of the last hour while he’s been catching Blair up on the latest developments.

‘I can’t believe Susie would do that,’ says Blair, shaking his head. ‘She’s such a nice person. She was the heart of that town, everyone liked her, and I always thought she didn’t have a mean bone in her body.’

‘What about Vero?’ asks Walker.

Blair thinks about it. ‘I reckon she’s maybe got a bit of a mean streak. But, still, I wouldn’t have thought it.’

‘Ah shit, almost forgot …’ Walker leans over and picks up the little bag he’d found in the ute, noticing it for the first time when he’d put his own bag in on the way out of Kanpara yesterday afternoon. He’d unzipped it, seen Blair’s clothes inside and figured that, while Blair had taken the bigger bag back to his house and lost everything that was in it to the fire, this one must have been sitting in the ute since that first morning. ‘Here,’ he says, handing it over to Blair. ‘You left this in the ute. I thought maybe you might want a change of clothes, but I see Aiko bought you a few things.’

Blair looks at the bag, then up at Walker. ‘Thanks, cuz,’ he says, reaching over and taking it. ‘I wanted to talk to you about …’ His voice trails off. He’s looking across the street, his face tight again. Walker looks too, sees DSS Stones crossing towards them.

‘What’s this arsehole want now,’ says Blair.

‘Nothing to do with you, that’s for sure,’ says Walker.

Stones comes over, nods at Blair, Aiko and Grace. ‘Can I have a word?’ he says to Walker.

Walker stands, and Stones leads him to a bench beneath a tree, a few steps away from the crowd at the café. ‘Thought you’d want to know that they’ve both confessed and they’re throwing each other to the wolves,’ Stones says, a tone of grim satisfaction. ‘Susie Smith has confessed to killing Mark Bailey. She claims that Vero killed Karen Mullins and that Vero acted alone in killing Todd Mullins and in shooting at you and your sister and at us in the car. She says she killed Bailey because he was abusing Vero, physically and financially. Coercive control, they call it. She did it because Vero told her she was in fear of her life.’

Walker is surprised. Vero had never spoken to him of Mark’s abuse, but he knows it’s not uncommon, he’s had recent experience of a similar case. ‘The thing is,’ says Stones, ‘there doesn’t seem to be any evidence of abuse. No medical incidents and no obvious financial control. Vero Bailey has her own account and her own business. She has a share in the opal store too, and her card was used on their joint account regularly.’

‘What does Vero say?’

‘She claims to have been abused by both Mark Bailey and by Susie Smith. She says she was coerced into action by Susie Smith, who wanted a relationship with her and is very possessive. She says it was all Susie’s idea. Who knows what the truth is, but we’re heading back to Kanpara. I want to talk to Stewie Charles and a few other people, see what they say, see if we can get some clarity on their relationship. I’ve asked my team to look more closely at Vero’s business too. Apparently, she sacked her mum as a manager a year or so ago. Her mum says she’d noticed “financial irregularities”.’ Stones uses his hands to put quote marks around the words. ‘Vero Bailey was stealing money from her sponsors, basically, and she’s being sued by a couple of them for breach of contract and has some pretty serious financial problems. And money is often a motive …’ He shrugs.

‘What a mess.’ Walker is shaking his head.

‘Yeah, well, the main thing is we’ve done our bit,’ says Stones. ‘Leave it to the judge and jury to work out the rest.’

Walker nods. Finding the guilty party and successfully prosecuting them are two different things.

‘I’ve got Wilson in the lock-up here too,’ says Stones. ‘He’s confessed to breaking into Mark’s workshop, looking for the opal. His business is in the toilet, he’s got a bad cocaine addiction, claims he was desperate. Seems he didn’t take anything and with Mark dead and Vero Bailey under arrest I’m not sure he’ll face charges for that. I sent White and a couple of uniforms to pick up Warren Harris but he was gone. That weird shit you told us about was still hanging in the trees but there was no sign of him and the place was cleared out.’

Walker’s not surprised. Harris must be a canny operator to have eluded detection for so many years. He wonders if it was the murders and the subsequent police presence or his intel on Markovich that got the bikie moving again. Holds his counsel on both. No need to aggravate Stones.

Stones’s phone pings in his pocket. He takes it out, glances at it. ‘I gotta go,’ he says, putting out his hand. ‘Thanks for all your help out there, appreciate it.’ They shake and Walker watches him head off. He doesn’t like the bloke much but, in the end, he’s got the job done. When he turns back to the café he sees that Grace and Blair have left, only Aiko still sitting there, laptop out, typing.

She looks up as he comes back to the table. ‘I’m catching the two p.m. flight to Brisbane,’ she says. ‘I’ve called a cab, it should be here shortly.’

‘Righto,’ he says. ‘Where did the others go?’

‘Back to the motel, I think?’ She’s distracted, packing her laptop away, her mind already on something else.

He waits to see her off, thanks her for her help, wondering how well she knows Ellen and if he should mention her. In the end he decides against it. Nothing but a can of worms there, one he needs to resolve as soon as he gets back down south. Afterwards he ambles down the street to the motel. It’s just gone 12 p.m. If they’re in the ute by 1 p.m., they can be home in Caloodie in time for dinner.
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Chapter 57

Canberra

Three days later: Tuesday, 7 a.m.

‘I’ve decided what I want to do when I get home,’ says Grace. They’re standing by the check-in desks for her flight to Sydney. Grace is catching an early flight, Walker dropping her off before heading into work, only one day later than planned, which he reckons isn’t too bad given all that’s happened. Grace will spend two weeks with friends in Sydney before going home to Boston. He’s going down next weekend to hang out with her, and he’s arranged to meet Ellen for a coffee while he’s there too.

They’d got back late last night after two days in Caloodie with Blair and his family. Those two days had gone a long way to rescuing Grace’s holiday, thinks Walker. She’d enjoyed the family barbecue and had loved finding out more about Grandma, looking through family pictures, drinking tea, eating biscuits, talking and laughing with him and Michelle. He’d gone with her to the waterhole for a swim and Blair had taken her on a sunset hike, both of them coming back looking more like their old selves. The girls and Tracy, Caloodie and the bush all giving Blair’s face and eyes back some of the colour and life that his time in Longreach had taken away. Grace, too, has found her old energy, her big smile breaking through again. He looks at her now, her eyes shining with enthusiasm. ‘Ah yeah?’ he says. ‘So what are you gonna do?’

‘I’m going to study law at grad school. I want to be a defence attorney.’

He’s surprised. ‘I thought you were into environmental studies, or something like that …’

‘Well, after everything that happened in Kanpara, I kinda lost interest in all that.’

‘Fair enough,’ he says.

‘Actually,’ she says, straightening her back and looking him in the eye, ‘it was because of Brett that I decided.’

Some look must cross his face because she says, ‘I know you don’t like him and that’s exactly why I want to be a defence attorney.’

‘Because I don’t like Brett Charles …?’ Walker doesn’t follow.

‘You thought he was a murderer just because his brother had been to jail.’ Walker opens his mouth to disagree, then closes it again. She has a point. ‘And,’ she says, ‘that other cop had it in for Blair, without any real reason. If it wasn’t for Aiko defending him, being there to make sure he didn’t say anything wrong, they might even have charged him.’

‘Is that what Aiko said?’ Walker feels that maybe Aiko is claiming a bit more credit than is due. She hadn’t had to defend Blair once Susie and Vero were arrested.

‘No, it’s what Blair said. He said he was terrified until he met Aiko. He thought he was going to be set up, he was going to spend the next twenty years in jail, not be able to see the girls or Tracy, that his life was basically over. Aiko told him that they had no evidence, that she’d get him out, that he’d be fine. He said as soon as he spoke to her, he knew he could keep fighting, he knew it was going to be OK.’

Walker feels Blair’s anguish in her words, feels a shot of pain at what Blair had to go through.

‘And that’s what I want to do,’ says Grace. ‘I want to make sure there are no miscarriages of justice like that.’ Her voice is firm, her face serious. He feels a surge of love for his little sister, her idealism, her strength.

‘I think it’s a great idea,’ he says, stepping forward and giving her a big hug. ‘You’ll be pretty bloody good at it, I reckon. I’m just happy I’ll never be on the stand with you questioning me!’

Back in Caloodie, the girls gone to school, Blair and Tracy are sitting in their kitchen. The little sports bag is on the table between them, a couple of crumpled t-shirts, a pair of shorts and a shirt lying beside it. Blair pulls out the last shirt, takes a bubble-wrapped package out and unwraps it slowly. Tracy’s eyes widen with disbelief. Inside is a stone, a piece of opal as long as Blair’s hand, shaped like a fat cigar and pulsating with colours: blue, green, gold and pink.

‘Mark gave it to me to look after. He wanted to get it out of Kanpara. He thought some of the other miners were after it – he didn’t have anywhere safe to put it and didn’t want his wife to find out about it. All he wanted me to do was hold the stone for him for a couple of weeks. He was planning to tell his wife he wanted a divorce, send her home and then come and collect it from me here. He promised me a percentage of the sale and he said it might be worth a million bucks.’

‘Oh my god, Blair, he trusted you with this?’ Tracy is mesmerised by the beauty of the stone, barely dares to touch it.

‘Well, yeah, I dunno. He changed his mind the night before he died. He thought I’d been trying to sell the stone behind his back, trying to rip him off. We had a big argument. He said he was coming to get it off me, but he went to Karen’s first and never came back.’

‘What are we gonna do with it?’

‘I don’t know. I wanted to talk to Lucas about it after Mark was murdered. But Lucas was in cop mode and obviously his copper mate thought I had something to do with Mark’s murder and I thought the stone would convince him I killed Mark, and I panicked. I left the bag in Lucas’s ute and by the time he gave it to me it was too late …’

‘We can’t keep it – it’s not ours.’

‘I know. But what should I do? His wife’s in jail, they say she’s the one who killed him. Her and a mate. He doesn’t have kids …’

‘He must have family, other family. It’s not ours to keep, Blair.’

‘Yeah, actually, you’re right. He has a sister and his mum’s still alive. I’d forgotten about them.’ There’s relief in Blair’s voice.

‘That’s what we’ll do, then. We’ll find them. We’ll tell them you were looking after it for Mark.’ Finally Tracy holds the stone in her hand. ‘Oh my god, it’s so beautiful.’

‘I brought you one too,’ says Blair. ‘It’s not as big …’ He pulls a little blue velvet box from the front pocket of the bag and hands it to her. Inside is a ring, diamond-shaped, flashing red and green and vivid blue against the brown ironstone that the opal was birthed from. ‘We found this one too. Mark cut it and set it for me.’

‘It’s beautiful, Blair.’ She slides it on her finger, rotates it so that it gleams and shimmers in the sunlight, then leans forward and kisses him. ‘Thank god you’re back. Thank god this is all over and you’re back with us.’

When Walker gets to the AFP HQ, steps out of the lift, pushes through the door into the team’s office, he can sense immediately that something’s wrong. The gloomy looks, the silence, so different from the energy on the day he’d left, just over a week ago, though it feels much longer.

He walks over to his desk. Sophie is already in the cubicle opposite his. She looks up as he pulls out his chair, her face tired, dark rings under her eyes.

‘Late one?’ he says.

‘Yeah,’ she says. ‘Didn’t make it home last night, slept on the sofa in Rutherford’s office.’

‘What’s going on? Feels like a bloody funeral in here …’

‘Not far off,’ she says. ‘Major Aguilar, the guy we were working with in Ecuador – he was shot and killed yesterday.’

‘Shit. What happened?’

‘I told you the shit hit the fan over there, right? Well, their president got voted in on a hardline anti-drugs platform and wanted to come down tough on this latest chaos. He put Aguilar in charge of the crackdown; he was one of their best cops, apparently. And Aguilar’s actions were having a real impact, they arrested a heap of gang members, not just from Los Choneros. They must have got too close to someone high up. It was brazen. A middle-of-the-day assassination, in the middle of the city. Aguilar’s second-in-command, Javier Perez – the one who called me and told me about it – he says they must have been tipped off about where Aguilar would be, maybe even by someone in Aguilar’s team. He was ambushed in his vehicle …’

Walker is shaking his head. Losing a good cop is always tough. And it will impact their search for Markovich too.

‘The bad news doesn’t end there …’ says Sophie.

‘Markovich?’ says Walker, a sinking feeling in his stomach.

‘Yep. He’s gone. They’ve lost him. Perez had been working with Aguilar on the investigation into the Serbs, doing quite a bit of the surveillance himself. I asked him to have a drive by the compound after Aguilar was killed, to see if the news had had any impact there. He called me back early this morning. It’s deserted. He thinks there’s a chance that whoever it was who sold out Aguilar probably told the Serbs they were under surveillance too, that’s why they’ve made themselves scarce. He says the Serb head honcho, Jocić, will be back. He’s got a Mexican wife, lots of local contacts. But who knows with Markovich …’

‘If Markovich knows we’re onto him, he’ll be gone,’ says Walker.

‘We have to hope he didn’t get the message.’

It’s a forlorn hope, thinks Walker. He’d bet that Markovich has gone to ground again, has found a new hole to hide in. But if he’s on the move, if he’s on the run, he’ll be vulnerable. He can’t pass through borders unseen and, now that they have this alias, perhaps they can follow him, track him down more easily. Walker sits at his desk and powers up his computer. He’s going to find him. Markovich isn’t getting away with murder. Not this time.

If you can't get enough of DS Lucas Walker, make sure you don't miss out on his next unputdownable case.

Sign up here for Patricia’s newsletter!
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Author’s Note

I’ve always loved opals. Created over millions of years, when water containing silica fills cracks in rocks, opal can shimmer in shades of blue, green, pink, red and yellow. There’s something magical about the way the colours change with the light and every stone is unique. To me, they also epitomise outback Australia, which is where Australian opal is primarily found. Australian opals are mined in South Australia, at the famous Coober Pedy site; in New South Wales, around Lightning Ridge; and across western Queensland, where this book is set. All these outback sites, on the shore of what was once a vast ancient inland sea, have a unique combination of geological conditions that enables the formation of opal.

Queensland’s opal fields run along a belt of deeply weathered land, which extends in a north-westerly direction from the New South Wales border through Cunnamulla, Quilpie, Longreach, Winton and Kynuna, a total distance of about 1,000 kilometres.1 And whereas Coober Pedy and Lightning Ridge opal mining takes place underground, most opal mining in Queensland is carried out above ground, in ‘open cut’ operations. Queensland produces a unique type of opal called the boulder opal, which was first discovered in Quilpie in about 1870 and is found nowhere else in Australia. A boulder opal is special because the colourful stone is found attached to ironstone and is usually cut with this natural backing intact. Boulder opals can be cut to standard shapes and sizes for jewellery, but some are also cut in freeform shapes to highlight their individual beauty.

This book is set in the imaginary town of Kanpara, but Kanpara’s location – south of Winton and west of Longreach – is close to the real opal fields of Jundah and Opalton. Along with opal, the area is famous for its striking countryside, diverse bird- and wildlife, and is a beautiful part of Australia that’s well worth a visit. Each time I’m in the region, I’m amazed anew by the scale of it – the huge sky, the vast horizon and the stark beauty of the landscape: broad plains of Mitchell grass grazed by cattle and kangaroos and dotted with gorges, ridges and jump-ups where miners search for elusive opal.

The region’s towns are among Australia’s friendliest. From Winton, where Australia’s national song ‘Waltzing Matilda’ was penned, to Longreach, home of Australia’s national carrier Qantas, down to Quilpie, Charleville and beyond, I’ve found nothing but warm welcomes, good times and cold beers. Don’t let Aussie noir crime fiction put you off a visit to outback Queensland. With its striking countryside, local characters and beautiful opals to boot, it’s truly one of the most inspiring and interesting parts of Australia!

1. https://www.opalauctions.com/learn/opal-information/fossicking-for-opals-in-australia
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TWO MISSING BACKPACKERS. ONE VAST OUTBACK.

DS Lucas Walker is on leave in his hometown, Caloodie, taking care of his dying grandmother. When two young German backpackers, Berndt and Rita, vanish from the area, he finds himself unofficially on the case.

But why all the interest from the Federal Police when they have probably just ditched the heat and dust of the outback for the coast? Working in the organised crime unit has opened Walker’s eyes to the growing drug trade in Australia’s remote interior – and he becomes convinced there is more at play.

As the number of days since the couple’s disappearance climbs, Walker is joined by Rita’s older sister. A detective herself with Berlin CID, she has flown to Australia – desperate to find her sister.

Their search becomes ever more urgent as temperatures soar. Even if Walker does find the young couple, will it be too late?

Buy now!
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In a beach paradise, an unspeakable crime is committed. The only witness lies in a coma, fighting for her life …

Australia’s Gold Coast: On a stunningly beautiful stretch of coastline, a young mother is brutally murdered and her daughter, Gabby, is left in a coma, with her life hanging in the balance.

DS Lucas Walker has just arrived in Surfer’s Paradise for some much-needed recovery after injuries sustained in his last investigation. But he is soon pulled into the dark twists and turns of this home invasion gone wrong, vowing to find the men responsible.

As Walker digs deeper into the dark underbelly of this shimmering city by the ocean, a case from his own past resurfaces, with deadly consequences.

And as eight-year-old Gabby, the sole witness to her mother’s murder, wakes in her hospital bed, Walker is in a race against time to stop those responsible before they return to silence her forever …

Buy Now!
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Embla Books is a digital-first publisher of standout commercial adult fiction. Passionate about storytelling, the team at Embla publish books that will make you ‘laugh, love, look over your shoulder and lose sleep’. Launched by Bonnier Books UK in 2021, the imprint is named after the first woman from the creation myth in Norse mythology, who was carved by the gods from a tree trunk found on the seashore – an image of the kind of creative work and crafting that writers do, and a symbol of how stories shape our lives.
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